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A People’s Tragedy (Review 1)

"Sometimes, history needs a push" - Vladimir Lenin

The above quote touches on a long debated historical question: can history be explained by the outsized impact of “great” people or heroes? Or do bottom-up human and social dynamics govern the course of events?

Leo Tolstoy had a strong opinion on the matter, as a major theme in War and Peace is about the limits of leadership and an outright rejection of the great man theory. Karl Marx is known for his theory of history called historical materialism, which also rejects the great man theory and instead explains history through changes in class and labor.

I use Tolstoy and Marx as examples because of their obvious proximity to this story, but also because the events that occurred in Russia up until 1917 can easily be explained through their theories. It was only a matter of time before the societal changes happening at the beginning of the 20th century were going to bring about an end to the monarchy.

However, what happened in November of 1917 can only be described as the great man theory at work. As you will see, our world would look a lot different if Vladimir Lenin was not around to “push” history.
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Lenin addresses a crowd during 1917

This essay will be a book review of A People’s Tragedy by Orlando Figes, one of the most coveted books on the Russian Revolution. As Figes apologizes in the introduction of the book, I will do the same here: I am sorry for the length.

I also want to note that there is a reason the book is not called A People’s Fortune. There will be some disturbing quotes from the book that I felt were necessary to relay the tangibility of the atrocities.

Let’s dive in.

Part I: The Decline of the Romanovs

The Russian emperor’s inability to deal with the modernization of their country is ultimately what led to their downfall. They were unwilling to cede their autocracy to an alternate system like what had been occurring in Europe for the last few hundred years. Combined with a particularly weak leader, there was not much hope for the Romanovs.

The Romanovs were the ruling family of the Russian Empire for more than 300 years (1613 to 1917). The family has a great cast of characters that you may be familiar with: Peter the Great, Catherine the Great, and Ivan the Terrible. The word for emperor in Russia is tsar (or tsarina). In Gothic, it would look like Kaiser, but its origin is Latin, and would look like Caesar.

Over their 300-year rule, the Romanovs had some highly effective conquerors, who grew the Russian Empire significantly. By 1895, they had the third largest empire of all time (beaten out only by the Mongols and the British), accounting for 17% of the area of the world. This included 16 modern day nations including modern day Russia, Poland, Finland, Ukraine, and more.
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The Russian Empire roughly at its peak

However, after 300 years of relative prosperity, the effectiveness of the tsarist regime began to falter.

Our story begins with the Russian Famine of 1891. Caused by a series of unfortunate weather events and some government mismanagement, the famine resulted in 375,000 to 400,000 deaths. Figes writes about the famine:

In short, the whole of society had been politicized and radicalized as a result of the famine crisis. The conflict between the population and the regime had been set in motion and there was now no turning back. In the words of Lydia Dan, the famine had been a vital landmark in the history of the revolution because it had shown to the youth of her generation 'that the Russian system was completely bankrupt. It felt as though Russia was on the brink of something.’

The tsar during this time was Alexander III, a conservative compared to his father, he opposed any reform that would threaten his autocratic rule. He was a strong ruler but died of kidney disease in 1894, making his 26-year-old son Nicholas II the new tsar of Russia.

Nicholas gets a lot of attention in this story because he was a below-average leader and a deeply tragic figure. He loved his family deeply and did not want the throne, but felt he had to maintain his ancestors 300-year streak of unadulterated autocratic rule. Whether you feel bad for him or not, it's hard to argue that Nicholas didn’t expedite the fall of the monarchy.

Revolution and War

One of Nicholas’ first big blunders was the 1904 Russo-Japanese War, caused by rival ambitions in Manchuria. This war is historically significant because it was one of the first conflicts with modern weapons. Artillery cannons begin to look closer to something you would see today, as opposed to a cannon you would see in the revolutionary war. Additionally, machine guns and turrets became widely used.

However, most of this modern weaponry was being used by the Japanese.

The biggest problem was the sheer incompetence of the [Russian] High Command, which stuck rigidly to the military doctrines of the nineteenth century and wasted thousands of Russian lives by ordering hopeless bayonet charges against well entrenched artillery positions.

The war can be summed up in a mental image of Russian cavalry charging on Japanese artillery. If you also consider that the war was 6,000 miles away from the Russian capital, being supplied by faulty railroads, there was never really much of a chance for Russia. The numbers vary, but roughly 60,000 Russian soldiers died in the conflict.
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Soldiers during the Russo-Japanese War

In January of 1905, mass demonstrations began at the Russian capital of St. Petersburg sparked by the trifecta of humiliation of the war with Japan, hunger, and peasant exploitation. To quell the demonstrators, state police opened fire on the crowd and killed hundreds of civilians. The day became known as “Bloody Friday''. In June of the same year, peasants also began rioting by seizing land and tools in protest of the bureaucracy imposed on them. Throughout the year, the tsarist regime executed 15,000 people and exiled 45,000, which didn’t make the situation better.

The revolution had been truly born, and it had been born in the very core, in the very bowels of the people. In that one vital moment the popular myth of a Good Tsar which had sustained the regime through the centuries was suddenly destroyed.

These events collectively make up the Revolution of 1905, which culminate in the October Manifesto, a document begrudgingly issued by Nicholas that promised basic civil rights and an elected parliament.

This is a key part of the story. So far, the events look like what happened in, say, the United Kingdom, where the people slowly chip away at the rights of the monarch until they end up with a system that is democratic. But did the Manifesto and ensuing constitution go far enough?

This was, in truth, the main dilemma that the liberals faced after the October Manifesto - whether to support or oppose the government. So far the revolution had been a broad assault by the whole nation united against the autocracy. But now the Manifesto held out the prospect of a new constitutional order in which both monarchy and society might — just might — develop along European lines.

The new government body, called the Duma, ended up not having much power at all, which again set Russia up for eventual revolution 12 years later.

Revisionists look at this part of the story very closely. If Nicholas had ceded more power to the Duma, there may have not been the need for a revolution. Additionally, a parliamentary government may have avoided entering WWI, which would have changed the entire history of the 20th century.

It's also worth looking at why the 1905 revolution failed. Why was the tsar able to remain in power? First, the various opponents failed to unify politically or tactically. The striking workers, rebelling peasants, and armed service mutineers didn't coordinate much at all. Second, and perhaps most importantly, the military largely remained faithful to the tsar. History shows that it's hard to have an internal revolt without the full support of the military.

Lastly, there was no aligned vision on what the replacement government should be. On one hand, it's easy to blame Nicholas for not ceding enough power to the Duma, but on the other hand you could blame the revolutionaries for not proposing a comprehensive replacement. There was a wedge created within the opposition around the October Manifesto. The liberal socialists felt it didn’t go far enough and wanted to continue the revolution, whereas the center-left democrats thought it was a good first step towards political reform.

But in large, the people were blinded by the hopium.

Most of the Duma members shared [the] faith that Russia had at last won its House of Commons' and would now move towards joining the club of Western liberal parliamentary states. The time for tyrants was passing. Tomorrow belonged to the people. This was the Duma of National Hopes.

Nonetheless, the leader of the Duma was assassinated in September of 1911, wiping out the dreams of traditional political reform. We will never know what could have been if this had been successful, but it’s sure entertaining to theorize.

The Great War

Fast forward to June 28th 1914 and there is another relevant assassination. A radical Serbian named Gavrilo Princip shoots the heir to the Austro-Hungarian empire, Archduke Franz Ferdinand, as he is visiting Sarajevo. This leads Austria-Hungary to declare war on Serbia, which causes the two stronger allies of each country, Germany and Russia, to declare war on each other. The most cited cause of World War I is the web of military alliances across Europe. While true, double clicking into Russia gives us a better picture as to why this struggling nation decided to go to war.

One way to view Russian history is to see a country deeply confused about its identity. It so badly wants to be European (specifically, German) but it feels like it can’t shake its Asian-ness. Russia at this time has what I can best describe as Stockholm Syndrome in regard to German culture. Figes focuses on this for quite some time:

This fear of Germany stemmed in part from the Russians' cultural insecurity - the feeling that they were living on the edge of a backward, semi-Asian society and that everything modern and progressive came to it from the West. There was, as Dominic Lieven has put it, 'an instinctive sense that Germanic arrogance towards the Slavs entailed an implicit denial of the Russian people's own dignity and of their equality with the other leading races of Europe.’

It’s relevant to note that Germany was the cultural and scientific epicenter of Europe at the time. The unification led by Otto Von Bismark in 1871 set Germany up for 40+ years of dynamic success. Many of the greatest minds of the day were either from or lived in Germany, including philosophers like Marx, Hegel, and Nietzsche, along with scientists such as Einstein and Planck.

But let’s not forget that Russia’s decision to enter the war was ultimately on the shoulders of Nicholas, who had personal motives outside of alliances and cultural insecurities. For starters, Nicholas was cousins with the leader of Germany, Wilhelm II (they were both also cousins of George V of England).
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I know Wilhelm is on the left. I think the middle one is George but he looks so similar to Nicholas it's hard to tell.

So, the real reason Nicholas went to war was that Wilhelm insulted the size of his mustache. (I kid, I kid)

In reality, I think Nicholas was probably making his decision to enter the war based on what was best for preserving his power. Figes believes that instead of looking at the war opportunistically, he was choosing between the lesser of two bad options.

This placed Nicholas in an impossible situation. If he went to war, he ran the risk of defeat and a social revolution; but if he didn't, there might equally be a sudden uprising of patriotic feeling against him which could also result in a complete loss of political control.

Whatever the real reason, he began to mobilize the military, prompting Germany to declare war on Russia in August 1914.

Tensions had been high for a long time in Europe, especially with Germany. The Germans were squeezed in between two powers that they were not on the friendliest terms with: France and Russia. For this reason, Germany devised a plan decades before called the Schlieffen plan, to defeat both France and Russia if they ever went to war. The plan is based on the concept that Russia is strong but extremely slow. If Germany could quickly invade France and knock them out within a few weeks, then they could move their undivided focus to Russia, ensuring they don’t have to sustain a two-front war.

As described in the Schlieffen plan, the Russian military has historically been characterized as strong but slow. This characterization is largely correct; however, Russia’s problems in the first world war went much deeper than just slowness.

The Russians got completely destroyed in World War I. They hadn’t learned as much as they should have from the war with Japan, such as focusing too much on cavalry (yes, like horses). Their supply lines were non-existent and hence they were unable to arm, cloth, or feed their men.

Without artillery or supplies of ammunition, they held out as best they could, suffering heavy losses. Many men fought with nothing but bayonets fixed to their empty rifles.

Additionally, most of the military was made up of peasants being led by landowners. These were the same landowners who the peasants had been actively rebelling against for the last ten years. The social issues of the country carried over to the army, which preserved the feudal customs such as soldiers addressing officers by their honorary titles and cleaning their boots. This led to constant mutinies and desertions.

The sole redeeming facet of the Russian military effort in World War I was their general Aleksei Brusilov, who was unbelievably able to deliver some decisive victories against the Austro-Hungarians. Despite being a pretty optimistic chap, Brusilov eventually realized the effort was hopeless.

Brusilov had shown that under competent commanders the imperial army was still capable of military success. Had it not been undermined by Stavka, his offensive might have served as the springboard for the restoration of the army's morale, perhaps even one day leading towards its eventual victory. But it is doubtful whether even this would have been enough to save the tsarist regime, such was the extent of the political crisis in the country at large. In any case, with the failure of the offensive it now became clearer than ever, even to a monarchist like Brusilov, that, in his own words, Russia could not win the war with its present system of government. Victory would not stop the revolution; but only a revolution could help bring about victory.

A fun revisionist hypothetical to play with is if the Russians were even half-way competent, and Brusilov had been given everything he needed, there is a strong chance the US would never have needed to enter the war.

The last relevant event that occurred before 1917 was the death of Rasputin. If you’re wondering why I haven’t brought up Rasputin yet, it’s because I don’t feel like he matters that much to the story. He feels more like a symptom than a cause.

By the time we get to 1917, any trust remaining with the monarchy was hanging by a thread. But as the last breaths of power left the Romanov Dynasty, a new ideology was rising in the west.

Part II: The Rise of Communism

Fueled by the Industrial Revolution, life began to change rapidly in the 1800s. Young farmers were leaving their farms, moving to cities, and working in factories. The below chart shows the percentage of the labor force working in agriculture over time (note: Russia isn’t on the chart, but it would most closely resemble Poland given Poland was part of Russia during this time).
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This chart shows the Industrial Revolution in action; the rate of change from 1800 to 1900 is staggering. I said at the beginning of Part I that the tsarist regime's ultimate failure was its inability to handle the consequences of modernization. This is what I mean by modernization.

It is at this point that capitalism came to the forefront. In purely agrarian societies, farmers are mostly independent and don’t need much capital to feed themselves and their families. The farmers (that weren’t serfs) owned the means of production, whereas the workers did not.

The mass migration of people to cities, with no labor regulations to speak of, led to some awful working conditions and a tremendous amount of inequality. However, bad working conditions and inequality alone are not usually enough to start a revolution. People need something to rally behind.

Literacy and Ideas

At the start of the 1800s, only 5% of the Russian population could read, compared to England at 50% and France at 30%. However, by 1897 this rate had grown to 21%, and by 1917 it had reached 43%.

Figes spends a lot of time on this:

The link between literacy and revolutions is a well-known historical phenomenon. The three great revolutions of modern European history, the English, the French, and the Russian all took place in societies where the rate of literacy was approaching 50 per cent… Ironically, in its belated efforts to educate the common people, the tsarist regime was helping to dig its own grave.

As they were educating the population, the tsars ironically decided to heavily censor the reading material allowed inside the country. Interestingly, society often thinks about communists as the ones restricting ideas. However, this censorship was always a part of how Russia operated. Despite the censorship, ideas would naturally make their way through the population - legally or not.

The censor forbade all political expression, so that when ideas were introduced there they easily assumed the status of holy dogma, a panacea for all the world's ills, beyond questioning or indeed the need to test them in real life. One European intellectual fashion would spread through St Petersburg: Hegelianism in the 1840s, Darwinism in the 1860s, Marxism in the 1890s and each was viewed in turn as a final truth.

The above quote touches on an interesting phenomenon that is worth spending some time on, because it could explain the rise of communism in a relatively succinct manner. If your society only gets a few ideas, does that make people more likely to latch on to the few ideas they get? It makes sense to me - and this is what Figes heavily implies at this part in the book.

The problem though with something like communism, which is substantially more subjective than Darwinism, censorship can stymie the natural debate that needs to occur. There is a free speech lesson here.

The origins of communism trace back to when Karl Marx dropped his magnum opus, The Communist Manifesto in 1848, as a critique of capitalism, telling the workers of the world to unite. This was obviously censored by the Russian government, right?

​​
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Karl Marx

Wrong. In one of those amazing little quirks of history, for some reason the censors decided NOT to block The Communist Manifesto because they thought no one would understand it. Of course, in a land devoid of ideas with an exploited population, something as landmark as Marx spread like wildfire.

Many people have argued that Marxism acted like a religion, at least in its popular form. But workers believed with the utmost seriousness that the teachings of Marx were a science, on a par with the natural sciences; and to claim that their belief was really nothing more than a form of religious faith is unfair to them. There was, however, an obvious dogmatism in the outlook of many such workers, which could easily be mistaken for religious zealotry… This dogmatism had much to do with the relative scarcity of alternative political ideas, which might at least have caused the workers to regard the Marxist doctrine with a little more reserve and skepticism.

I think I buy this argument: you have a tremendous scarcity of ideas, you get some top notch ideas like Darwinism that strongly take hold in the population, and you're getting the worst form of capitalism with awful conditions and bad inequality. It’s no wonder The Communist Manifesto became religious dogma (or scientific fact) to many people in Russia.

But Figes goes into a final reason:

When people learn as adults what children are normally taught in schools, they often find it difficult to progress beyond the simplest abstract ideas. These tend to lodge deep in their minds, making them resistant to the subsequent absorption of knowledge on a more sophisticated level. They see the world in black-and-white terms because their narrow learning obscures any other coloration. Marxism had much the same effect on workers. It gave them a simple solution to the problems of 'capitalism' and backwardness without requiring they think independently.

Does becoming literate and/or educated as an adult cause you to become “resistant to the subsequent absorption of knowledge on a more sophisticated level”? If that’s true it would seem pretty significant. I tried to look it up but I couldn’t find exactly what he’s talking about. Is it related to the phenomenon we see of more political polarization at higher levels of education on both sides of the aisle? Help me ACX, you’re my only hope.

Despite this, Marxism became a simple solution for a complex set of problems broadly labeled as capitalism.

The February Revolution
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Picture of the February Revolution in St. Petersburg

Getting back to our story, riots broke out March 8th, 1917, to protest the food rationing imposed as a wartime necessity. 250,000 men and women took to the streets to express their dissatisfaction with the food shortages, the war, and autocracy.

(If you're confused by “The February Revolution” being in March it's because the Russians at this time used a Julian calendar. The dates for them were in February, but on a Gregorian calendar it would have been in March.)

But one key difference between this protest and the one in 1905 is that the soldiers joined the side of the protesters.

The soldiers, by contrast, were seen as 'ours' - peasants and workers in uniforms - and it was hoped that, if they were ordered to use force against the crowds, they would be as likely to come over to the peoples side. Once it became clear that this was so - from the soldiers' hesitation to disperse the demonstrators, from the expressions on the soldiers' faces, and from the odd wink by a soldier to the crowd - the initiative passed to the people's side. It was a crucial psychological moment in the revolution.

The February Revolution was a protest against the monarchy, and after decades of trying it finally worked. On March 15th, 1917, Nicholas II anticlimactically abdicated the throne, ending 304 years of Romanov rule. The ease with which the tsar was overthrown was representative of how far his power had declined. The current parliamentary leaders in the Duma then formed the Provisional Government, which was to be democratic. Within the Provisional Government there were a handful of left-wing parties vying for power, one of which was the Bolsheviks, and on April 16th, their leader returned to St Petersburg.

Vladimir Lenin was born in 1870 to an upper middle-class family. Radicalized by his brother’s execution in 1887, he began leading various socialist groups in and out of Russia. He was exiled many times and prior to 1917 was living in Switzerland waiting for his moment to return.

The February Revolution is exactly what Lenin was waiting for: an opportunity to implement his reforms. But by the time Lenin arrives in Russia he is practically a stranger. Aside from a brief stay in 1906, he had spent the previous seventeen years exiled abroad. Virtually none of the workers chanting his name upon his arrival even knew what he looked like. “I know nothing of Russia”, Lenin once said to a friend. Yet it did not matter, Lenin had complete domination over the Bolshevik party.

No other political party had ever been so closely tied to the personality of a single man. Lenin was the first modern party leader to achieve the status of a god: Stalin, Mussolini, Hitler and Mao Zedong were all his successors in this sense. Being a Bolshevik had come to imply an oath of allegiance to Lenin as both the leader and the 'teacher' of the party.

As Lenin was leading the Bolsheviks, another party competing for power in the new government was the Mensheviks. In general, the Mensheviks were not as radical, and felt a more gradual approach to Marxism was the best way forward.

The Mensheviks were democrats by instinct, and their actions as revolutionaries were always held back by the moral scruples which this entailed. This was not true of the Bolsheviks. They were simpler and younger men, doers rather than thinkers. They were attracted by Lenin's discipline and firm leadership of the party, by his simple slogans, and by his belief in immediate action to bring down the tsarist regime rather than waiting, as the Mensheviks advised, for it to be eroded by the development of capitalism. This, above all, was what Lenin offered them: the idea that something could be done.

The Bolsheviks had a generational leader and a much simpler message. Whereas the Mensheviks' argument required nuance, something that was greatly lacking in Russia in 1917. For example, here was how they wanted to approach socialism:

Both the Mensheviks and the SR adhered rigidly to the belief that in a backward peasant country such as Russia there would have to be a 'bourgeois revolution' (meaning a long period of capitalism and democracy) before Russian society, and the working class in particular, would be sufficiently advanced for the transition to a socialist order.

Too nuanced god damnit.

The Rise of the Bolsheviks

Lest we forget, Russia is still fighting in World War I, and the new Provisional Government has decided to initiate another offensive against the Austro-Hungarians. Historians see this as the key mistake that ultimately leads to the downfall of the new government. The leaders gambled everything on this offensive hoping the country might rally behind them in a national defense of democracy. It's not clear to me why they thought the war would go any better than it had under the tsar - the soldiers were still under supplied and poorly motivated after spending three years fighting.

But do you know who wanted to end the war? The Bolsheviks.

As Brusilov saw it, the soldiers were so obsessed with the idea of peace that they would have been prepared to support the Tsar himself, so long as he promised to bring the war to an end. This alone, Brusilov claimed, rather than the belief in some abstract 'socialism', explained their attraction to the Bolsheviks. The mass of the soldiers were simple peasants, they wanted land and freedom, and they began to call this Bolshevism' because only that party promised peace.

Additionally:

The soldiers wanted only one thing - peace, so that they could go home, rob the landowners, and live freely without paying any taxes or recognizing any authority. The soldiers veered towards Bolshevism because they believed that this was its programme. They did not have the slightest understanding of what either Communism, or the International or the division into workers and peasants, actually meant, but they imagined themselves at home living without laws or landowners. This anarchistic freedom is what they called Bolshevism.

I want to drive this point home. It's easy to look at the parties vying for power after the fall of the tsar, and think that the people of Russia were rationally debating the pros and cons of who they wanted to support. This is entirely the wrong way to think about it. People complain about the average voter in the US today - but more than half of the population of Russia at that time couldn’t even read.

Here is Figes again writing about a Menshevik speaking to some soldiers:

Sometime during March a Menshevik deputy of the Moscow Soviet went to agitate at a regimental meeting near Vladimir. He spoke of the need for peace, of the need for all the land to be given to the peasants, and of the advantages of a republic over monarchy. The soldiers cheered loudly in agreement, and one of them called out, 'we want to elect you as Tsar', whereupon the other soldiers burst into applause. ‘I refused the Romanov crown', recalled the Menshevik, 'and went away with a heavy feeling of how easy it would be for any adventurer or demagogue to become the master of this simple and naive people.'

Come July, the failed offensive causes violent anti-war protests to break out in the streets of St. Petersburg, in what is called the July Days. The Provisional Government (correctly) blamed the Bolsheviks for fueling the anti-war sentiments. This caused Lenin to flee, feeling that the entire Bolshevik cause had failed. 800 members of the party ended up behind bars, including one Leon Trotsky.
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Leon Trotsky

Trotsky joined the Bolsheviks only a few months before this, in what I can only imagine was the 1917 Russian version of Lebron James’ “The Decision”. Trotsky was the most well known revolutionary in the country and a master orator. While Lenin continued to act as the grand strategist, Trotsky became the primary source of public representation.

Come October, Lenin was beginning to believe that the only way for the Bolsheviks to succeed was to take power by force. This was a hot take among the Bolshevik leadership - many believed they should take over through democratic means: winning seats and getting a majority in the Provisional Government. Yet Lenin pushes back:

‘We must not be deceived by the election figures: elections prove nothing... The majority of the people are on our side.’ Reminding his comrades of Marx's dictum that 'insurrection is an art’, Lenin had concluded that ‘it would be naive to wait for a "formal" majority for the Bolsheviks. No revolution ever waits for that... History will not forgive us if we do not assume power now.’

This is Lenin at his absolute best, and an event that demonstrates the decisive effect of a single individual on the course of history. If Lenin had not been around to lead the party during these few weeks, the chance for a coup would have come and gone.

On November 7th, 1917 the Bolsheviks stormed the scantily defended Winter Palace, and took control of the government.

The Great October Socialist Revolution, as it came to be called in Soviet mythology, was in reality such a small-scale event, being in effect no more than a military coup, that it passed unnoticed by the vast majority of the inhabitants of Petrograd. Theatres, restaurants, and tram cars functioned much as normal while the Bolsheviks came to power. The whole insurrection could have been completed in six hours, had it not been for the ludicrous incompetence of the insurgents themselves, which made it take an extra fifteen.

The truth was, the insurrection was only supported by a minority of the population, even being opposed by many of the Bolshevik leaders themselves. This is a classic misconception about the revolution: that the Bolsheviks took power with overwhelming support of the populace.

Why was the government so easy to overthrow? No one bothered to send any military opposition, the anti-Bolshevik forces in the capital were almost non-existent. In the end, anyone who could summon such a force quite simply assumed an immediate collapse of the Bolshevik government. No one initially decided to do anything about the Bolsheviks because they assumed failure was imminent.

Part III: The Bolsheviks in Power

On March 3rd, 1918, the Bolsheviks moved forward with their most popular “campaign” promise: ending the war. The fighting finally stops, but in doing so Russia loses almost all of its European territory, cutting their total population down by a third. If they had been able to hold on for a little longer things would have looked much different, the Germans would of course surrender only 9 months later.

Russian losses in World War I were staggering. Military deaths reached around 2,000,000 with direct and indirect civilian deaths totalling an additional 3,000,000. For reference, about 1,700,000 Americans have died in all US wars, combined.

A few days later the capital was moved from St. Petersburg (which was renamed to Petrograd, because St. Petersburg was “too German”), to Moscow. This move represents Russia’s separation from Europe, Petrograd was a European city, whereas Moscow embraced Russia’s Asiatic traditions.

Soon after the Bolsheviks take over, a general terror begins on anyone deemed to be wealthy. “Loot the Looters” was the phrase used to justify the looting of anything owned by the bourgeois. Doctor Zhivago does a good job depicting what this was like - there is a scene where the main character comes home to dozens of people living in his flat.

Soviet officials, bearing flimsy warrants, would go round bourgeois houses confiscating typewriters, furniture, clothes and valuables 'for the revolution'. Factories were taken out of private ownership, shares and bonds were annulled, and the law of private inheritance was later abolished.

The Fight for the Soul of Russia

Sadly, peace doesn’t last long, as a civil war kicks off with those that want to bring down the Bolsheviks. The opposition force was called the White Army and their goal was to return Russia to the pre-revolutionary order.

The army that the Whites put together was hilariously top-heavy. Out of the first 3000 troops recruited, only 12 were non-officers. The Bolshevik Red Army on the other hand had the opposite problem, they had too many rank-and-file soldiers, but a lack of officers to lead them. The Whites were better trained, and pound for pound would have decisively defeated the Reds in any battle if it were not for the Red’s tremendous numerical advantage. The Red Army could sometimes outnumber the Whites 10 to 1.
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Trotsky addresses soldiers of the Red Army

It is also worth noting that the Whites had the backing of the Allies. At first glance this looks like an early attempt by the West to bring down communism, but that is a complete mis-read of the situation. Don’t forget that by the time the civil war started, World War I was still raging. The Allies wanted Russia to re-join the war, and a victorious White army would do just that. (On a side note, the great irony of the Schlieffen plan was that the opposite ended up happening - the Germans eventually got their single-front war, just not the one they were expecting.)

One development around this time was “war communism”, the economic system Trotsky implemented for the purposes of winning the war. This is one of the first parts of the book that Figes begins to go into the economic system and its underlying philosophy. War communism was the prototype of Stalin’s economy - all private trade was abolished, all major industries were nationalized, the government assumed control of the labor market, and agriculture was collectivized. This was the most extreme economic experiment ever run. Even socialists outside of Russia were not sure what was happening:

Foreign socialists were shocked by the violence of the Bolsheviks' hatred of free trade. The Bolsheviks did not just want to regulate the market - as did the socialists and most of the wartime governments of Europe - they wanted to abolish it. 'The more market the less socialism, the more socialism the less market' that was their credo.

Ok, what’s going on here? The ungenerous interpretation is that the Bolsheviks were all extremists and this was Lenin’s goal from the start. The more generous read is that this was a war-time necessity to ensure the army had the supplies it needed, like a Defense Production Act on steroids. However, Figes explains that the key motivation behind war communism was to wage war against the enemies of the Bolsheviks. Remember that the previous owners of industry were all likely actively assisting the Whites, this was the best way to neutralize them.

Aside from war communism, the Bolsheviks used another tactic in the war against the Whites, which has become known as the Red Terror. However, the Red Terror was preceded by two events that it is worth briefly diving into.

First, we return for a final time to Nicholas, who had been on house arrest for the last year. The Bolsheviks debated about putting him on trial, which Trotsky would have won decisively, but they eventually decided against it. Taking learnings from the French Revolution of 1789, putting the tsar on trial presumed that he could be innocent, “leaving the moral legitimacy of the revolution open to question”. On July 17th 1918, Nicholas and his entire family were shot in the basement of the house they had been confined to. The only member of the family to survive was the spaniel, Joy.

The second event that directly kicked off the Red Terror was an assassination attempt on Lenin on August 30th. In order to understand the magnitude of this, we have to remember that Lenin at this point is a quasi-deity. Lenin's close call with death made the Bolsheviks realize there were too many enemies within their midst, hence kicking off the Red Terror.

Anything that was labeled as “counter-revolutionary behavior” could put you in bars, exiled, or shot; and any burden of proof was non-existent, it was guilty before proven innocent. Lenin had said that it was better to arrest a hundred innocent people than run the risk of even one enemy going free. The enforcers of the Red Terror were the Cheka, the secret police force that would turn into the KGB a few decades later. The atrocities of these guys feels like it's out of the middle ages, remember this was only 100 years ago:

The ingenuity of the Cheka's torture methods was matched only by the Spanish Inquisition. Each local Cheka had its own speciality. In Kharkor they went in for the glove trick' - burning the victim's hands in boiling water until the blistered skin could be peeled off, this left the victims with raw and bleeding hands and their torturers with human gloves'. The Tsaritsyn Cheka sawed its victims' bones in half. In Voronezh they rolled their naked victims in nail-studded barrels. In Armavir they crushed their skulls by tightening a leather strap with an iron bolt around their head. In Kiev they affixed a cage with rats to the victim's torso and heated it so that the enraged rats ate their way through the victim's guts in an effort to escape. In Odessa they chained their victims to planks and pushed them slowly into a furnace or a tank of boiling water. A favourite winter torture was to pour water on the naked victims until they became living ice statues. Many Chekas preferred psychological forms of torture. One had the victims led off to what they thought was their execution, only to find that a blank was fired at them. Another had the victims buried alive, or kept in a coffin with a corpse. Some Chekas forced their victims to watch their loved ones being tortured, raped or killed.

An estimated 100,000 people were executed in the Red Terror.

Just so you don’t go thinking there are any good guys in this story, the White Army was also committing atrocities against a group that they felt was their biggest enemy: the Jews. Anti-semetism had always been pretty bad in Russia, but it spiked to even higher levels by the counter-revolutionaries since most of the Bolshevik leaders outside of Lenin were Jewish. The accusations followed the traditional anti-semetic playbook, that the Jews were pulling the strings controlling everything. Figes writes:

Many pogroms were accompanied by gruesome acts of torture on a par with those of the Red Terror. In the town of Fastor the Cossacks hung their victims from the ceiling, releasing them just before they choked to death: if their relatives, who watched this in terror, could not pay up the money they had demanded, the Cossacks repeated the operation. The Cossacks cut off limbs and noses with their sabres and ripped out babies from their mothers' wombs. They set light to Jewish houses and forced those who tried to escape to turn back into the fire. In some places, such as Chernobyl, the Jews were herded into the synagogue, which was then burned down with them inside. In others, such as Cherkass, they gang-raped hundreds of pre-teen girls. Many of their victims were later found with knife and sabre wounds to their small vaginas. One of the most horrific pogroms took place in the small Podole town of Krivoe Ozero during the final stages of the Whites' retreat in late December. By this stage the White troops had ceased to care about world opinion and, as they contemplated defeat, threw all caution to the winds.

The Whites killed more than 150,000 jews.

By April 1920, the Whites had lost the war. Their lack of numbers appears to be the primary cause, but the core issue was their inability to put politics over tactics. They didn’t realize that the fight was for the soul of the nation, not a war against an army. A battle of ideologies, not soldiers. The Whites failed to rally nearly any peasants to their cause, and the ones that did join, soon left in mutiny. The peasants didn’t like the Bolsheviks, but the Reds at least stood for something different, for change, which was more than the Whites could say. The Whites just promised to bring things back to the way they were, and the people wanted nothing to do with that.

The Bolsheviks in Charge

After the civil war ends, we are able to look at an unencumbered version of Bolshevik Russia. For starters, they ironically develop a massive upper class. Top members of the party were living in compounds previously owned by the nobles of the monarchy. In a similar vein, the bureaucracy ballooned to epic proportions, under a complete command economy, the number of “officials” exploded. By 1920 there were 16 factory officials for every 100 factory workers, and in the most extreme example, 71% of the workers at the Putilov metal plant were petty officials and clerks. “All the strikes of these years complained about factory officials living off the backs of the workers.”

It’s also worth noting that a few months after the war, Lenin implemented the New Economic Policy (NEP). The NEP was an adjustment to war communism that allowed individuals to own small and medium sized businesses, although the state continued to maintain control of all large industries. Around the same time, Lenin looked to science as the way to control human behavior to turn people into “cogs of the state”. According to legend, Lenin goes to the house of Ivan Pavlov, of salivating dog fame, to see if it would be possible to remove the individualistic tendencies of the Russian people. While any work with Pavlov failed to materialize (or most likely never occurred), a party leader named Aleksei Gastev developed many theories in line with the cogs of the state approach:

Gastev's aim, by his own admission, was to turn the worker into a sort of 'human robot' (a word, not coincidentally, derived from the Russian verb to work, rabotat). Since Gastev saw machines as superior to human beings, he thought this would represent an improvement in humanity. Indeed he saw it as the next logical step in human evolution. Gastev envisaged a brave new world where 'people' would be replaced by proletarian units' so devoid of personality that there would not even be a need to give them names. They would be classified instead by ciphers such as 'A, B, C, or 325, 075, 0, and so on'. These automatons would be like machines, 'incapable of individual thought', and would simply obey their controllers. A 'mechanized collectivism' would 'take the place of the individual personality in the psychology of the proletariat'. There would no longer be a need for emotions, and the human soul would no longer be measured 'by a shout or a smile but by a pressure gauge or a speedometer.

A few comments on this. First, it's really easy to see where Rand and Orwell’s inspiration was coming from. But it’s not clear to me how much of this was just the idealistic vision of some leaders, or something that was widely implemented en masse. On one hand, inspired by what Ford had done in America, they are just trying to perfect factory efficiency, which is something I can get behind. I don’t really have an issue of turning a worker into a robot, at work. Although the latter half of the paragraph makes me want to get my Guy Fawkes mask and spray paint “who is John Galt?” onto my nearest government building.

Despite moderate success with the workers who lived in the cities, the Bolsheviks failed to get any success with the peasants. They looked at the villages of poor farmers as backwards, representing the type of place that Russia wanted to get away from. The root of the issue was that they were never able to split the peasantry along class lines. The peasants didn’t see themselves as poor and their neighbors as rich, they just saw each other as fellow villagers. They became highly skeptical of the city intelligentsia telling them they should despise their neighbor.

Part of the Bolshevik tactic to break the peasants was to attack the only other institution vying for power in Russia during the 1920s: religion. The goal was to replace G-O-D with G-O-V. Things then got a little weird…

In private life, as in public, religious rituals were Bolshevized. Instead of baptisms children were ‘Octobered’.

There was also an atheist art - one especially blasphemous poster showed the Virgin Mary with a pregnant belly longing for a Soviet abortion and an equally iconoclastic theatre and cinema of the Godless.

…and indeed for adults who also changed their names - were drawn from the annals of the revolution: Marx; Engelina; Rosa (after Rosa Luxemburg); Vladlen, Ninel, Ilichand Ilina (acronyms, nicknames or anagrams for Lenin); Marlen (for Marx and Lenin); Melor (for Marx, Engels, Lenin and October Revolution); Pravda; Barrikada; Fevral (February); Oktiabrina (October); Revoliutsia (Revolution); Parizhkommuna (Paris Commune); Molot (hammer); Serpina (sickle); Dazmir (Long Live the World Revolution); Diktatura (Dictatorship); and Terrora (Terror).
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1921 poster contrasting the march of the three kings to Bethlehem (top), with the march of the workers towards communism (below).

It is worth noting that the Boksheviks were exceptionally progressive when it came to social issues normally tied up in religious debate. They were the first world government to legalize abortion and make it available upon request, and decriminalized homosexuality.

This cultural war against religion eventually turned hot, when the Bolsheviks began shutting down churches and shooting priests. In the end, the effort was completely unsuccessful, and if anything rallied people closer to their religion. (This feels especially obvious in hindsight).

Due to some bad weather in late 1920 and early 1921, we close this story with one of the worst famines in history. The Russian Famine of 1921 was exacerbated by the rules the Bolsheviks had employed to win the civil war. Since they were taking all the peasant’s food stockpiles to feed the soldiers, there was nothing left to tide them over after a particularly bad winter. In the end 5,000,000 people died. Full blown cannibalism ensued, along with the rest of the things you would expect after a famine of that magnitude. The US actually sends temporary aid, which the Bolsheviks begrudgingly accept.

The story ends with Lenin's health declining quickly towards the end of 1921. He had a series of three strokes over the last few years of his life, each one leaving him more and more debilitated. Over this time Stalin had plotted his move to take over the government, which occupies most of Lenin's time in his final days. In a series of letters titled Lenin’s Testament, he spoke at length about his succession, heaping criticism on the current leaders, specifically Trotsky and Stalin. Suppressed for a time, but eventually read, the letters failed to prevent Stalin from taking over. Stalin then exiled Trotsky and ended up unencumbered at the top of the Soviet system.

After a final stroke, Lenin died in January 1924 at the age of 53. Stalin made sure that his body was embalmed and put under a massive monument in Moscow. In the same way as having Alexander the Great's body gave credibility to Ptolemy, the soul of the country was still with Lenin, whose power only grew with death.

Conclusion

I want to conclude this essay with some of my high level takes about the book and the lessons I took from the revolution as a whole. Overall, I really enjoyed this book. Figes wrote it in a compelling way that kept my attention. He analyzed the “why” of situations and didn’t just focus on the “what”, which I feel is important in an 850-page history book.

Which gets us to the length. There were times when it felt way too long, and times when it felt way too short. It’s probably the right length for the breadth it captures, but there are parts of the story that I am interested in diving deeper into, primarily Lenin and Leninism. It’s also worth noting that Figes is a Brit writing in 1996 about Communist Russia, so his slant towards capitalism and the West is a given. I thought he mostly represented issues fairly, but I don’t know if I would even recognize what that looks like. The metaphor is a lifelong atheist listening to another lifelong atheist attempting to steelman the views of a devout religious person. It might be a good steelman, but do I really know? I wonder what looks different if a socialist writes this book; but it seems hard to argue that the revolution wasn’t a huge mess.

Although to make sure I give credit, many times throughout the story Figes would present two theories on why someone did something (usually left vs. right), proceed to explain why they are both wrong and then present a third theory that seems to be correct. Overall, I highly recommend this book for anyone interested in the Russian Revolution.

So, what are the big lessons of the revolution?

I don’t consider myself a modern day socialist or communist, but I’ll stick up for them here: what we saw in Russia in the 1920s was not socialism or communism. The Bolshevik version of marxism (who coincidentally left no implementation details), strayed far from the original ideals of socialism. So when someone says “we tried communism and it failed”, it feels like a strawman to me: no one is suggesting 1920s bolshevism gets tried again.

I say this as an aspiring revisionist historian because I would love to have seen the results if the Mensheviks had been the ones to take power instead of the Bolsheviks. It’s not very often that we get to try different methods of human coordination on scales like this, and their nuanced take may have been successful. The first large-scale implementation of communism happened to fall flat on its face, but it's never good to throw the baby out with the bathwater.

On a side note, it doesn’t help that these words all largely remain interchangeable and therefore useless, even after reading an 850-page book I still can’t coherently define them: communism, socialism, marxism, leninism, and bolshevism.

Another lesson would be to look at what the dangers of excessive inequality can do to a society. Inequality is just a number until the people go hungry and tear the upper-class out of their homes. This revolution was started how revolutions usually start, not by over-regulation or excessive pronouns, but by inequality, atrocities, and hunger. On the other hand, this story also shows how badly a group of intellectuals armed with theories can screw things up. Most of the Bolshevik leadership were from high class families, heavily educated, and never stepped foot into a factory. They fought for what was best for the workers & peasants but didn’t involve any in the process.

We also see what happens when society becomes too progressive too quickly. I like the metaphor of a game of tug of war, conservatism on one end and progressivism on another. Society works best when we are slowly inching our way along. But when one side trips, we get pulled too far to the other side, and chaos ensues. The Russian Revolution gives us a clear picture into how ugly things can get when the rule of law breaks down. The number of “unnatural” casualties in Russia in the early 20th century were greater than 15 million people across war, famine, and genocide.

However, perhaps the biggest takeaway is how powerful an idea can be, especially when society is ready for that idea and there exists great characters capable of selling it. To again emphasize this last point, I want to end with a quote from Aldous Huxley, the author of Brave New World.

“It is possible to argue that the really influential book is not that which converts ten millions of casual readers, but rather that which converts the very few who, at any given moment, succeed in seizing power. Marx and Sorel have been influential in the modern world, not so much because they were best-sellers, but because among their few readers were two men, called respectively Lenin and Mussolini.”
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“This drive to overcome backwardness was the kernel of Stalin's 'revolution from above', the forcible drive towards industrialization during the first of the Five Year Plans (1928—32). As Stalin himself put it in an impassioned speech of 1931, Russia had been beaten throughout its history because it was backward, it had been beaten by the Mongol khans, the Swedish feudal lords, the Polish-Lithuanian pans, the Anglo-French capitalists, the Japanese and German imperialists: 'We are fifty to one hundred years behind the advanced countries. We must cover this distance in ten years. Either we do this, or they will crush us.”

From my readings on Russia, there is arguably one dominant theme that keeps occurring. That is the concern over Russia’s “backwardness”, be it from its own leaders, its intellectuals, foreign observers or statesmen.

It is obviously a very charged terminology and one that can be hard to truly pinpoint. Nonetheless , it seems pretty accurate in many ways, especially as Russia’s identity came to be increasingly defined by its relation with the west. It could be argued that many other areas in Europe also shared that trait, but Russia came to be compared to the west increasingly as it gained the great power status and entered the ‘concert of Europe’.

From then on, the country has been anchored to Europe. The debate of whether it belongs to Europe, became a dividing line among its native thinkers. Some actually took pride in Russia’s Asiatic culture and history, embracing the Mongol heritage as part of the country’s identity, while others were convinced that the only way forward was toward the west. Later on, the idea of pan-slavism also gained ground and played a non-trivial role in the onset of the First World War as the support for Serbia was seen as a form of moral obligation that excited an ever more vocal public opinion.

Orlando Figes delivers in this book, what is to me, social history at its best.

The picture of a society going through incredible turmoil comes alive through a mix of descriptions, personal narratives and analysis that tackles the deep questions and does not avoid taking a stance on controversial major historiography questions.

The Wikipedia page on ‘social history’ quotes the historian Charles Tilly who defines social history as:


	
Documenting large structural changes



	
Reconstructing the experiences of ordinary people in the course of those changes



	
Connecting the two





This is exactly what the book succeeds at. The narrative from the top, the importance of Lenin or the Bolsheviks, recedes into the background. It is not that these agents are not influential, it is more that the author is focusing on what in society allowed for such agents to be influential in the way they have been, in a particular time.

The book does follow, for the most part, a chronological narrative, accounting for the grand events of the revolution and its main actors, but following what is the main force of the book, I will not focus on the grand narrative too much and instead use the book to try and tackle some of these questions:

What  were the important macro trends in Russia, in the decades prior to the revolution?

How did these trends compare to those occurring in the west?                                          What prevented a more progressive path toward political change?                                     Who were the people that supported and allowed for the revolution to occur?

What were their motivations and how did they experience the sequence of events?

How did those that opposed the revolution and later, the bolsheviks coup failed to mount an effective opposition?

What was the vision of the bolsheviks for the regime and what did it actually accomplish?

Introduction: Russia and western development

Although there were few liberal regimes at the turn of the century, most countries of western Europe were transforming themselves into modern nation-states. Germany had recently been unified into a powerful empire after the defeat of France in 1871 and Italy followed the same process at the same period.

The nation-state was one of the main transforming ideas of the 19th  century. Together with the industrial revolution that was spreading from England, it would profoundly transform the continent.

While most states remained monarchical or even imperial, they were nonetheless experiencing deep structural changes in their organization that influenced their political , economic and societal characteristics.

The state was becoming more powerful. As its resources increased, its capacity to intervene more effectively in the life of its citizens grew along with it.

From a very light bureaucracy that relied on local relays of power, more centralized bureaucracies were established and a higher share of GDP passed through the hands of the state. This process was marked by the centrality of the army, most of the resources were directed for that purpose and it was often the main driver in the quest to increase the state’s revenue.

Keeping the military force in mind, the statesmen of the period saw that there were more to it than sheer strength in number. What the modern era required was a literate population capable of following complex instructions and able to participate in large scale collaboration. This was required of soldiers in the army as it was of workers in the   factory.

The schooling system provided a solution to these issues, it became more widespread and was crucial in the forming of a national consciousness.

From a security state, it was turning into a benevolent one. All over western Europe, the state was getting involved in the betterment of the health and education of its population. The children were slowly being brought out of dreadful working conditions and put into schools, the workers were insured better working conditions, the elderly insured against destitution.

The welfare policies enacted under the premiership of Disraeli in Great Britain or under Bismarck in Germany in the 1880s are good illustrations of that trend.

The other element in the creation of the nation-state was the emergence of a civil society, exercising influence through political parties, unions, church organizations and various associations. Following a process well described by the economist Daron Acemoglu in his book, the more organized the society became , the more able it was to check the increasingly powerful state.

Freedom of the press was a crucial element of this evolution. The newspapers were reaching a growing audience and were the platform for the diffusion of ideas and the expression of collective sentiments.

Politically, the transformations were not less profound, most countries had a parliament that grew more influential with time. The parliaments were first very constrained in their prerogatives. However, with time, they came to impose their primacy as initiators of the law and liberal parties acted as engines for further progressive policies.

The franchise tended to evolve toward more inclusion with some countries attaining universal man suffrage before the turn of the century.

Although it would be tempting to separate, for instance, the more liberal regimes of France, the only republic with Switzerland on the continent and Great Britain with those of imperial Germany, Austria-Hungary and The Russian empire, what is truly remarkable is that these changes were occurring regardless of the form of government.

Russia at the turn of the century

As the title of the book suggests, Figes takes a long view of the revolution, reaching back almost three decades earlier to start his account.

So what does Russia look like at the turn of the century?

A crucial event to mark the coming of Russia into the modern age is the end of serfdom. In 1861, the Tsar passed the act of Emancipation. Although it was only the beginning of a long process that would rid the majority of the population burdened with many constraints on their freedom, it had enormous consequences from the get go.

Prior to the act of emancipation, major disruptions of the economic system allowed the state to push for such a radical reform:

Many of the squires squandered the small income from their estates on expensive luxuries imported from Europe rather than investing it in their farms. Few appeared to understand that income was not profit. By the middle of the nineteenth century many of the squires had fallen hopelessly into debt. By 1859, one-third of the estates and two-thirds of the serfs owned by the landed nobles had been mortgaged to the state and aristocratic banks. This, more than anything, helped the government to force Emancipation through against considerable opposition from the gentry. Not that the conditions of the liberation were unfavourable to the landowners: they received good money for the (often inferior) land which they chose to transfer to the peasants.* But now the squires were on their own, deprived of the free labour of the serfs and their tools and animals. They could no longer live a life of ease: their survival depended on the market place.

That trend was thus accelerated:

Between 1861 and 1900 more than 40 per cent of the gentry's land was sold to the peasants, whose growing land hunger, due to a population boom, led to a seven-fold increase in land values. There was a similar rise in rental values and, by 1900, two-thirds of the gentry's arable land had been rented out to the peasants.

Instead of fostering the creation of a new class of civil servants, able to lead the country with a rationalized style of government, the form of a modern administration got mixed in with the archaism of a feudal system  .

Although the sons of commoners were able to join the ranks of the administration, noblemen still accounted for more than 71 percent of the four top civil civil ranks according to a 1897 census. Instead of fixed institutional relations and regular procedures, patronage remained the norm and prevented transparency or accountability.

As it often happens when considering current developing countries with authoritarian rule in comparison with liberal democracies, our tendency is to overrate the strength of the former while downplaying the strength of the latter.

In fact, from the point of view of state capacity, i.e the ability for the state to effectively accomplish policy aims, the richer and better organized society always is often far superior.

In that fashion, counter to a perception linked to its authoritarianism, one great weakness of Russia at the time was under-government:

This vital fact is all too often clouded by the revolutionaries' mythic image of an all-powerful old regime. Nothing could be further from the truth. For every 1,000 inhabitants of the Russian Empire there were only 4 state officials at the turn of the century, compared with 7.3 in England and Wales, 12.6 in Germany and 17.6 in France.

The regular police, as opposed to the political branch, was extremely small by European standards. Russia's expenditure on the police per capita of the population was less than half of that in Italy or France and less than one quarter of that in Prussia. For a rural population of 100 million people, Russia in 1900 had no more than 1,852 police sergeants and 6,874 police constables. The average constable was responsible for policing 50,000 people in dozens of settlements stretched across nearly 2,000 square miles. Many of them did not even have a horse and cart.

Far from emphasizing this failure of modernization as an expression of the essence of an ‘eternal Russia’ that could only have turned out this way, the author highlights the missed opportunity of the reform era following the emancipation in the 1860s.

Unfortunately, as it is often the case, the reforms went far enough to anger those who lost from it (the landlords) but not far enough to content those who stood to benefit the most from it (the peasants). In fact, discontent was very publicly expressed and the 1870s saw an explosion of politically motivated terrorist attacks, culminating in the assassination of the Tsar in 1881.

Inheriting the throne from his father, Alexander III was set to put an end to any possibilities of further liberalization. However, under his authoritarian rule, the economy will grow at an unprecedented rate and will continue to do so until the outbreak of the first world war.

From then on, we can see a growing asymmetry between the acceleration of Russia’s economic development and the fossilization of its political system.

The Army

Under the reign of Nicholas I ( 1825-1855 ), Russia operated as the “gendarme of Europe” and was the most important actor of the Holy alliance, an alliance created to safeguard conservative politics in the face of the political turmoil brought about by the Revolutionary and Napoleonic wars.

The army was by far the main state expenditure and constituted a big part of what prevented further investment in productive areas of the economy. Although the overall trend of decline in army spending relative to economic output ended up reaching Russia, the emphasis on a mass army as opposed to a well-trained and well equipped one remained:

Between 1881 and 1902 the military's share of the budget dropped from 30 per cent to 18 per cent. Ten years before the First World War the Russian army was spending only 57 per cent of the amount spent on each soldier in the German army, and only 63 per cent of that spent in the Austrian.

In short, the Russian soldier went to war worse trained, worse equipped and more poorly serviced than his enemy. The army was so short of cash that it relied largely on its own internal economy to clothe and feed itself. Soldiers grew their own food and tobacco, and repaired their own uniforms and boots. They even earned money for the regiment by going off to work as seasonal labourers on landed estates, in factories and mines near their garrisons. Many soldiers spent more time growing vegetables or repairing boots than they did learning how to handle their guns. By reducing the military budget, the tsarist regime created an army of farmers and cobblers.

Two of the main causes of anger voiced by the soldiers during the revolution were already major reasons of discontent and very low moral within the army.On top of that, soldiers were deeply resentful of participating in police actions :

The demoralization of the army was also connected to its increasing role in the suppression of civilian protests. The Russian Empire was covered with a network of garrisons. Their job was to provide more or less instant military assistance for the provincial governors or the police to deal with unrest. Between 1883 and 1903 the troops were called out nearly 1,500 times. Officers complained bitterly that this police duty was beneath the dignity of a professional soldier, and that it distracted the army from its proper military purpose.

And:

History proved them right. The vast majority of the private soldiers were peasants, and their morale was heavily influenced by the news they received from their villages. When the army was called out to put down the peasant uprisings of 1905—6 many of the units, especially in the peasant-dominated infantry, refused to obey and mutinied in support of the revolution. There were over 400 mutinies between the autumn of 1905 and the summer of 1906. The army was brought to the brink of collapse, and it took years to restore a semblance of order.28

As well as being subjected to deeply humiliating mistreatment by their officers:

Colonels and generals were to be greeted not just with the simple hand salute but by halting and standing sideways to attention while the officer passed by for a strictly prescribed number of paces. The soldier was trained to answer his superiors in regulation phrases of deference: 'Not at all, Your Honour'; 'Happy to serve you, Your Excellency.' Any deviations were likely to be punished. Soldiers could expect to be punched in the face, hit in the mouth with the butt of a rifle and sometimes even flogged for relatively minor misdemeanours. Officers were allowed to use a wide range of abusive terms — such as 'scum' and 'scoundrel' — to humiliate their soldiers and keep them in their place. Even whilst off-duty the common soldier was deprived of the rights of a normal citizen.

The army was in a poor state overall, with poor organization , poor equipment and very low morale. The leadership was stuck in outdated ways, with a contempt for all the training that would be required for modern warfare. The emphasis remained on cavalry charges, most officers considered digging trenches below their dignity and parading was often the most practiced exercise.

The Church

Looking for the very common theme in European history, of power struggle between the church and the state in Russia, shows a clear cut case of almost complete victory of the state over the church.

Nonetheless, the church remained an important institution , but one that often operated as a tool of the state, especially as an organ of education and propaganda. Many parts of common people’s life remained regulated by church authorities.

On moral issues deemed within the church’s prerogatives, it could take precedence over the secular authorities and could prosecute cases, impose punishments such as incarceration in a monastery and judge the legality of a divorce.

When it comes to the depth of religious belief in the common folk , the situation is much more nuanced than it could seem, describing the ordinary peasant Figes writes:

He crossed himself continually, pronounced the Lord's name in every other sentence, regularly went to church, always observed the Lenten fast, never worked on religious holidays, and was even known from time to time to go on pilgrimage to holy shrines.

Being illiterate, the average peasant knew very little of the Gospels. The Lord's Prayer and the Ten Commandments were unknown to him. But he did vaguely understand the concepts of heaven and hell, and no doubt hoped that his lifelong observance of the church rituals would somehow save his soul. He conceived of God as a real human being, not as an abstract spirit. Gorky described one peasant he encountered in a village near Kazan, who: pictured God as a large, handsome old man, the kindly, clever master of the universe who could not conquer evil only because: 'He cannot be everywhere at once, too many men have been born for that. But he will succeed, you see. But I can't understand Christ at all! He serves no purpose as far as I'm concerned. There is God and that's enough. But now there's another! The son, they say. So what if he's God's son. God isn't dead, not that I know of.'

The church and its representatives were not always held in high esteem:

The crippling poverty of the peasants and the proverbial greed of the priests often made this bargaining process long and heated. Peasant brides would be left standing in the church for hours, or the dead left unburied for several days, while the peasants and the priest haggled over the fee. Such shameless (though often necessary) bargaining by the clergy was bound to harm the prestige of the Church. The low educational level of many of the priests, their tendency to corruption and drunkenness, their well-known connections with the police and their general subservience to the local gentry, all added to the low esteem in which they were held.

When one compares this with the respect and deference shown by the peasants of Catholic Europe towards their priests then one begins to understand why peasant Russia had a revolution and, say, peasant Spain a counter-revolution.

The last comment emphasizes the failure from the institutions to exercise a profound influence over the minds and behaviors of people. We can see once again a paradox of what seems like an overly constraining system actually serving as a cover for its impotence to alter the traditions and customs of the peasantry.

Nations within the empire

The great wave of romantic nationalism sweeping across Europe was slowly reaching the diverse landscape of the Russian empire.

Referring to the building up of imagined communities, it is interesting to note that the effervescence and passion around the forging of a national culture through folklore and  the gathering of cultural artifacts, costumes, songs, dialects came mostly from educated urbanites thinking that they were ‘rediscovering’ their culture but were ultimately making it up.

Before these efforts were to produce the emergence of a national consciousness for the many nations within the empire, we can have an idea of the self representation of some its people through these examples:

Theirs was a local culture dominated by tradition and the spoken word. It was confined to a small and narrow world: the village and its fields, the parish church, the landowner's manor and the local market. Beyond that was a foreign country. In Estonia, for example, the peasants simply called themselves maarahvas, meaning 'country people', while they understood the term saks (from Saxon — i.e. German) to mean simply a landlord or a master; it was only in the late nineteenth century, when the Tallinn intellectuals spread their influence into the villages, that these terms took on a new ethnic meaning. Much the same was true in Poland. 'I did not know that I was a Pole till I began to read books and papers,' recalled one peasant in the 1920s.

And:

One British diplomat — though no doubt a great imperialist and therefore somewhat contemptuous of the claims of small peasant nations like the Ukraine — concluded that this was still the case as late as 1918: Were one to ask the average peasant in the Ukraine his nationality he would answer that he is Greek Orthodox; if pressed to say whether he is a Great Russian, a Pole, or an Ukrainian, he would probably reply that he is a peasant; and if one insisted on knowing what language he spoke, he would say that he talked 'the local tongue'.

According to the census of 1897, Russians represented 47% of the population in the empire. There was an overt effort of russification that did much to alienate and possibly strengthen the minorities against the power from the center. Especially when it comes to the repression of speech in the mother tongue in Ukraine and Poland, where even the local poets were taught in Russian translation.

Russia was also home to a very large Jewish population that suffered terribly under a legal regime that set them apart from other groups but also from widespread hostility coming from every other group:

The Empire's five million Jews, at the bottom of its ethnic hierarchy, were subject to a comprehensive range of legal disabilities and discriminations which by the end of the nineteenth century embraced some 1,400 different statutes and regulations as well as thousands of lesser rules, provisions and judicial interpretations. They — alone of all the ethnic groups — were forbidden to own land, to enter the Civil Service, or to serve as officers in the army; there were strict quotas on Jewish admissions into higher schools and universities; and, apart from a few exceptions, the Jews were forced by law to live within the fifteen provinces of the western Ukraine, Belorussia, Lithuania and Poland which made up the Pale of Settlement. This was a tsarist version of the Hindu caste system, with the Jews in the role of the Untouchables

The village

The divide between the peasantry, still constituting the bulk of the society and the urban minority will be a crucial factor in the forthcoming misunderstanding and violence that will ravage the society.

A good illustration of that, comes from the movement of young educated idealists going off to the countryside in order to ‘preach’ their revolutionary political ideas and encountering a wall of indifference:

Such was their idealized view of the peasants that many Populists even contended that in sexual matters they were more moral and celibate than the corrupted urban population. So, for example, they believed that prostitution did not exist among the peasants (even though the majority of urban prostitutes were originally peasant women); that there was no rape or sexual assault in the village (despite the peasant custom of snokhachestvo which gave the household patriarchs a sexual claim on their daughters-in-law in the absence of their husbands); and that whereas syphilis (which was endemic throughout Russia) might have been venereal in the depraved cities, in the villages it was caused more innocently by the peasant custom of sharing wooden spoons and bowls.

These romantic missionaries were shattered by the reality they encountered in the countryside. Most of the students were met by a cautious suspicion or hostility on the part of the peasantry, and were soon arrested by the police. Looking back on the experience from prison and exile, moderate Populists such as Romas were convinced that the basic problem had been the peasantry's isolation from the rest of society.

This was a divide between two worlds apart, an urban educated youth and traditional peasants who were often illiterate and with little knowledge of the outside world.

In fact, that divide was quite blurry as the cities and factories were becoming filled with newcomers who moved to escape the drudgery of the peasant’s life:

Russia was still a peasant country at the turn of the twentieth century: 80 per cent of the population was classified as belonging to the peasantry; and most of the rest traced their roots back to it. Scratch a Russian townsman and one found a peasant

Russia's towns and cities all remained essentially 'peasant' in their social composition and character. Only a few miles from any city centre one would find oneself already in the backwoods, where there were bandits living in the forests, where roads turned into muddy bogs in spring, and where the external signs of life in the remote hamlets had remained essentially unchanged since the Middle Ages

More interesting, was the common rejection of everything linked to the traditional values attached to the villages from those who managed to escape.

The will to escape can easily be understood considering the many reasons why one would want to get away from life in the village.

For one, the emancipation of serfs did not translate into an empowerment of individuals to pursue their own goals. To the contrary, communal ownership of the land became the norm through the “rural community” or “land commune” known as Mir.

The Mir was often the most consequential organ regulating the life of peasants, in matters of land management as well as police and judicial function. Under the appearance of consensus ruling, lied a power structure stirred by a minority:

But in fact the decision-making was usually dominated by a small clique of the oldest household heads, who were often also the most successful farmers, and the rest of the villagers tended to follow their lead. The unanimity of the mir was not the reflection of some natural peasant harmony, but an imposed conformity set from above by the patriarchal elders of the village.

There was deep resentment toward these elders, resentment that would later play a role in the policies of the Bolshevik regime:

Some observers of peasant life (and this was to include the Bolsheviks) described these dominant patriarchs as 'commune-eaters' (miroyeiy) or 'kulaks'.* These were the so-called 'rich' and 'cunning' peasants, 'petty-capitalist entrepreneurs', 'usurers', 'parasites' and 'strongmen', whom the rest of the villagers feared and whose greed and individualism would eventually lead to the commune's destruction.

The source of anger did not only originate in the political power exercised by the elders over the mir, but from a very strict patriarchal order that regimented all parts of life and left very little space for individual liberty or privacy of any sort.

Violence was widespread and the social control exerted over women or the young was overbearing:

It was not uncommon for cheating wives to be stripped naked and beaten by their husbands, or tied to the end of a wagon and dragged naked through the village. Horse-thieves could be castrated, beaten, branded with hot irons, or hacked to death with sickles. Other transgressors were known to have had their eyes pulled out, nails hammered into their body, legs and arms cut off, or stakes driven down their throat. A favourite punishment was to raise the victim on a pulley with his feet and hands tied together and to drop him so that the vertebrae in his back were broken; this was repeated several times until he was reduced to a spineless sack. In another form of torture the naked victim was wrapped in a wet sack, a pillow was tied around his torso, and his stomach beaten with hammers, logs and stones, so that his internal organs were crushed without leaving any external marks on his body.

And:

'Beat your wife like a fur coat, then there'll be less noise.' A wife is nice twice: when she's brought into the house [as a bride] and when she's carried out of it to her grave.' Popular proverbs also put a high value on the beating of men: 'For a man that has been beaten you have to offer two unbeaten ones, and even then you may not clinch the bargain.' There were even peasant sayings to suggest that a good life was not complete without violence: 'Oh, it's a jolly life, only there's no one to beat.' Fighting was a favourite pastime of the peasants. At Christmas, Epiphany and Shrovetide there were huge and often fatal fist-fights between different sections of the village, sometimes even between villages, the women and children included, accompanied by heavy bouts of drinking. Petty village disputes frequently ended in fights.

Also:

Gorky wrote from his time at Krasnovidovo, 'three families fought with sticks, an old woman's arm got broken and a young boy had his skull cracked. Quarrels like this happened every week.'18 This was a culture in which life was cheap and, however one explains the origins of this violence, it was to play a major part in the revolution

Some of the customs in the villages seemed as alien to city-dwellers as they do to the modern reader:

They had very little sense of privacy. All household members ate their meals from a common pot and slept together in one room. Lack of private spaces, not to speak of fertility rites, dictated that the sexual act was kept at least partly in the public domain. It was still a common practice in some parts of Russia for a peasant bride to be deflowered before the whole village; and if the groom proved impotent, his place could be taken by an older man, or by the finger of the matchmaker. Modesty had very little place in the peasant world. Toilets were in the open air. Peasant women were constantly baring their breasts, either to inspect and fondle them or to nurse their babies, while peasant men were quite unselfconscious about playing with their genitals. Urban doctors were shocked by the peasant customs of spitting into a persons eye to get rid of sties, of feeding children mouth to mouth, and of calming baby boys by sucking on their penis

Taking these descriptions of life in the villages into account, it does not seem that surprising that , were an alternative to come up, those who could, seized the opportunity to escape from such constraints :

We can see it first in the fragmentation of the patriarchal household during the later nineteenth century. There was a sharp rise in the rate of household partitions following the Emancipation. Between 1861 and 1884 the annual rate of partitions rose from 82,000 to 140,000 households. Over 40 per cent of all peasant households were divided in these years. As a result, the average household size in central Russia declined from 9.5 members to 6.8. The peasants were moving from the traditional extended family to the modern nuclear one. Such partitions made little economic sense — the newly partitioned households, like the ones from which they had split, were left with much less livestock, tools and labour than before — and this was a cause of considerable anxiety to the tsarist government, which for moral and social reasons as much as for economic ones saw the peasantry's livelihood as dependent upon the survival of the patriarchal family

Moving out of a household where you were subservient to the will of elders, and had to wait up a long time to reach some form of autonomy to set up an independent household was one way out, as was moving to the city.

One effort at modernization pushed by the state that was partially successful was mass education. Those who benefited from that education were to play an influential role in later events and were the ones who acted on that resentment of the old order the most by taking advantage of the new opportunities open to them.

In tandem with the rise of literacy in the new generation, the will to rid oneself of all that is attached to the traditional ways and embrace the appearance of the more cultured and urban ways becomes prominent and one other manifestation of revolt:

As an inspector of church schools — who was clearly sympathetic to these concerns — wrote in I9II: The only thing observed [as a result of schooling] is a heightened interest in tasteless and useless dandyism. In many areas, the normal peasant dress is being replaced by urban styles, which cut deeply into the peasants' skimpy budget, hindering major improvements to other, far more important sides of peasant life . .. Family ties, the very foundation of the well-being of state and society, have been deeply shaken. Complaints about insubordination to parents and elders are ubiquitous. Young men and adolescents often verbally abuse their elders and even beat them; they file complaints in the courts and remove from the home whatever [possessions] they can. It seems that parents have lost all authority over their children.

Apart from the political consequences of the collective ownership of land , there were very detrimental economic ones as well. The incentives were not aligned for higher productivity and the post emancipation situation looked very Malthusian:

The basic problem in the central agricultural zone was that the peasantry's egalitarian customs gave them little incentive to produce anything other than babies. The birth-rate in Russia (at about fifty births for every 1,000 people every year) was nearly twice the European average during the second half of the nineteenth century, and the highest rates of all were in the areas of communal tenure where the holding of land was fixed according to family size. The astronomical rise of the peasant population (from 50 to 79 million during 1861—1897) resulted in a growing shortage of land. By the turn of the century 7 per cent of the peasant households had no land at all, while one in five had only a tiny plot of less than one desyatina (2.7 acres).

This may seem odd in a country the size of Russia. But in central Russia, where most of the peasantry lived, the density of the population was similar to that of Western Europe. The average peasant allotment, at 2.6 desyatiny in 1900, was comparable in size to the typical smallholding in France or Germany.

The city

Whereas it took a long time in the west for the industrial revolution to bring about a betterment in the lives of workers, the era saw the enactment of laws that protected children from the worst abuses, allowed collective bargaining and strikes, reduced working hours and provided protection from the worst accidents of life.

Here again, Russia stands as an exception. These descriptions resemble more the situation prevailing in the west 50 years earlier:

Every day at noon they hurried home from the factory to eat cabbage soup — just as the peasants did, 'from a common bowl with wooden spoons'. Kanatchikov slept in a small cot with another apprentice. His windowless 'corner' was dirty and full of 'bed bugs and fleas and the stench of "humanity" '. But in fact he was lucky to be in a private room at all. Many workers had to make do with a narrow plank-bed in the factory barracks, where hundreds of men, women and children slept together in rows, with nothing but their own dirty clothes for bedding. In these barracks, which Gorky compared with the 'dwellings of a prehistoric people', there were neither washing nor cooking facilities, so the workers had to visit the bath-house and eat in canteens. There were whole families living in such conditions. They tried as best they could to get a little privacy by hanging a curtain around their plank-beds.

Such living conditions makes for a dreadful sanitary situation:

The death rate in this City of Tsars was the highest of any European capital, including Constantinople, with a cholera epidemic on average once in every three years. In the workers' districts fewer than one in three apartments had a toilet or running water. Excrement piled high in the back yards until wooden carts came to collect it at night. Water was fetched in buckets from street pumps and wells and had to be boiled before it was safe to drink. Throughout the city — on house-fronts, inside tramcars, and in hundreds of public places — there were placards in bold red letters warning people not to drink the water, though thirsty workers, and especially those who had recently arrived from the countryside, paid very little attention to them. Nothing of any real consequence was done to improve the city's water and sewage systems, which remained a national scandal even after 30,000 residents had been struck down by cholera in 1908—9. There was a good deal of talk about building a pipeline to Lake Lagoda, but the project remained on the drawing board until I9I7

One of the ways, in which the “backwardness” framework seems to explain some part of the success of the coming revolution is in the lack of buy-in from the parts of the population, whose counterpart in the west were becoming responsible stakeholder of the system:

Here Russia stood in stark contrast to Europe, where the most skilled and literate workers tended to be the least revolutionary and were being integrated into the wider democratic movement. There were few signs of such a moderate 'labour aristocracy' emerging in Russia. The print workers, with their high rates of pay and their close ties with the intelligentsia, were the most likely candidates for such a role. Yet even they stood firmly behind the Marxist and Social Revolutionary parties. Had they been able to develop their own legal trade unions, then these workers might have made enough gains from the status quo not to demand its overthrow.

Harbingers of the revolution

The first revolution

Before the revolution , there were many occasions for the cracks in the system to appear openly. One such occasion was the famine of 1891, it claimed lives in the hundreds of thousands and provoked lasting resentment, further eroding the legitimacy of the regime.

The outrage was mostly due to the government response or the lack thereof:

But by far the greatest public outrage was caused by the government's postponement of a proposed ban on cereal exports until the middle of August, several weeks into the crisis. It had given a month's warning of the ban, so that cereal merchants rushed to fulfil their foreign contracts, and foodstuffs which could have been used for the starving peasants vanished abroad.

Such cynicism did not seem unjustified. All along, the government had been refusing to admit the existence of a 'famine' (gohi), preferring instead to speak euphemistically of a 'poor harvest' (neurozhat). The reactionary daily Moscow News had even warned that it would be an act of disloyalty to use the more 'alarmist term', since it would give rise to a 'dangerous hubbub' from which only the revolutionaries could gain. Newspapers were forbidden to print reports on the 'famine', although many did in all but name.

Not too long after that calamity, Russia got engaged in a war with Japan over influence in Korea and Manchuria. Just like it would be in 1917, the war was a complete disaster for the Russian Empire.

Suffering defeat after defeat on the battlefield, the home front situation ended up forcing the hand of the tsar to sue for peace.

Strikes and spontaneous demonstrations, later strengthened by successful orators turned organizers, took the street demanding change. The form of these demands fitted the very common pattern among people expressing anger towards their rulers: that of the benevolent king surrounded by evil counselors. ‘Boyars’ refers to the nobility:

'The Tsar wants justice but the boyars resist' — that had fuelled and legitimized so many protest movements in Russian history. On 3—8 January 1905, when 120,000 workers went on strike in St Petersburg and began to speak about going to the Tsar in order to 'seek truth and justice', Gapon took up their cause. Encouraged by the Liberation Movement, he drew up a list of demands to be presented to the Tsar in a mass demonstration scheduled for the following Sunday. Supplicating and sentimental, the petition moved to tears whole crowds of workers. It began: SIRE We, the workers and inhabitants of St Petersburg, of various estates, our wives, our children, and our aged, helpless parents, come to THEE, O SIRE to seek justice and protection.

It is that image of the benevolent tsar that was shattered for many, once the guards started to shoot unarmed protesters:

Only moments after the shooting had ceased an old man turned to a boy of fourteen and said to him, with his voice full of anger: 'Remember, son, remember and swear to repay the Tsar. You saw how much blood he spilled, did you see? Then swear, son, swear!'

This crucial choice of shooting unarmed demonstrators got remembered as “Bloody Sunday” , that would itself lead to the largest labor protests in Russian history up to that point. More than 400 000 people went on strike.

Some interesting points that stand out about what would be known as the 1905 revolution:


l The socialist parties were completely taken by surprise by the events and did not play any significant role, most of their leaders including Lenin and Trotsky were abroad in exile.

l The events enjoyed widespread popular support, especially from the peasants who felt empowered enough to impose their own revolution from the bottom. Many parts of the country seceded for a while, creating new forms of local sovereignty, refusing to obey the government, denying it taxes and army recruits. Violence was normalized and the Jews were specifically targeted:



Every day the press reported dozens of these cases of 'mob law' (samosud), along with robberies and murders. Mobs of a different kind went round the streets beating up students and well-dressed passers-by. There were pogroms against Jews. In short, the whole country seemed locked into a downward spiral of violence and anarchy. As the US Consul in Batumi reported: [Russia] is permeated with sedition and reeking with revolution, racial hatred and warfare, murder, incendiarism, brigandage, robbery and crime of every kind ... As far as can be seen we are on the high road to complete anarchy and social chaos . . . One of the worst signs is that the public under this long reign of anarchy and crime is growing callous and the news of the murder of an acquaintance or friend is, by the bulk of the population, received with indifference whilst cases of brigandage are looked upon as being quite in the ordinary course of events


l The “resolution” of the tension came from the Tsar’s wiser advisers and especially the military ones, that pushed for liberalizing reforms while the Tsar thought only in terms of more repression. He even asked his uncle to act as military dictator, who refused, threatening to shoot himself if the Tsar did not approve of the reforms.

l Once the regime gave away on some of the demands for liberalization, state repression was pursued on an incredible scale:



Between 1906 and 1909 over 5,000 'politicals' were sentenced to death, and a further 38,000 were either imprisoned or sent into penal servitude. In the Baltic lands punitive army units went through the towns and villages. During a six-month campaign of terror, starting in December, they executed 1,200 people, destroyed tens of thousands of buildings, and flogged thousands of workers and peasants. The Tsar was delighted with the operation and praised its commanding officer for 'acting splendidly'. In Russia itself the regime did not hesitate to launch a war of terror against its own people. In the areas of peasant revolt whole villages were destroyed by the army and thousands of peasants were imprisoned. When there was no more room in the county jails, orders were given to shoot the guilty peasants instead.

Interrogating officers then rode on horses through the villagers, whipping them on the back whenever their answers displeased them, until they gave up their rebel leaders for summary execution. Liberally plied with vodka, the Cossacks committed terrible atrocities against the peasant population. Women and girls were raped in front of their menfolk. Hundreds of peasants were hanged from the trees without any pretence of a trial. In all it has been estimated that the tsarist regime executed 15,000 people, shot or wounded at least 20,000 and deported or exiled 45,000, between mid-October and the opening of the first State Duma in April 1906.69 It was hardly a promising start to the new parliamentary order.

To the question: why did the revolution fail ? The author sums up his thoughts:

What were the lessons of 1905? Although the tsarist regime had been shaken, it was not brought down. The reasons for this were clear enough. First, the various opposition movements — the urban public and the workers, the peasant revolution, the mutinies in the armed services, and the national independence movements — had all followed their own separate rhythms and failed to combine politically. This would be different in February 1917, when the Duma and the Soviet performed the essential role of co-ordination. Second, the armed forces remained loyal, despite the rash of mutinies, and helped the regime to stabilize itself. This too would be different in future — for in February 1917 the crucial units of the army and the navy quickly went over to the people's side. Third, following the victory of October there was a fatal split within the revolutionary camp between the liberals and democrats, who, on the one hand, were mainly interested in political reforms, and the socialists and their followers, who wanted to push on to a social revolution. By issuing the October Manifesto the tsarist regime succeeded in driving a wedge between the liberals and the socialists. Never again would the Russian masses support the constitutional democratic movement as they did in 1905.

The Great war

The widespread fear among the the German decisions maker that Russia would soon become an unbeatable behemoth, and thus that it was better to fight it out sooner than later seemed justified:

By 1914, Russia was spending more than Germany on her armed forces: over one-third of all government expenditures. It is not true, as historians later claimed, that the Russian army was unprepared for war. In manpower and materiel it was at least the equal of the German army, and, thanks to the recent improvement of Russia's western railways, took only three days more than its enemy to complete its mobilization.

Nonetheless, the war proved to be an absolute disaster for the country and set it on the course of tremendous changes of unforeseen consequences.

Interestingly, the war seemed by many in high places as a decision imposed by the bottom, as public opinion expressed through the recently established political parties, the press and public demonstrations of popular sentiment could no longer be ignored by rulers :

Brusilov later claimed that the Tsar had been forced to go to war by the strength of his own people's patriotic fervour: 'Had he not done so, public resentment would have turned on him with such ferocity that he would have been tumbled from his throne, and the Revolution, with the support of the whole intelligentsia, would have taken place in 1914 instead of 1917.' This is undoubtedly an overstatement of the case.

The ”union sacrée”, a term coined after the national rallying behind the war effort that occurred in France was also used to describe the Russian situation. The Duma dissolved itself and statements such as these could be read in the papers: “There are now neither Rights nor Lefts, neither government nor society, but only one United Russian Nation ”. That feeling would prove to be short-lived.

All the themes that were outlined in the first part of this review are re-emerging at the surface through the challenges of war:

The lack of state capacity:

It was true that Russia had by far the largest population of any belligerent country, yet she was also the first to suffer from manpower shortages. Because of the high birth-rate in Russia a large proportion of the population was younger than the minimum draft age. The entire pool of recruitable men was only twenty-seven million, and 48 per cent of these were exempt as only sons or the sole adult male workers in their family, or else on account of their ethnic background (Muslims were exempt, for example). Where 12 per cent of the German population and 16 per cent of the French was mobilized for military service, the figure for Russia was only 5 per cent.

The weak national consciousness:

Russian nation, especially if he himself was not Russian, meant very little to him. He was a peasant with little direct knowledge of the world outside his village, and his sense of himself as a 'Russian' was only very weakly developed. He thought of himself as a native of his local region and, as long as the enemy did not threaten to invade that area, saw little reason to fight with him. 'We are Tambov men,' the reluctant recruits would proclaim. 'The Germans will not get as far as that.' A farm agent from Smolensk, who served in the rear garrisons, heard such comments from the peasant soldiers during the first weeks of the war: 'What devil has brought this war on us? We are butting into other people's business.' 'We have talked it over among ourselves; if the Germans want payment, it would be better to pay ten roubles a head than to kill people.' 'Is it not all the same what Tsar we live under? It cannot be worse under the German one.' 'Let them go and fight themselves. Wait a while, we will settle accounts with you.

They had never heard of the ambitions of Germany; they did not even know that such a country existed

The still incomplete spread of basic education and training :

Many of these breakdowns in communication were caused by the errors of badly educated soldiers. Too many telephonists were unable to mend a broken line, too many drivers unable to read a map. The telegraphs would suddenly cease to function and an investigation of the lines to the rear would reveal a party of soldiers cooking their tea on a bonfire made of chopped-up telegraph poles

The backward state of the economy :

There were not even plans for the mass manufacture of boots and when the Ministry finally looked to its soldiers' footware, it discovered that the whole Russian Empire contained one factory capable of producing tanning extract, and that before 1914 virtually all of the country's tannin had been imported from Germany. New boots had to be ordered from the United States, but meanwhile thousands of soldiers fought barefoot. 'They still haven't given out overcoats,' one frozen soldier wrote to his mother. 'We run around in thin topcoats .. . There is not much to eat and what we get is foul. Perhaps we'd be better off dead!' Another soldier wrote home after the visit of the Tsar to his unit: 'For the Tsar's inspection they prepared one company and collected all the best uniforms from the other regiments for it to wear, leaving the rest of the men in the trenches without boots, knapsacks, bandoliers, trousers, uniforms, hats, or anything else.

And finally the brutality of officers towards the common soldier:

The officers responded all too often with more force. Reluctant soldiers were flogged or sent into battle with their own side's artillery aimed at their backs. This internal war between the officers and their men began to overshadow the war itself. 'The officers are trying to break our spirits by terrorizing us,' one soldier wrote to his wife in the spring of 1915. 'They want to make us into lifeless puppets.' Another wrote that a group of officers had 'flogged five men in front of 28,000 troops because they had left their barracks without permission to go and buy bread'

The combined effects of these elements eventually led the country to military disasters, a collapsing morale, a shattered economy unable to fulfill the basic needs of its population and a growing discontent waiting for an outlet.

Mostly as a consequence of the disorganization in the railway system due to the requirements of war, the food supply in the cities became scarce and the rumors of penury more widespread.

Massive inflation ate away at the workers’ wages, in 1916 a requisition programme was put in place but failed to secure much needed grain from the countryside. black-marketeers took over.

Early in the war, the situation looked very grim on the home front:

Between 1914 and 1916 the calorie intake of unskilled workers fell by a quarter; infant mortality doubled; crime rates tripled; and the number of prostitutes increased by four or five times. From Petrograd, where he had been living since the start of the war, Gorky wrote to Ekaterina in November 1915: We will soon have a famine. I advise you to buy ten pounds of bread and hide it. In the suburbs of Petrograd you can see well-dressed women begging on the streets. It is very cold. People have nothing to burn in their stoves. Here and there, at night, they tear down the wooden fences. What has happened to the Twentieth Century! What has happened to Civilization! The number of child prostitutes is shocking. On your way somewhere at night you see them shuffling along the sidewalks, just like cockroaches, blue with cold and hungry. Last Tuesday I talked to one of them. I put some money into her hand and hurried away, in tears, in such a state of sadness that I felt like banging my head against a wall. Oh, to hell with it all, how hard it has become to live.

The seeds of revolution were definitely sowed:

On the eve of 1917 the average working woman in Petrograd was probably spending around forty hours per week in various queues for provisions.78 The bread queues, in particular, became a sort of political forum or club, where rumours, information and views were exchanged. It was in these queues that the streets began to organize themselves for the coming revolution. The February Revolution was born in the bread queue. It began when a group of women textile workers on the Vyborg side of Petrograd became impatient with waiting in line and went off to rally their menfolk in the neighbouring metal factories for a protest march to the centre of the city

Russia in revolution

The February revolution

On the 19th of February, the government, facing ever more acute problems of logistics, announced the coming rationing of food.

That gave more strength to the rumors that were already spreading in Petrograd. Accordingly, panic buying ensued, the grocery stores and bakeries were emptied out, sometimes violently.

In the following days, especially after the 23rd , when women workers from textile factories went out in the streets to ask for bread, demonstrations of strikers in increasing numbers filled up the streets of Petrograd.

For a time, the police were unresponsive, no orders were issued and they seemed to be overwhelmed by the demonstrations.

That all changed when on the 25th, the tsar reacted by ordering the garrison commander to suppress the rioting. On the 26th, the city looked like a militarized camp with mounted patrols and police present at all the strategic locations. Logically, violence against the demonstrators , reminiscent of the 1905 revolution’s turning point, broke out on that same day :

The bloodiest incident took place on Znamenskaya Square, where more than fifty people were shot dead by a training detachment of the Volynsky Regiment. It was a terrible atrocity. An officer, who had been unable to get his young and obviously nervous soldiers to shoot at the demonstrators, grabbed a rifle from one of his men and began to fire wildly at the crowd. Among the dead bodies, which were later piled up around the 'Hippopotamus', were two soldiers from the regiment who had gone over to the side of the people. This shedding of blood — Russia's second Bloody Sunday — proved a critical turning point. From this moment on the demonstrators knew that they were involved in a life-or-death struggle against the regime

On returning from duty, soldiers from the Petrograd garrison mutinied against their officers. They joined the ranks of the demonstrators and took a leading role in organizing the nascent revolution.

As tempting as it is to contrast the “good revolution” of February with its later confiscation at the hands of the Bolsheviks, disorganized violence was present from the start of the revolutionary process:

The idea that the February Days were a 'bloodless revolution' — and that the violence of the crowd did not really take off until October — was a liberal myth. The democratic leaders of 1917 needed it to legitimize their own fragile power. In fact many more people were killed by the crowd in February than in the Bolsheviks' October coup. The February Revolution in Helsingfors and Kronstadt was especially violent, with hundreds of naval officers killed gruesomely by the sailors. According to the official figures of the Provisional Government, 1,443 people were killed or wounded in Petrograd alone.

Although the Bolsheviks and other and other socialist parties had some influence in the demonstrations of February, notably by radicalizing the demands through the spread of slogans such as “ down with the Tsar “ and “down with the war”, what was more remarkable was their lack of preparedness to take advantage of the situation.

Once again, all the Bolsheviks leaders were either in exile abroad or in Siberia.

The split between the bottom up political organizing and the capture by a minority was present from the get go. On the 27th , a few dozen socialist militants proclaimed themselves to be the 'Provisional Executive Committee of the Soviet of Workers' Deputies'.

The Petrograd soviet of workers, was a council set up to represent the workers’ interests constituted with elected representative, but the executive committee was constituted of career politicians from the socialist parties:

It was not so much a democratic body as a self-appointed one made up of the various socialist factions and then superimposed on the Soviet. The next day, as 600 Soviet deputies were elected by the workers and soldiers of Petrograd, two more representatives from each of the major socialist parties — the Trudoviks, the Popular Socialists, the SRs, the Bund, the Mensheviks, the Inter-District group* and the Bolsheviks — were added to the Executive Committee. The effect was to strengthen its right wing, those who were most opposed to taking power. The voice of the workers, who might well have demanded that they did take power, was not heard. There was not a single factory delegate on the Soviet Executive — and that in a body claiming to represent the working class.

Meanwhile, members of the progressive bloc in the state duma were wondering whether they should obey the Tsar’s order to prorogue the parliament. When their preferred alternative, setting the Tsar’s brother as dictator, failed, they proclaimed themselves in authority as the provisional committee of the State Duma.

The uneasy balance between the two bodies, commonly defined as the ‘dual power’, defined the political balance until the Bolshevik coup:

By 28 February, then, two rival centres of power had emerged: in the right wing of the Tauride Palace there was the Temporary Committee of the Duma, which had the closest thing to formal power but no authority in the streets; while in the left wing there was the Soviet, which had the closest thing to power in the streets but no formal authority.

Members  of the Duma, described as “reluctant revolutionaries” by Figes, were constantly expressing their fear of the masses and were therefore very prudent in their actions. The soviet representatives seemed to be, for their part, very concerned about legitimacy and legality and thus did not try to seize power but planned to use their power to pressure the provisional government.

The soldiers, who exercised by far the biggest influence within the soviets, set out to dictate their demands to the government to ensure that their revendications would turn into political realities:

The result was Order Number One, perhaps the most consequential document to be written as a result of the February Revolution. It was a list of the soldiers' demands and conditions for their return to the garrisons.

It provided for the establishment of soldiers' committees as a democratic counterbalance to the authority of the officers. It declared that the soldiers would recognize only the authority of the Petrograd Soviet, and that the orders of the Duma's Military Commission would be executed only in so far as they did not conflict with the Soviet's.

As more new freedoms were granted, Russia was turning into the ‘freest country in the world’:

Freedoms of assembly, press and speech were granted. Legal restrictions of religion, class and race were removed. There was a general amnesty. Universal adult suffrage was introduced. The police were made accountable to local government. The courts and the penal system were overhauled. Capital punishment was abolished.

Popular support for the revolution reached all strata of the population:

There was hardly a town, however small, that did not celebrate the revolution with jubilant processions, patriotic speeches and the singing of the Marseillaise.

Lights were lit in all the houses. The streets filled with people. The doors of many houses stood open. Strangers, weeping openly, embraced each other. The solemn, exultant whistling of locomotives could be heard from the direction of the station. Somewhere down one street there began, first quietly, then steadily louder, the singing of the Marseillaise: Ye tyrants quake, your day is over, Detested now by friend and foe!

However the limits of imagination from a population only used to the tsarist regime were showing:

One soldier said he wanted to elect a President and when asked, "Whom would you elect?" he replied, "The Tsar." ' Soldiers' letters voiced the same contusion. 'We want a democratic republic and a Tsar-Batiushka for three years'; 'It would be good if we had a republic with a sensible Tsar.' It seems that the peasants found it difficult to distinguish between the person of the monarch (gosudar' ) and the abstract institutions of the state (gosudarstvo). Their conception of the democratic order was similarly couched in personalized terms.

The pressure from the ever more politicized masses was growing constantly, rather than analyzing the situation in terms of a “dual power”, Figes, proposes to emphasize the proliferation of a multitude of local powers.

More than 600 soviets were set up all over the country, the politicization of the masses was ever more apparent :

The servants and house porters demand advice as to which party they should vote for in the ward elections. Every wall in the town is placarded with notices of meetings, lectures, congresses, electoral appeals, and announcements, not only in Russian, but in Polish, Lithuanian, Yiddish, and Hebrew . . . Two men argue at a street corner and are at once surrounded by an excited crowd. Even at concerts now the music is diluted with political speeches by well-known orators. The Nevsky Prospekt has become a kind of Quartier Latin. Book hawkers line the pavement and cry sensational pamphlets about Rasputin and Nicholas, and who is Lenin, and how much land will the peasants get.

In the countryside, peasants took the revolution on their own hands and did not wait for any directives to topple the old order:

In the village of Bor-Polianshchina, in Saratov province, for example, a band of peasants, led by some soldiers, forced their way into the manor house of Prince V V Saburov, and hacked him to death with axes and knives. It was a bloody retribution for the role his son had played as the local land captain in 1906, when twelve peasant rebels had been hanged in the village before their screaming wives and children.

Workers in the cities organized as well, in defiance of the new government:

No organization better reflected the growing self-assertiveness of the working class than the Red Guards. Like the factory committees, they were an innovation of 1917, and the initiative for their establishment came essentially from below. During the February Revolution a wide range of workers' armed brigades had sprung up to defend the factories. They refused to disarm when the government set up its own militias in the cities. So there was a dual system of police — with the city militias in the middle-class districts and the workers' brigades in the industrial suburbs

The revolution had already taken a life of its own, when under the leadership of Kerensky, the provisional government had decided to carry on fighting the war:

When, in May, Brusilov assumed the Supreme Command and reviewed the units on the Northern Front, where the spirit of mutiny was strongest, he found that hundreds of officers had already fled their posts, while more than a few had even been driven to suicide. 'I remember one case when a group of officers had overheard their soldiers talk in threatening tones of "the need to kill all the officers". One of the youngest officers became so terrified he shot himself that night.

Most soldiers were also peasants, and their minds were fixated on carrying out the revolution at home instead of fighting a war which felt alien to them, under the orders of officers they did not respect:

The peasant conscripts naturally assumed that, if only they could overthrow their noble officers, then peace, bread and land would be the result. As one soldier put it at a meeting of his regiment in March to discuss the abdication of the Tsar: Haven't you understood? What is going on is a ryvailoosbun! Don't you know what a ryvailoosbun is? It's when the people take all the power. And what's the people without us, the soldiers, with our guns? Bah! It's obvious — it means that the power belongs to us. And while we're about it, the country is ours too, and all the land is ours, and if we choose to fight or not is up to us as well. Now do you understand? That's a ryvailoosbun

And:

The soldiers wanted only one thing — peace, so that they could go home, rob the landowners, and live freely without paying any taxes or recognizing any authority. The soldiers veered towards Bolshevism because they believed that this was its programme. They did not have the slightest understanding of what either Communism, or the International,* or the division into workers and peasants, actually meant, but they imagined themselves at home living without laws or landowners. This anarchistic freedom is what they called 'Bolshevism'.

Unsurprisingly, with the collapsing morale of the soldiers combined with the persistence of supply and basic organization problems, what would be the last attempt at offense from the Russian army turns into a disaster:

For two days the advance continued. The German lines were broken and a glorious 'Triumph for Liberty!' was heralded in the patriotic press. Then, on the third day, the advance came to a halt, the Germans began to counter-attack, and the Russians fled in panic. It was partly a case of the usual military failings: units had been sent into battle without machine-guns; untrained soldiers had been ordered to engage in complex manoeuvres using hand grenades and ended up throwing them without first pulling the pins. But the main reason for the fiasco was the simple reluctance of the soldiers to fight. Having advanced two miles, the front-line troops felt they had done their bit and refused to go any further, while those in the second line would not take their places. The advance thus broke down as the men began to run away.

And:

The retreat degenerated into chaos as soldiers looted shops and stores, raped peasant girls and murdered Jews. The crucial advance towards Lvov soon collapsed when the troops discovered a large store of alcohol in the abandoned town of Koniukhy and stopped there to get drunk. By the time they were fit to resume fighting three days and a hangover later, enemy reinforcements had arrived, and the Russians, suffering heavy losses, were forced to retreat

Under these circumstances, it is easy to understand why Lenin’s mantra of “Bread and peace” could strike the right chord with the soldiers and the population at large.

More demonstrations followed, with an ever more radicalized gathering of soldiers, workers and revolutionaries from all backgrounds. The unpreparedness of the politicians that were supposed to be the leaders of the revolution showed to the point of comedy as they outright declined the opportunity of seizing power once presented to them. On the other side, the protesters that tried to empower them also proved too attached to formalities and hierarchy to take matters into their own hands:

Some sailors began to penetrate into the palace, climbing in through the open windows. They called for the socialist ministers to come out and explain their reluctance to take power. Chernov was sent out to calm the crowd. But as soon as he appeared on the steps angry shouts were heard from the sailors. The crowd surged forward and seized hold of him, searching him for weapons. One worker raised his fist and shouted at him in anger: 'Take power, you son of a bitch, when it's handed to you.'' Several armed men bundled the SR leader into an open car. They declared him under arrest and said they would not release him until the Soviet had taken power.

And:

The Kronstadters all knew the figure of Trotsky and waited for his instructions. Had the Bolsheviks planned for the seizure of power, this was surely the moment to urge the sailors on to the storming of the Tauride, the arrest of the Soviet leaders and the proclamation of a socialist government

Finally, the soviet leaders, after discussing whether they should abide the popular demand and seize power, refused to do so claiming that: 'The decision of the revolutionary democracy cannot be dictated by bayonets'.

From then on , the crowd was powerless to pursue any other course of action. That deadlock left them vulnerable when the loyal forces came to reimpose order. Once again the fear from the mob on the part of the soviet leaders is telling:

By this stage, loyal troops were flocking to defend the Tauride Palace. The Izmailovsky Regiment was the first to arrive, on the evening of the 4th, with a thunderous rendering of the Marseillaise — as if in response to the Internationale of the Kronstadters — from its military band. As they heard the sound of it approaching, the Soviet leaders embraced each other with tears of relief: the siege of the Tauride Palace was finally over. Standing arm in arm, they broke spontaneously into the stirring chorus of Aux armes, citoyens'. It was, as Martov angrily muttered, a 'classic scene from the start of a counterrevolution'.

This was indeed the beginning of the end for the February revolution. The new coalition government leaned further to the right, the soviets were marginalized and there was a backslide on the recently acquired freedoms. The death penalty was restored.

Many Bolshevik leaders got arrested for their alleged role in the protests while Lenin took refuge in Finland. However, apart from Lenin, most Bolshevik leaders were on the side of restraint and did not think in terms of seizing power immediately using their popular backing but preferred to play politics within the established framework.

The former aristocrats of the tsarist regime longed for the return of order but remained powerless throughout these events, only able to recreate a semblance of life under the old regime:

Countess Speransky found that in Kiev, 'parties on the river, auto-picnics to chateaux in the neighbourhood, dinners and suppers with gypsy-bands and chorus, bridge and even tangoes, poker, and romances were the order of the day'. The funeral of the seven Cossacks killed by the Bolsheviks during the July Days became a stage for the propertied classes to indulge themselves in a patriotic show of emotion.

However, with the new government more inclined to please reactionary sentiments, the new commander of the army, general Kornilov, became the champion of all those who felt nostalgia for the old days. Ironically, the fear of reaction, bolstered by the new policies enacted by the coalition combined with the possibility of a coup carried by Kornilov provoked an even stronger backlash that opened the space for a Bolshevik coup.

The other socialist parties did much to preserve the bolsheviks :

The left-wing Mensheviks, many of whom still harboured hopes of reuniting their party with the Bolsheviks, were especially assiduous in their opposition to government repressions; and it was largely due to their efforts that the public trial and commission set up to examine the treason charges lost momentum and came to naught. It was this, more than anything else, that ensured the survival of the Bolsheviks. Because of the reluctance of the Soviet leaders to cut their ties with them, a prime opportunity had been missed to end the Leninist threat once and for all. Twelve months later, when many of these same Soviet leaders sat in Bolshevik jails, they would come to regret it.

Meanwhile, as these parties became more moderate and turned away from the soviets’ program, the bolsheviks gained popularity and appeared as the only party in phase with the people’s revendications:

The Bolsheviks made dramatic gains in the city Duma elections of August and September. In Petrograd they increased their share of the popular vote from 20 per cent in May to 33 per cent on 20 August. In Moscow, where the Bolsheviks had polled a mere II per cent in June, they swept to victory on 24 September with 51 per cent of the vote, while the SR vote collapsed from 56 per cent to 14 per cent, and the Mensheviks from 12 per cent to 4 per cent. The Kadets, on the other hand, as the only party representing the interests of the bourgeoisie, increased their share of the vote from 17 per cent to 31 per cent.

By this time, the socialist leaders were more or less on the same page, viewing the establishment of a coalition of only socialist parties as the most desirable outcome. The Bolsheviks shared that view, apart from Lenin who thought the opportunity was there for an armed insurrection to seize power unilaterally, sidelining both the soviets and the other parties.

Lenin, once again, prevailed against the other leaders and imposed what was an ultra minority view within his own party:

The most important decision in the history of the Bolshevik Party — to launch the armed insurrection — was thus taken by a minority of the Central Committee: it passed by ten votes to two (Kamenev and Zinoviev)

And:

The remarkable thing about the Bolshevik insurrection is that hardly any of the Bolshevik leaders had wanted it to happen until a few hours before it began. Until late in the evening of 24 October the majority of the Central Committee and the MRC had not envisaged the overthrow of the Provisional Government before the opening of the Soviet Congress the next day. Trotsky, who in Lenin's absence had effectively assumed the leadership of the party, repeatedly stressed the need for discipline and patience.

As is is now a recurrent theme of the book, the fear to take action and the delusions of the other actors left an incredible power vacuum that Lenin seemed to be the only one ready to fill:

The poetess and salon hostess Zinaida Gippius, wrote in her diary on 24 October: 'Nobody wants the Bolsheviks, but nobody is prepared to fight for Kerensky either.' This just about sums it up. Brusilov, who since his dismissal as Commander-in-Chief had become an advocate of the need to raise a civilian militia in order to fight the Bolsheviks, found that he could muster neither volunteers nor money to buy mercenaries. Everybody cursed the Bolsheviks but nobody was prepared to do anything about them. The bourgeoisie and the Rightist groups would have nothing more to do with the Provisional Government, and even welcomed its demise. Nobody wanted to defend it, least of all the monarchists. They preferred to let the Bolsheviks seize power, in the belief that they would not last long and would bring the country to such utter ruin that all the socialists would be discredited, whereupon the Rightists would impose their own dictatorship

That was the reaction from the rightist groups, but once the insurrection came to a successful end, the reaction from socialist parties was equally if not more baffling:

The mandates of the delegates showed an overwhelming majority in favour of a Soviet government. It was up to the Congress to decide how this should be formed. Martov proposed the formation of a united democratic government based upon all the parties in the Soviet: this, he said, was the only way to avert a civil war. The proposal was met with torrents of applause.

But just as it looked as if a socialist coalition was at last about to be formed, a series of Mensheviks and SRs bitterly denounced the violent assault on the Provisional Government. They declared that their parties, or at least the right-wing sections of them, would have nothing to do with this 'criminal venture', which was bound to throw the country into civil war, and walked out of the Congress hall in protest, while the Bolshevik delegates stamped their feet, whistled and hurled abuse at them

The ‘criminal venture’ is referring to the armed insurrection carried out by the bolsheviks. For a time, it felt as if many paths were still open, the insurrection did not mean that the bolsheviks got complete power, the insurrection was perceived by most, including the bolshevik militants as a mean to establish a coalition of the socialists parties and reset the revolution on its original course.

After Lenin fought for primacy of his party over the other ones, he fought to establish himself as the dictator of his own party. From the very onset, we can see the tactics that would characterize power plays within the communist party for many decades. Lenin never expressed any doubts about the necessity of terror to accomplish his goals:

On 2 November the Central Committee was bullied into passing a series of quite astounding resolutions: Kamenev was accused of 'un-Marxist' activities against the October Revolution; his supporters were ordered to withdraw from the Central Committee; and if they failed to submit to the party's policy against the inter-party talks — submitted in the form of an 'Ultimatum from the majority of the Central Committee to the minority' — were threatened with expulsion from the party altogether

And:

Alongside it was printed a second letter of protest from five People's Commissars, a third of Lenin's cabinet, four who resigned and six other prominent Bolshevik leaders, in which it was stated that a purely Bolshevik government could be maintained only by means of 'political terror' and that, if this path was taken, it would lead to 'the establishment of an unaccountable regime and to the destruction of the revolution and the country'. This was without doubt one of the most critical moments in the history of the Bolshevik Party. Though Lenin's revolution had been carried out, the party emerged from it hopelessly divided and isolated from the rest of the revolutionary movement. Few people believed, in its second week, that the Bolshevik regime could survive.

Under Lenin’s ruthless leadership, the Bolsheviks are now busy concentrating power into their own hands, they are not simply setting themselves as the main party but are actively repressing all forms of dissents.

The soviet is bypassed by the party, the elections are rigged and where there is an open show of opposition, the repression is swift. After a large demonstration against the many abuses of power by the Bolsheviks, the other parties are accused as “counter revolutionaries”, some parties are banned while party leaders are arrested.

The party was growing as violent as it was growing powerful, a political police, the Cheka, was established under Felix Dzerzhinsky. The Cheka was bound to surpass in violence and cruelty the Okhrhana, its predecessor from the tsarist era, in no time.

Very soon, the constituent assembly, the representative body with the most democratic legitimacy, was under direct attack by the Bolsheviks. Unless it accepted submission to the Soviet, the Bolsheviks simply asked for the closure of the assembly . The repression against the public outcry was indicative of the direction of the new regime:

Petrograd was in a state of siege on 5 January, the opening day of the Constituent Assembly. The Bolsheviks had placed the capital under martial law, forbidden public gatherings and flooded the city with troops. Most of them were concentrated near the Tauride Palace, where the Assembly was due to convene. The palace was cordoned off with barricades guarded by Bolshevik pickets.

It was the first time government troops had fired on an unarmed crowd since the February Days. The victims were buried on 9 January, the anniversary of Bloody Sunday, next to the victims of that massacre in the Preobrazhensky Cemetery. The historic parallels did not go unnoticed

To understand the scale of the revolution and how it managed to affect so many people in such a dramatic manner, it is important to stress the amount of buy-in that there was within the population at large.

As we have already seen , the peasants and the workers often had their own agenda and profited from the political struggles at the top to impose their own revolution from the bottom.

Considering the dire situation, due to the poor handling of the war, the economy, and the counterproductive policies implemented by the communists, what did the new regime offer to those that supported the revolution?

The phrase “looting of the looters”, that the Bolsheviks would make their own, is used by Figes to describe the process by which the regime managed to build itself on the worst sentiments of the masses:

If Soviet power could do little to relieve the misery of the poor, it could at least make the lives of the rich still more miserable than their own — and this was a cause of considerable psychological satisfaction. After 1918, as the revolution's ideals became tarnished and the people became more and more impoverished, the Bolshevik regime was increasingly inclined to base its appeal almost exclusively on these vulgar pleasures of revenge. In an editorial to mark the start of 1919, Pravda proudly proclaimed: Where are the wealthy, the fashionable ladies, the expensive restaurants and private mansions, the beautiful entrances, the lying newspapers, all the corrupted 'golden life'?

And:

In one People's Court the jurors made it a practice to inspect the hands of the defendant and, if they were clean and soft, to find him guilty. Speculative traders were heavily punished and sometimes even sentenced to death, whereas robbers — and sometimes even murderers — of the rich were often given only a very light sentence, or even acquitted altogether, if they pleaded poverty as the cause of their crime. The looting of the looters had been legalized and, in the process, law as such abolished: there was only lawlessness.

The new regimeWhen the Bolsheviks were taking over the apparatus of the state, there was a widespread resistance to serve under their authority from the civil servants. Upon the arrival of the newly appointed ministers, the employees of the ministry would often just leave the building and many participated in strikes . As a consequence, many civil servants got replaced and a whole new class of administrators took over. The lack of basic knowledge on the running of government affairs was considerable and resulted in some instances in grotesque improvisation, notably when it came to the state’s finances:

Ten days later the Bolsheviks finally seized control of the bank and forced the employees, at the point of a gun, to open the vaults. Five million roubles were removed, taken off to the Smolny in a velvet bag and deposited on Lenin's desk. The whole operation resembled a bank holdup. The Bolsheviks now took over the State Bank, making it possible for them to dip their hands freely into the nation's coffers; yet none of them had the slightest idea of how such a vast bank worked. 'There were people among us who were acquainted with the banking system from books and manuals,' recalled one of its new directors, 'but there was not a single man among us who knew the technical procedure of the Russian State Bank.

Regardless of the ignorance concerning the ins and outs of government among the new ruling class, they sincerely believed in their ideology and were definitely committed to implement it.

By doing so, they embarked on a journey that would profoundly reshape Russian society and those of the republics that would soon constitute the USSR. There was, of course, the economic policies that are at the core of communist ideology, but on top of that, there was a grand vision of the new man that could be shaped to fit in a communist state.

In that regard, the bolsheviks, did not especially got their inspiration from traditional marxist theory, they were the product of an era in which many dreamed about the rationalization of man :

As Lilina Zinoviev, one of the pioneers of Soviet schooling, declared at a Congress of Public Education in 1918: We must make the young generation into a generation of Communists. Children, like soft wax, are very malleable and they should be moulded into good Communists .. . We must rescue children from the harmful influence of family life . .. We must nationalise them. From the earliest days of their little lives, they must find themselves under the beneficent influence of Communist schools. They will learn the ABC of Communism... To oblige the mother to give her child to the Soviet State — that is our task.

This impulse to create everything anew and start from a “blank slate” allowed for extreme violence to be justified, the view that the worst aspects of the regime were the results of Stalin’s personality who corrupted the initial vision of the more benign bolsheviks leaders gets shattered when considering utterances like these:

They were now despatching armed brigades to requisition the grain from the peasantry by force; and their propaganda made it clear that this was to be seen as a 'battle for grain'. Trotsky himself told the meeting on 4 June: 'Our Party is for civil war! Civil war has to be waged for grain. We the Soviets are going into battle!' At this point a delegate had shouted: Long live civil war!' No doubt he had meant it as a joke. But Trotsky turned on him and replied with deadly seriousness: 'Yes, long live civil war! Civil war for the sake of the children, the elderly, the workers and the Red Army, civil war in the name of direct and ruthless struggle against counter-revolution.'

And:

Trotsky had once said: 'We must put an end once and for all to the papist-Quaker babble about the sanctity of human life.' And that is what the Cheka did. Shortly after the murder Dzerzhinsky told the press: The Cheka is the defence of the revolution as the Red Army is; as in the civil war the Red Army cannot stop to ask whether it may harm particular individuals, but must take into account only one thing, the victory of the revolution over the bourgeoisie, so the Cheka must defend the revolution and conquer the enemy even if its sword falls occasionally on the heads of the innocent.

Apart from the incredible cruelty that defined the repression exercised by the Cheka, its fanatical endeavor also showed in situations such as this one:

Peshekhonov, Kerensky's Minister of Food, who was imprisoned in the Lubianka jail, recalls a conversation with a fellow prisoner, a trade unionist from Vladimir, who could not work out why he had been arrested. All he had done was to come to Moscow and check into a hotel. 'What is your name?' another prisoner asked. 'Smirnov', he replied, one of the most common Russian names: 'The name, then, was the cause of your arrest,' said a man coming towards us. 'Let me introduce myself. My name too is Smirnov, and I am from Kaluga. At the Taganka there were seven of us Smirnovs, and they say there are many more at the Butyrka... At the Taganka they somehow managed to find out that a certain Smirnov, a Bolshevik from Kazan, had disappeared with a large sum of money. Moscow was notified and orders were issued to the militia to arrest all Smirnovs arriving in Moscow and send them to the Cheka. They are trying to catch the Smirnov from Kazan.' 'But I have never been to Kazan,' protested the Vladimir Smirnov. 'Neither have I,' replied the one from Kaluga. 'I am not even a Bolshevik, nor do I intend to become one. But here I am.

At that point of the civil war, the disorganization of the economy was such that the workers fled the cities in the search for means of subsistence in the countryside, bartering goods on the black market to the peasants . The chaos that ensued was in part a justification for ‘war communism’ which was the response of the new regime to what they interpreted as the failure of the capitalist system to secure the necessities of life to the population.

The economy had to be fully planned and each was assigned a role, that precluded any possibility of individual choice:

The Bolsheviks were adamant on the state's need to control the movement of labour. This was the essence of War Communism — 'the right of the dictatorship', as Trotsky put it, 'to send every worker to the place where he is needed in accordance with the state plan'

Ironically, in word and in deed, the Bolsheviks reproduced the worst aspects of what they described as the essence of the capitalist system:

The word for a worker (rabochii) was returning to its origins: the word for a slave (rah). Here was the root of the Gulag system — the mentality of dragooning long lines of half-starved and ragged peasants onto building sites and into factories. Trotsky epitomized this when he said that the labour armies were made up from a 'peasant raw material' (muzhitskoe syr'ie). It was the idea that human labour, far from being the creative force which Marx had extolled, was in fact no more than a raw commodity which the state could use up to 'build socialism'. This perversion was implicit in the system from the start. Gorky had foreseen this in 1917 when he wrote that 'the working class is for a Lenin what ore is for a metalworker'

Unsurprisingly, this use of ‘peasant raw material’ did not translate into an effective economic policy :

The whole country would be one armed camp.' All this was nothing but a bureaucratic dream. The peasant labour teams, like the labour armies, proved fantastically inefficient. It took fifty conscripts one whole day, on average, to cut down and chop up a single tree. Roads built by labour teams were so uneven that, in the words of one observer, they 'looked like frozen ocean waves' and to travel on them was 'worse than an amusement ride'.

In the countryside, the collectivization effort proved to be catastrophic, the new managers came with a depth of ignorance that set the local peasants against it:

The sovkhozy were largely made up of unemployed workers who had fled the towns; the kolkhozy of landless labourers, rural artisans, and the poorest peasants, who through misfortune, too much drinking, or simple laziness, had never made a success of their own farms. Peasant congresses were inundated with complaints about the poor way the collective farms were run. 'They have got the land but they don't know how to farm it,' complained the peasants of Tambov province.

As a result of poor management, skewed incentives that went against efficiency and a general opposition to the strong encroachment on the peasants liberty, the collectives were a resounding economic failure:

Despite their exemption from the food levy and generous state grants of tools and livestock, very few collectives ran at a profit, and many of them ran at a heavy loss. Less than a third of their total income was derived from their own production, the rest coming mainly from the state. Some collectives were so badly run that they had to conscript the local peasants for labour duty on their fields. The peasants saw this as a new form of serfdom and took up arms against the collectives. Half of them were destroyed in the peasant wars of 1921.

That same class of newly educated young peasants that resented their life in the countryside and all the restrictions that came with it, formed the battalions of revolutionaries and were also those that stood to benefit the most from the new regime. As Figes says : “Throughout the peasant world, communist regimes have been built on the fact that it is the ambition of every literate peasant son to become a clerk.”

Their dream of social ascension could be fulfilled by joining the apparatus of the state which was going through a tremendous inflation:

From 1917 to 1921 the number of government employees more than quadrupled, from 576,000 to 2.4 million. By 1921, there were twice as many bureaucrats as workers in Russia. They were the social base of the regime. This was not a Dictatorship of the Proletariat but a Dictatorship of the Bureaucracy. Moscow, in Lenin's words, was 'bloated with officials': it housed nearly a quarter of a million of them, one-third of the total workforce in the city by the end of 1920. The centre of Moscow became one vast block of offices, as committees were piled on top of councils and departments on top of commissions.

In perhaps was what to prove the most perfect combination of the anarchy coming from the bottom and the will to impose order from the top, the bloated nascent bureaucracy led to inefficiencies of farcical proportions:

Perhaps a third of the bureaucracy was employed in the regulation of the planned economy. It was an absurd situation: while the economy came to a standstill, its bureaucracy flourished. The country was desperately short of fuel but there was an army of bureaucrats to regulate its almost non-existent distribution. There was no paper in the shops but a mountain of it in the Soviet offices (90 per cent of the paper made in Russia during the first four years of Soviet rule was consumed by the bureaucracy). One of the few really busy factories was the Moscow Telephone Factory. Such was the demand of this new officialdom for telephones that it had a waiting list of 12,000 orders. This correlation — empty factories and full offices — was not accidental. The scarcer goods were, the harder it became to control their distribution, since the black market thrived on shortages, so that the state increased its intervention. The result was the proliferation of overlapping offices within the economy.

Conclusion

Nobody knows the full human cost of the revolution. By any calculation it was catastrophic. Counting only deaths from the civil war, the terror, famine and disease, it was something in the region of ten million people. But this excludes the emigration (about two million) and the demographic effects of a hugely reduced birth-rate — nobody wanted children in these frightful years — which statisticians say would have added up to ten million lives.* The highest death rates were among adult men — in Petrograd alone there were 65,000 widows in 1920 — but death was so common that it touched everyone.

The death toll is almost unbelievable, but the human tragedy cannot be understood uniquely referring to the casualties. For many who survived throughout these events, the veneer of civilization was off :

Death was so common that people became inured to it. The sight of a dead body in the street no longer attracted attention. Murders occurred for the slightest motive — stealing a few roubles, jumping a queue, or simply for the entertainment of the killers. Seven years of war had brutalized people and made them insensitive to the pain and suffering of others. In 1921 Gorky asked a group of soldiers from the Red Army if they were uneasy about killing people. 'No they were not. "He has a weapon, I have a weapon, so we are equal; what's the odds, if we kill one another there'll be more room in the land." '

And :

'In our village everyone eats human flesh but they hide it. There are several cafeterias in the village — and all of them serve up young children.' The phenomenon really took off with the onset of winter, around November 1921, when the first snows covered the remaining food substitutes on the ground and there was nothing else to eat. Mothers, desperate to feed their children, cut off limbs from corpses and boiled the flesh in pots. People ate their own relatives — often their young children, who were usually the first to die and whose flesh was particularly sweet. In some villages the peasants refused to bury their dead but stored the corpses, like so much meat, in their barns and stables.

The brutalization, and normalization of violence that defined many parts of Europe following the ‘end’ of World War I, was very acute in the Russian case. We already described many instances showing the low concern for human life throughout the events of historical intensity that occurred in Russia but the rationalization by some of the perpetrators of violence makes a grim depiction of the human condition:

In 1921 Gorky asked a group of soldiers from the Red Army if they were uneasy about killing people. 'No they were not. "He has a weapon, I have a weapon, so we are equal; what's the odds, if we kill one another there'll be more room in the land."

And:

One soldier, who had also fought in Europe in the First World War, even told Gorky that it was easier to kill a Russian than a foreigner. 'Our people are many, our economy is poor; well, if a hamlet is burnt, what's the loss? It would have burnt down itself in due course.' Life had become so cheap that people thought little of killing one another, or indeed of others killing millions in their name. One peasant asked a scientific expedition working in the Urals during 1921: 'You are educated people, tell me then what's to happen to me. A Bashkir killed my cow, so of course I killed the Bashkir and then I took the cow away from his family. So tell me: shall I be punished for the cow?' When they asked him whether he did not rather expect to be punished for the murder of the man, the peasant replied: 'That's nothing, people are cheap nowadays.'

The children were not spared from the worst of this brutalization:

A survey of 1920 found that 88 per cent of the girls had engaged at some time in prostitution, while similar figures were found among the boys. Some of the girls were as young as seven. Most of the sexual acts took place in the streets, in market-places, in station-halls and parks. The girls had pimps — themselves usually no more than teenage boys — who often used them to rob their clients. But there were also paedophil-iac brothels run by so-called 'aunties', who gave the children food and a corner of a room, whilst putting them to work and living off their earnings.13 For millions of children this was the closest thing they ever had to maternal care.

Despite widespread calls to limit the children to six hours of labour, and to make employers provide two hours of schooling, the authorities chose not to intervene, claiming it was 'better to have the children working than living from crime on the streets', with the result that many minors ended up by working twelve or fourteen hours every day. Children also made excellent soldiers. The Red Army had many young teenagers in its ranks. Having spent the whole of their conscious lives surrounded by the violence of war and revolution, many of them had no doubt come to think that killing people was part of normal life. These little soldiers were noted for their readiness to do as they were told — their commanders often played the role of surrogate fathers — as well as for their ruthless ability to kill the enemy, especially when led to believe that they were avenging their parents' murder.

Which makes us wonder how these traumatic experiences experienced by the young generation would play a part in explaining what was yet to come.




A Soldier's Story of His Regiment (61st Georgia)

A Descendant’s Review

George W. Nichols had his U.S. Civil War memoir, A Soldier’s Story of His Regiment (61st Georgia), published at the end of the 19th century. Like many aspiring authors, his writing sucked, and he didn’t sell nearly as many copies as he dreamed of. It’s so badly-written I’d only read it if someone within my family or closest circle of friends wrote it.

Alas, I’m a direct descendant of George W. Nichols (note: ‘Nichols’ doesn’t appear in my full name, if you know someone with the name ‘Nichols’ that’s NOT me). My family has mentioned this book many times, so in 2016 I read it, and for this review I read it again. Since I read it, you don’t have to.

Why this book sucks

When I re-read it for this review, I discovered that I’d forgotten nearly everything. Even during this fresh re-read, the writing is so dull many details passed through my eyes without hitting my brain. Thus, I’m concerned I missed something essential.

This book is full of name drops. These names meant the world to him, but to me they’re just that—names. I never saw these people’s faces, nor heard their voices. Aside from famous people (such as General Robert E. Lee) and a few relatives, I only know what Nichols wrote down, and for most of these people, he only includes the scantest biographical detail.

He says, “I took down notes almost every day in all the campaigns of 1864, and also had other notes, or I could never have told how we raced with Sheridan’s cavalry, or rather mounted infantry, for one of his men told me that the most of his cavalry were men taken from the infantry and mounted for gallantry.” Notice how the topic weirdly changes mid-sentence. Why, why couldn’t he have split this into two sentences? Reading an entire book full of sentences like this is tiring.

This book reads like an edited set of notes. Much of it reads like, ‘this happened, then that happened, then this other thing happened.’ He never crafts it into a narrative with story arcs, as memoir writers in the 21st century are advised to do. In many places where a well-read 21st century person such as myself expects ‘show,’ he only gives me ‘tell.’ A conspicuous example of this is:


The killed in Company D were A. J. Nichols, Joshua Kirkland and Wesley Hodges. A. J. Nichols was a dear brother of the writer. Nichols and Hodges were both brave and noble young men. The company mourned their loss.



On the next page, he says:


The next morning we got up and made some coffee, which we drank, and ate a little of our cold rations. Our breakfast somewhat revived us. We then went to look on the battlefield. Three of the dead wore our company’s uniform, and we went to see who they were. The first one was my brother. I had been too sick the evening before to pay any attention, and did not know who was hurt. My finding my brother, with a minnieball shot through his heart, and he cold in death, was a terrible shock to me; but such is war.



That’s all he says about the death of his own brother in the entire book. When I heard a relative (another descendant of Nichols) talk about her own brother dying from a gunshot wound, she had much more to say about it. In that situation, I’m sure I’d have much more to say about it too. Maybe the experience was too traumatic for Nichols to write more, but many places throughout the memoir give only a brief summary where a more immersive description was called for.

Hearing relatives talk about interesting tidbits from the book is more satisfying than reading it. Sure, it’s more biased, but the biases add another layer to the narrative. As a child, I remember hearing about all the references to “Dutch” Union soldiers. Here’s every instance where Nichols uses the word “Dutch”:


When the Union army was passing through the old Sharpsburg battlefield one little Dutchman went by the hospital tents, where our hospital nurse (Alderman) was cooking for the sick and wounded. He asked Alderman for some of his bread. Alderman gave him some bread, and asked him where he was going. The Dutchman replied, “We dosh be going to hunt Shockson.” Alderman said the little Dutchman was gone about three hours and returned, wet all over and his hat and gun gone. He had been churning the Potomac river trying to get back. He called on Alderman again on his return, who asked him if he found Jackson. The Dutchman replied, “Vel, yas, and he dosh give us hell dish day.”

*

I could tell by their caps and their Dutch brogue that they were not Southerners.

*

We took some prisoners, and among them there were two generals. One of them, General Seymour, was a very tall man. I suppose he was six and one-half feet high and would have weighed ISO pounds. The other. General Shaler, was a regular cut-short Dutchman about five feet high, and would have weighed about 250 pounds. There was quite a contrast in them as they were marched out.

*

Along came the second or reserve line and we had not thrown down our guns, so a little Dutch officer of one of the Maine regiments ran up to me and said: “You dosh throw town your cun.” He jerked it away from me. It was a very fine one and I had had it nearly two years, and had shot about eight hundred rounds at the Yankees with it. The officer saw that it was a fine gun and said: “Here, Yokup—here dosh be one d—d fine cun, an you dosh trow town your old von, and take the good von.” He then told us to go to the rear, but sent no guards with us. He asked us what brigade we belonged to. I told him Gordon’s old brigade. He halloed out to his men: “Gordon’s brigade is retreating; let us press it.” They all went ahead and left us prisoners standing there.

*

I made it very well, as I was an expert jumper, so did my guard, he being sober; but some of those little cutshort Dutchmen could not make it very well, with the amount of whisky they had taken on.



My family told me these “Dutch” Union soldiers were actually German immigrants, and we pay attention to these references because our branch is descended from an immigrant from Prussia who served in the Union army during the Civil War. I’m not sure what other branches of the Nichols’ family think of these references. My guess is that they don’t think about them.

Maybe it’s good for me to read a badly-written book once in a while. It reminds me to appreciate good writing. And in this case, the bad writing feels… unfiltered. Perhaps because it doesn’t shape the story into a form which makes for emotionally resonant reading, it’s more honest?

Was the Confederate Army a dystopian high school?

Even after reading this memoir, I don’t know why he enlisted in the Confederate army.

Nobody in his family of origin ever owned a slave, so he lacked a direct economic incentive to preserve slavery. He was from Georgia, but Georgia had some Unionists, so his location isn’t enough to answer the question.

However, I have a theory.

The way he drops names and references without introducing readers to who these people were feels like a high school yearbook. Flipping through my high school yearbooks triggers all kinds of memories. But a yearbook from a different high school would mean little. The back of the book is a roster of soldiers from the regiment, and Nichols asks readers to supply any information they have about his comrades. This isn’t unlike collecting information for a yearbook (or an alumni reunion book).

George was 19 years old when he joined the Confederate army. Yes, that’s older than high school age, but not by much.

He claims many people were the ‘best’ or ‘finest’ soldier/officer/woman/etc. He seems unaware of the contradiction of claiming multiple people are the ‘best’ or ‘finest.’ This is a mode of thinking I associate with adolescence and early adulthood. Likewise, he idolizes many of the people he features. He uses the word ‘idol’ four times in the book:


The noble lieutenant, John Brannen, of Company D, who was a perfect idol in our company and regiment.



*


Sergeant James C. Hodges was mortally wounded, his brains being shot out. He lived eleven days before death came to his relief. He was one of the best boys I ever saw, and an excellent school teacher. (He was my old professor.) He was almost an idol in his company and regiment, and the community in which he lived before the war, and with his pupils in school.



*


Our beloved General Gordon was often among the worshipers. He had become almost an idol in the brigade with officers and men, often leading in the prayer and exhortation service.



*


That noble Christian, Colonel Clement A. Evans, of the Thirty-first Georgia Regiment, who was almost an idol in the brigade, was promoted to the rank of Brigadier General and assigned to the command of Gordon’s old brigade.



As a teenager, I recall how easy it was for me to idolize anyone with admirable qualities. Many of my ‘idols’ were upperclassmen in high school. When I was in the 11th grade, realizing that a 9th grader idolized me weirded me out because I knew I wasn’t worthy of being anyone’s idol—and then it occurred to me that the students in higher grades who I’d idolized maybe felt the same way. Many teenagers also idolize celebrities, such as sports players, musicians, and actors.

I imagine that teenagers in 19th century rural Georgia mostly idolized people within their own communities, just as Nichols idolized his young schoolteacher James C. Hodges (at the time Hodges’ brains were shot out, he was only 23 years old). (After the war, Nichols married Hodges’ cousin, Jincy Parrish, and through her Hodges and I are genetically related). It was only natural for youths who enlisted to adopt officers and generals as new idols, and Nichols clearly idolized many within the Confederate Army. If older brothers told younger brothers about their celebrity officers and generals, their younger brothers might idolize them too. If local idols, such as a popular schoolteacher, enlisted in an army, the teenagers might be all the more star-struck—and itching to enlist as well.

My guess is that Nichols followed his idols into the Confederate Army.

The next level question is, why did the first wave of older brothers and local idols join the Confederate army? Maybe some local idols were slaveowners and thus had reason to fight the Union. I don’t know whether the family of Hodges-the-schoolteacher kept slaves, but his in-laws, the Parrish family, had a large plantation with many enslaved people. That might’ve been enough of a reason for Hodges to fight to preserve slavery.

Most of the Unionists in Georgia lived in Appalachia to the north, not in the southeastern coastal plains where Nichols was born and raised. Perhaps location is the answer to why youths from Bulloch County enlisted in the Confederate Army after all.

If the Confederate Army fostered a social environment like a high school, it was a dystopian one. Nichols says, “I was a mere boy, and was broken down before I matured into manhood, and I was too old to grow out of it.”

The book includes scenes like this:


We went on in line through a very thick, boggy branch where we found a great many dead and wounded yankees. Some of them were lying in the water. I was so thirsty from fever and a long march and run to the battle till my tongue was swollen. I stopped, dipped up and drank water which I knew had yankee blood in it. I am sure it was the best water to me that I ever drank. I have often thought it saved my life.



This is one of the passages which stayed with me after I first read the book. Since then, whenever I’ve read about other wars where desperate people drank from bloody water with floating corpses, I’ve thought back to this. Years later, Nichols experienced this:


Here in this death angle there were several acres of ground the worst strewn with dead men I saw during the war. I saw an oak tree, probably eighteen or twenty inches in diameter, that was very nearly cut down with canister shot and minnie balls, and the ground around it was covered with dead men, it being on the lowest ground the enemy had to advance over and where our batteries and small arms had a full sweep on them. Those who were not very badly mutilated were swollen as long- as they could swell. Their faces were nearly black and their mouths, nose, eyes, hair and the mutilated parts were full of maggots!

This is a horrible picture, but I know it is not overdrawn. What an awful scent! It just makes me feel bad to-day as I write about it. I know that hundreds, and probably thousands, died for the want of attention. There were many mothers deprived of kind, loving husbands; their children were made fatherless; their darling sons, whom they had nursed and dandled on their knees while babes, and watched carefully over them while children, and gave them good advice, praying to the great God to spare them to return to them in peace, lying on the cold ground in this horrible condition.

Oh! how I long to see the time come when the prophecy in Isaiah will come to pass, second chapter and fourth verse: “And He shall judge among the nations, and shall rebuke many people: and they shall beat their swords into plowshares, and their spears into pruning hooks. Nation shall not lift up sword against nation, neither shall they learn war any more.”



The horrors weren’t limited to the battlefields. Nichols shares this story:


Two fine-looking young men had a dispute about their cooking. One of them had a large butcherknife that he was cutting meat with. He stabbed it in the other’s breast to the handle, and left it sticking there. The young man in death’s agony said, “You have killed me.” He then took hold of the handle and, after several efforts, succeeded in getting it out, and threw it at the other and stuck it to the handle near his collarbone. He then replied, “Yes, and you have killed me.” They both looked faintly at each other for a moment, seemingly with deep regret, reeled and fell helpless to the ground. The doctors ran to them, but could do nothing for them. Both were dead in a few minutes. We were told that they were first cousins, reared near each other; had been great chums; had attended the same school, and that it was the first difficulty they had ever had. Such horrible news to go to their parents!



As a sickly young man, he also spent considerable time in hospitals. Some he praised for giving the best care possible to wounded soldiers, but then he describes this (warning: use of a word now considered racist):


When I arrived at Danville I found it quite different to what Richmond and Lynchburg were. It had about 1,003 inhabitants, the hospitals were new, and had one of the poorest doctors I ever saw. It seemed like every dose of medicine that he gave me would do me more harm than good. I could not get any milk, and the hospital diet was very poor. Beef, boiled about half done, baker’s bread and beef soup, made with flour, and often with flies in it, for they had negro cooks, and the white man in charge did not care. It was to eat that or nothing, and I generally took nothing rather than that soup. I would take the bread and beef and re-cook the beef by broiling it, which made it so it could be eaten. The doctor was a young man and had the worst kind of a case of “big-head.” He could curse like a demon, and I soon saw that I could not stay there and live. About this time the small-pox broke out there, and every case would be sent to the small-pox hospital, which was some distance from the town.



In order to survive, Nichols had to get guard duty, which would allow him to cook his own, more nutritious food. Then the doctor and the nurse threatened to report him as a deserter if he left for guard duty. Nichols begged a major for guard duty. At first, the major said he was too sick to be a guard. Then Nichols told him about his diarrhea and the horrible food at the hospital, and said if he didn’t get guard duty he’d never get well. Then he got guard duty and…


I got them and told the doctor and nurse that I was going on the guard. They both cursed me again. I felt gratified to have the pleasure of telling them what I thought of them.

I told them that neither of them were fit for buzzard’s bait and that if the Confederate States were as destitute of gentlemen doctors and hospital nurses as that hospital was of a doctor and hospital nurse, it would be in a terrible condition.

I did not curse them like they did me; but I abused them for about five minutes, as badly as I knew how, to not curse. I then showed them my authority to go. They turned off apparently defeated, and remarked: “You must be pretty d—d sharp.”



The most disturbing passage is this:


I had an excellent rifle, one that shot very close, and I never took better aim at a bird or squirrel in my life than I took at those Yankee soldiers. And I never enjoyed a party in my younger days any better.



This stands out as the one place in the memoir where he expresses joy in inflicting violence. All other descriptions of violence describe them as horrors, which show that Nichols kept his respect for human life. That the Confederate Army, even if just this one time, led Nichols to believe that killing people was more fun than a party… oh my. This is a place where I feel the memoir may be more honest because it’s so unpolished. A professional editor would’ve pointed this out, and Nichols would’ve smoothed this over.

Following his idols into the Confederate Army led him to great trauma, and perhaps even cost him some of his inhibitions against violence.

The religious assumptions weird me out

Nichols takes evangelical Christianity for granted. He feels no need to explain why evangelical Christianity as opposed to any other religion or irreligion.

My parents come from different religious backgrounds, neither of which was evangelical Christianity. I grew up around people from a variety of religions. Seeing my ancestor so sincerely consider the goodness of his own religion to be so self-evident he doesn’t bother to argue in its favor jars me.

(If you’re wondering how the family religion changed in generations between me and Nichols, the short answer is that in a certain interdenominational marriage, evangelical Christianity lost).

The memoir includes a few stories like this:


I will tell the readers what I witnessed in the death of a little North Carolinian. He was just a mere boy and his name was Frick. He was very sick—had a high fever. His nurse seemed to be a very wicked man. Frick was very religious He raised up on his bed one day and got off on the floor on his feet; his nurse ran to him and I have never heard such talk, such admonition as he gave the nurse. He asked him to do better and to quit cursing and repent of his sins and to try to prepare to meet him in the glory world.

The nurse melted into a flood of tears. Frick began to shout and praise God, and wrung his hands. He died on his feet with his arms around the nurse’s neck, the nurse holding him in his arms. Frick died shouting and praising God in the strongest triumphs of a living faith I have ever seen, and with a pleasant smile on his face. The nurse tenderly laid him down on the bed, with a deep feeling of emotion, in a flood of tears, and said to the crowd—for all in the house that were able had gathered around them: “Boys, Frick is dead, and if he’s not gone to the glory world, none of us will ever get there.” I never heard that nurse use another profane word.



What strikes me as the most odd is how much Nichols’ religion revolved around avoiding profanity. He’s describing these horrible scenes of war, yet one of his greatest concerns is whether people use curse words? He always writes “d—d” instead of “damned,” which to me is such a mild word it doesn’t even feel profane.

I don’t swear like a sailor, but damn, the lyrics of some music I like would’ve shocked Nichols. Nichols also has a descendant who actually was a sailor and said the language he used in the US Navy was too profane to repeat in my presence.

How might Nichols’ life have been different if he’d taken the commandment against idolatry as seriously as the commandment against taking the Lord’s name in vain? If he’d refused to idolize his schoolteacher Hodges, or various Confederate generals? I doubt Nichol would’ve been a full Unionist, but he might’ve avoided enlisting in the Confederate Army. Since his father, Theophilus Nichols, opposed slavery, he might’ve gotten help to avoid conscription.

Soldiers who committed to following orders had minimal control over whether they lived or died. Nichols himself had come close to losing his life multiple times, such as when he asked a comrade to hold his gun while he fetched water and, fifteen minutes later, he returned to find that his comrade had been shot dead. When the 61st Georgia regiment came to Virginia, it had over a thousand men. Only forty-nine surrendered at Appotomox. The rest were deserters, prisoners of war, wounded, or dead. But though soldiers had little say over whether minnieballs broke through their hearts, they chose how much profanity they used. Perhaps it made sense to base their religion on something within their control.

Is this memoir Lost Cause propaganda?

So, this being a Confederate war memoir, you’re thinking ‘but what did he think about slavery?’ I’ve dropped some hints. I could continue dancing around the issue, but I won’t.

I’ll start by quoting every use of the word ‘slave’ and ‘slavery’ in the memoir (warning: words which are now considered racist).


My father had never owned a slave and his house was spared, but Sherman took every horse he had and a great many other things.



(According to this website, local black people protected the house from Sherman’s army because they knew Theophilus Nichols adamantly opposed slavery).


Slavery had once been in the North as well as in the South. The North had sold its slaves to the South and had received pay for them. The South bought them in good faith. The negroes are all free and the whole nation is satisfied that such is the case. I, nor my parents never owned a slave and have never mistreated one.

They are now free, yet a great many are not faring as well as they did while in bondage. Yet they are better satisfied.

It is about like an old time darkey said to me a few years ago: “I do not fare near as well for something to eat as I did with old boss, but freedom is good for a dog; bind one down and he will holler.” We know this is true and we old soldiers know that we had rather have our freedom and live on half rations, like we often had to do during the war, than to be in prison and have the best that the world could afford, (not that our prisoners fared well) and our sympathies are always great for people in bondage.



Some years ago, I discussed the above passage with a historical researcher who specializes in the lives of enslaved people in the antebellum South. She told me it was common for freed people to have less to eat than when they’d still be enslaved, but that they still preferred freedom over slavery, just as Nichols said.

Here are references to slaves in the memoir which don’t include the word ‘slave’ (warning: words which are now considered racist):


Company D thought Lieutenant James Mincy was left with some of the rest of our wounded at Gettysburg, but he was rescued by Rube, his faithful negro servant.

When Rube found that his master was going to be left, he stole a horse and wagon and got his master in the wagon and followed in the rear of our wagon train. We were proud to see Lieutenant Mincy back and we were proud of Rube, who could have remained in Pennsylvania and have been free, but I believe that he hated the Yankees worse than we did.



Notice that Nichols didn’t automatically assume that Rube would be loyal to his ‘master.’ It occurred to him that Rube may have preferred freedom in Pennsylvania. This article discusses other reasons why some camp slaves who came in the Gettysburg campaign followed their ‘masters’ back to the Confederacy rather than run away to freedom in Pennsylvania.


Our feet were blistered and our toe-nails were bloodshot. Some were so mad till they gave vent to their feelings by cursing. Oh! such horrible oaths! It looked like some could curse “by note.” They cursed out the Union, the Yankees, “Abe” Lincoln, Jeff Davis, the Confederacy, and the whole negro race.



I won’t try to unpack that one.


The lieutenant took it and gave it to his negro cook and told him to cook it for his supper. The boys went on to their camps well pleased.

The negro cooked some and the lieutenant sat down to eat it. He cursed the negro and told him that he had poisoned it, for he had never eaten as strong mutton as that was. The lieutenant then cooked some himself, but it was no better.



That was in the context of a prank some soldiers played on their lieutenant.


The Yankees were well posted in and around Dr. Morton’s house and negro houses. There were about six of the negro houses and they were built of brick, and were about twelve feet wide and twenty feet long, with spaces of about four feet between each house.

*

They hired two old broken down horses and a wagon from an old citizen, with a negro driver, to carry them to Washington, Wilkes county, Georgia, a distance of forty-five miles, for which they paid him $700 in Confederate money.



Perhaps I’ve missed a couple references to slaves, but those quotes cover most of them. So, onward to analysis.

This review of the memoir by L. Bao Bui says:


The book lacks any acknowledgment of slavery as the fundamental cause of the war or the need to adapt to a postwar world in which slavery was abolished and African Americans were nominally full citizens and members of American society. Despite the passage of Thirteenth, Fourteenth, and Fifteenth Amendments, ex-slaves lost nearly all the gains made possible by the effusive shedding of blood by Northern soldiers, both black and white. Nichols’s rewriting of recent history helped made Jim Crow possible in the postbellum decades. Racial equality, and even mention of the Civil War’s root causes or the South’s determination to uphold human bondage, fell by the wayside in the name of national reconciliation. Even as white veterans like Nichols came together to celebrate and commemorate their shared experience of war and their one undivided country, black Americans continued to remain, if not slaves, then second-class citizens living under a system of repression and terror.



That last sentence is historical truth. The rest is, in my opinion, unfair. Nichols never says “slavery was the fundamental cause of the war” but the way he addresses slavery in the conclusion implies that it was a cause of the war. As for how African Americans fared after the Civil War… this memoir is about Nichols’ personal experiences during the war. He wasn’t African American, and one of the few things he says about what happened after the war was what the former slave told him. He says even less about Sherman’s army marching through his hometown, even though both his parents and (most likely) his future wife Jincy Parrish had experienced that, because that had been outside his own firsthand experience.

What Nichols never mentions is that the family of his wife (whom he married after the war) had kept many slaves. My family told me that Parrishes had the highest pedigree of all our ancestors, and that if you went back enough generations we’re descended from English royalty. What they didn’t tell me was that the Parrishes owned a big plantation—I found that out through internet searches. Jincy may have influenced how her husband addressed slavery in this memoir, perhaps preventing him from denouncing slavery as stridently as his father, Theophilus, had.

I don’t know why Jincy Parrish ‘married down.’ Not only were the Nichols and Parrish families different in wealth, the Parrishes were Anglo, and the Nichols’ were Scots-Irish (for those unfamiliar with 19th century American ethnic politics, Scots-Irish were lower status than Anglos). To put in cruder terms, why did the Southern belle marry the redneck? Perhaps it was as simple as her falling in love with Nichols. I suspect it had something to do with General Sherman’s army destroying her family’s plantation and emancipating the slaves, while Theophilus Nichols got to keep his house. Considering how many young men died in the war, she may not have had many bachelors to choose from.

Some people (including L. Bao Bui) label this memoir as a celebration of the Lost Cause. That’s not how I see it.

According to the Encyclopedia Virginia:


The Lost Cause interpretation of the Civil War typically includes the following six assertions:

1. Secession, not slavery, caused the Civil War.

2. African Americans were “faithful slaves,” loyal to their masters and the Confederate cause and unprepared for the responsibilities of freedom.

3. The Confederacy was defeated militarily only because of the Union’s overwhelming advantages in men and resources.

4. Confederate soldiers were heroic and saintly.

5. The most heroic and saintly of all Confederates, perhaps of all Americans, was Robert E. Lee.

6. Southern women were loyal to the Confederate cause and sanctified by the sacrifice of their loved ones.



First, he never claims that secession caused the Civil War. Heck, he never says what caused the Civil War at all. The closest he comes to even hinting it may have been about secession is this quote, “They had been put into our lines by the Union authorities because they were true Southerners and advocated Southern rights.” That’s thinner than the quotes which imply the war was about slavery. May I remind you that at the beginning of the war he was a teenager who had spent his entire life in a rural area, and thus may not have had the best grasp of the political currents running through the nation?

Second, yes, he says that Rube was faithful to his master in the Gettysburg campaign, and on the surface that seems to have been true, but he didn’t take that for granted, and he likened the circumstances of “people in bondage” to that of prisoners of war—inappropriate as that comparison may be, someone who believed African Americans were totally faithful to their ‘masters’ wouldn’t say that. He says that African Americans are better off free than enslaved.

Third, yes, Nichols mentions the Union had an advantage in men and resources, and that contributed to their victory, which is historically accurate, but he also respected the military prowess of many Union officers and soldiers, and pointed out instances when Confederate officers screwed up, such as this:


It was reported to us privates that General Gordon planned and executed this move on the Yankees. If [General] Early had moved all we had captured back to Fisher’s Hill it would have been one of the grandest successes of the war; but he did not, and it proved to be one of the greatest disasters.



Fourth, I think this review has enough quotes which show that Nichols didn’t believe all Confederate soldiers were heroic and saintly. He believed many fought bravely, which is historical fact, and he deplored both Union and Confederate commanders who ordered soldiers to “burn non-combatant’s houses and their contents and turn innocent women and children out with nothing to eat, no bed but the cold ground and no shelter but the skies of heaven.”

Fifth, okay, yes, Nichols was a huge Robert E. Lee and Stonewall Jackson fanboy. He also claimed many other Confederate officers were ‘the best.’ Touché.

Sixth, yes, he has much praise for the Southern women who took good care of wounded soldiers (including Union soldiers) and saved many lives. Or as he puts it:


I can say this for the good women of Virginia : There are no better women on this globe. They seemed like angels of mercy, and I am sure all they like of being white winged angels is death, and I feel sure that death will have no sting, and that the grave, with them, will have no victory; for Christ will come after them and call them up higher and seat them near to Him in the paradise of the great God of Heaven. It fills my heart full of praise to God for raising up such good women. I fully believe that such women are the salt of the earth and the light of the world. But these good women are not all in Richmond and the vicinity; but are scattered all over the State, and indeed, all over these, our still United States.



However, praising women for taking good care of the sick isn’t quite the same as praising them for loyalty to the Confederate cause.

What I didn’t find in this memoir was Nichols claiming women were sanctified by the sacrifice of their loved ones. On the contrary, when his comrades died, he often spoke of the grief it’d bring their mothers, wives, and daughters.

Nichols includes a poem by William Alderman about the death of his nephew, James C. Hodges, yes the same one who was Nichols’ schoolteacher and the cousin of Jincy Parrish, and yes, William Alderman was also Jincy’s uncle. Here are a couple stanzas:


To see young men torn up with bombs,

And knowing they are some mother’s sons.

How would it make a mother feel

To see her son dead on the field?

In battles fought, and wars of old,

As I have read, and oft been told,

But never viewed such awful scenes,

Until this awful war has been.



The full poem reads like an antiwar poem, not a sanctification of mothers’ sacrifices.

That, ultimately, is why this memoir doesn’t feel like Lost Cause propaganda to me. For all that Nichols idolized his comrades and commanders, he also documents many senselessly horrible things which happened, and overall regards the war as a great tragedy. He says, “I know that if the Northern and Southern people could have known what the consequences would be, there would have been no war. Neither side could have been induced to have entered into such a struggle—such a sacrifice of human life and such a cost of treasures.” I can’t imagine this book making anyone excited to go to war. It’s much more likely to persuade people to not join an army.

Once in a while on the internet, I encounter descendants of Confederate soldiers who buy into the whole Lost Cause thing. They say things like, ‘If these liberals keep on infringing on my freedoms, I’ll follow the example of my ancestors and don gray to fight back.’ Though I’ve never said this, what I think is that if they truly want to honor their ancestors, they should consider the trauma and whether their ancestors would’ve wanted a repeat of the Civil War. In the case of my ancestor Nichols, the answer is an unambiguous ‘no.’

The oral history I’ve gotten about my ancestor the-Prussian-immigrant-in-the-Union-Army is more jingoistic. To him, apparently, the Civil War wasn’t a great national tragedy, it was a great opportunity to prove his loyalty to his new homeland and fight evil slaveowners.

Did this memoir contribute to entrenching Jim Crow? It’s plausible to me that Nichols intended to counter overly romantic nostalgia for the Confederacy by reporting the horrors, and that this memoir may have weakened the pro-Jim-Crow narrative.

He says in the preface, “I have read a great many histories of the war, but have never read one that was correct” and that he wrote this memoir so future generations would know the truth. What were the histories he read which he deemed incorrect? He doesn’t say, but earlier he says, “I have never seen a history like this one. All that I ever read tells what officers did. This gives its readers faint idea of what officers and private soldiers did.” That implies that he intended to counter history books which left out the lower decks.

But what do I know, I’m no historian. Perhaps the histories he reacted against all gave nuanced discussions of how slavery caused the Civil War and African Americans need to adapt to life as full citizens.

Should you write a memoir for posterity?

If you expect to have living descendants over a century from now, I highly recommend writing a memoir.

Even before I read this book, I knew more about George Nichols than all of my other ancestors born in the 19th century combined. My family talks much more about him than other ancestors from that era.

It’s good for the descendants. A book like this strengthens family bonds for generations. I’ve had contact with distant relatives I probably wouldn’t have known existed if it weren’t for this book. When I hear of Confucian-influenced cultures where large groups of people trace their lineages to a single prominent patriarch, often someone with impressive scholarly achievements, this is the closest analogue I find in my own life.

I wish some of my other 19th-century ancestors had written memoirs for posterity. What was it like for my Prussian-immigrant-in-the-Union-army ancestor? What was it like for Jincy Parrish when Sherman’s army almost certainly destroyed her home? What was it like for my other ancestresses who lived through the U.S. Civil War? My ancestors who weren’t in North America and had nothing to do with the U.S. Civil War? How did they experience other major historical events of the 19th century?

It helps if you were present at an event like the Battle of Gettysburg, but that’s not a requirement. You can write about how your life changed (or didn’t change) in 2020. Writing well also helps, but as Nichols proves, your descendants might read your memoir even if the prose is trash.

What if you expect AI singularity to happen in the next century? Or advances in AI which don’t count as a ‘singularity’ but still reshape society? All the more reason to write a memoir. Since this memoir is public domain, I’m sure it’s in the training data of all the major language-processing AIs. I don’t know how super-advanced AIs would work, let alone post-singularity AIs, but the odds of preserving your personal story are much higher if you write it down.




A Thousand Brains: A New Theory of Intelligence

A book review of Jeff Hawkins's theory of intelligence.

Even though ChatGPT is impressive, most people would agree that it’s not intelligent in the same way a human is. It’s great at writing stories about cats, but it doesn’t know what a cat is. Hell - it doesn’t even know what a word is! All it knows is tokens. And all it can do is pick the best next token. It’s not ChatGPT’s fault these tokens make some kind of sense to you. It never tries to make sense. It only tries to pick well.

The same can be said for any other machine learning model. These things are just really good at picking. And that leaves most people in the field satisfied with their current approach. The approach is, “we don’t care whether this is how the human brain does it as long as it works”.

Jeff Hawkins is the opposite. He doesn’t care about anything merely “inspired” by the brain. He wants to get at the real thing and he has spent the last decade(s) developing a theory of intelligence. “A Thousand Brains” is his attempt to put everything together. Reading it made me understand the brain better and gave me an idea of how the theory of predictive processing could work on the level of a neuron.

Old brain, new brain.

All this old-brain-vs-new-brain stuff is not just pop science. There is a clear anatomical distinction.

There is the super old brain - the part that even frogs and reptiles have. It regulates the basics like movement, breathing, and digestion. Then the somewhat old brain - the part that we share with monkeys and other mammals. It regulates emotions and social status. And finally the new brain - often called the neocortex. It does all the exciting stuff. Vision, language, math, music, science, engineering…. it’s all in the neocortex.

So next time you try to remember something about brain anatomy, just think “frog, monkey, human” and you’re halfway there.

[image: Old brain new brain]

Source: https://waitbutwhy.com/2017/04/neuralink.html

The new brain (human) doesn’t have a direct connection to musculature, therefore it doesn’t control movement directly. If it wants you to do something it needs to signal to the old brain (monkey + frog). Sometimes the old brain listens and sometimes it doesn’t. For example, you can hold your breath (frog allowing human to control movement), but if you hold it for long enough the old brain takes over and just forces you to breathe (frog overruling human).

Hawkins makes some good points on why his theory is focused on the new brain only. I’m not going to reiterate all of them here. Just know, that intelligence is in the neocortex. We only focus on the neocortex from now on. If we can recreate the neocortex, we can recreate intelligence.

The big idea is that the neocortex consists of many copies of the same thing.

A slice of vision cortex looks just like a slice of language cortex. The only difference is what it is connected to. Connect a piece of neocortex to the eyes and you get object detection. Connect the same piece to an ear and you get melody detection. There’s tons of evidence to support this. In blind people, for example, the part of the neocortex that would have been responsible for vision just assumes other tasks, like hearing or touch.

Ok, so the neocortex consists of many copies of the same thing - then what is the thing? Hawkins's answer: the cortical column. A cortical column is a 1 x 1 mm piece of the neocortex, 3 mm deep. Here’s an image to get a sense of it:

[image: Cortical Columns vs Spaghetti]

There are roughly 150,000 cortical columns in the human neocortex. Mice have one column for each whisker, which is cute, but hardly relevant. Here is a representation of different types of neurons in a column:

[image: ]

The black spidery-looking dots are neurons. There are many more neurons in a column than are illustrated in that picture. A column is made up of roughly 100k of them.

The actual sizes of these columns vary. It’s biology. Everything is smushed and squashed. You can’t clearly distinguish one column from another when you look at the neocortex under the microscope. We only know they exist, because all the cells in a column will respond to the same part of the retina or the same patch of skin. All cells in some other column will respond to some other patch of the retina or some other patch of skin. This grouping is what defines a column.

Here is a 3D reconstruction of five neighboring columns in a rat:

[image: ]

Source: Project AGI__, Credit: Marcel Oberlaender et al.

I’m trying to give you multiple visual representations of a column here because it’s our main protagonist. In Hawkins's opinion, a column holds all the basic ingredients of intelligence within. The more columns, the more intelligence. If we buy that, the road to intelligence becomes quite straightforward:


	Reverse engineer a cortical column.

	Make lots of copies.



That’s it. You have built intelligence.

I don’t know how much consensus there is about this idea, but it’s exciting and it makes sense. Evolution wanted our neocortex to do lots of different things, like invent language, build tools, write songs... If you want to be able to do so many different things, you need a general learning machine. Being able to learn practically anything requires the brain to work on a universal principle. The cortical column might hold that universal principle within.

Cortical columns are prediction machines and they learn models through movement.

Hawkins never mentions Andy Clark or that there is a theory of predictive processing. I don’t know why. His theory goes together so well with the theory of predictive processing that I feel I just have to mention it here.

A quick summary:

“The brain is a multi-layer prediction machine. All neural processing consists of two streams: a bottom-up stream of sense data, and a top-down stream of predictions. These streams interface at each level of processing, comparing themselves to each other and adjusting themselves as necessary.

The bottom-up stream starts out as all that incomprehensible light and darkness and noise that we need to process. It gradually moves up all the cognitive layers that we already knew existed – the edge-detectors that resolve it into edges, the object-detectors that shape the edges into solid objects, et cetera.

The top-down stream starts with everything you know about the world, all your best heuristics, all your priors, everything that’s ever happened to you before – everything from “solid objects can’t pass through one another” to “e=mc^2” to “that guy in the blue uniform is probably a policeman”. It uses its knowledge of concepts to make predictions – not in the form of verbal statements, but in the form of expected sense data. It makes some guesses about what you’re going to see, hear, and feel next, and asks “Like this?” These predictions gradually move down all the cognitive layers to generate lower-level predictions. If that uniformed guy was a policeman, how would that affect the various objects in the scene? Given the answer to that question, how would it affect the distribution of edges in the scene? Given the answer to that question, how would it affect the raw-sense data received?”

Source: Slate Star Codex

Recognizing a face means having a prediction for that face. When you see a new face you have no top-down prediction for what you see. Your mind doesn’t like that. It tries to avoid prediction errors as much as possible. Whenever there’s a big prediction error, your brain triggers attention. Attention is the system by which the brain builds new predictions.

You can experience this right now. This is a picture of a cow:

[image: ]

At first, you just see black spots, but I’m telling you it’s a cow. This constitutes a prediction error. You should see a cow, but you don’t. By paying attention to the picture your brain tries out its different models of “cow” until you finally recognize the cow in the picture (solution here) and the prediction error is eradicated. If no model fits, your brain can create a new one. Making new models is the process of learning.

In predictive processing, movement is a kind of error minimization. Trying to recognize a cow in that picture, is to perform a kind of movement. It’s analogous to recognizing an object by touch. When you touch an object, you can’t just put a finger on it and know what it is. You have to run it through your fingers, move it around, feel its weight, and so forth. You were doing the same kind of thing trying to recognize the cow. You just did it in your mind.

Cortical columns make predictions using dendrites and recognize objects using reference frames.

What we have so far.


	Intelligence happens in the neocortex.

	The neocortex is composed of 150,000 cortical columns.

	A column is composed of 100,000 neurons.

	Understanding the column is the key to understanding intelligence.

	Columns are prediction machines.



The next step is to figure out how columns make predictions. To do that, I have this intimidating-looking slide for you:
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From a presentation that Jeff Hawkins gave at the Simons Institute__.

And sorry, I can’t comfort you by saying that it only looks scary, but in principle, it’s super simple. It just isn’t and there’s a lot going on. But what I can do is simplify it a bit and move through one layer at a time.

[image: ]

Here are the relevant questions:


	How do neurons in L4 predict a sequence (like a melody)?

	How do L4 and L2/3 work together to predict objects?

	How does L6a supply location information to L4?



I’m not going to get into the fourth part on composite objects, because I don’t really understand what’s going on there.

1: How do neurons in L4 predict a sequence?

Is a single neuron already capable of prediction? Apparently yes! It does so with its distal synapses. A synapse is where a neuron gets inputs from another neuron. Only 10% of synapses are proximal (close enough to the cell body to activate the cell). 90% of the synapses are distal (too far away from the cell body to activate the cell).
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Source: I combined two images from A Thousand Brains: A New Theory of Intelligence, Hawkins, Jeff.

What is up with those distal synapses? They don’t activate the cell, so why do they even exist? We didn’t know until Jeff Hawkins and Subutai Ahmad came up with a theory in 2016: Why Neurons Have Thousands of Synapses, a Theory of Sequence Memory in Neocortex.

The answer is: distal synapses get the dendrites excited. Dendrites are like cables that stick out of the cell body. And when a dendrite gets excited it increases the overall action potential of the cell - not enough to make it active, but enough to set it into a “ready to fire” state. The “ready to fire” state is the prediction!

This is easier experienced than explained. Read this:

[image: ]

You should be able to hear “brainstorm” in this audio:

PLAY AUDIO

Let’s try another:

[image: ]

Now try to hear “green needle” in this one.

PLAY AUDIO

Here’s the catch: It is the same audio file both times. It doesn’t matter which audio you play. You will hear either “green needle” or “brainstorm” depending on what you expect to hear. When you expect to hear brainstorm, your “brainstorm-neurons” are in a predictive state and therefore more ready to fire than the other neurons. They will fire first and inhibit your “green-needle-neurons”. (If this didn’t work for you, I’m sorry. Some people hear only one of the words and can’t imagine it saying anything else.)

You can also experience this visually. Does this train arrive or leave?
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The answer depends on your expectations, which is to say the state of your neurons. You can make it go either way, just by changing your expectations about it.

The audio examples and the train are not from the book. But they illustrate the concept well and, as far as I understand it, they are a good representation of the underlying concept.

2: How do L4 and L2/3 work together to predict objects?

It goes like this:

[image: ]

Source: A Theory of How Columns in the Neocortex Enable Learning the Structure of the World__.

The “Input” is Layer 4 and the “Output” is Layer 2/3, inside the same column.

“As the finger moves toward the first point a location signal is generated representing where it’s going to touch the cup. The location signal depolarizes the set of cells whose distal dendritic segments match this location. This represents a prediction of the feature that will be sensed. When the finger touches the first spot the sensory input activates a set of mini-columns in the input layer. Cells in these mini columns that were also predicted by the location signal become active. These cells are shown in pink.

This propagates to the output layer and invokes a union of the cells representing all objects which contain this feature at this location. In this case, a cup, ball, and can. What’s happening here is the system is thinking, “based on this sensory feature at this location… what could the object be”?

With this single touch, the system can eliminate many possibilities but cannot disambiguate between these three objects.”

Source: A Theory of How Columns in the Neocortex Enable Learning the Structure of the World__.

Notice that while the input layer changes over time, the output remains stable. This fits our experience. You get many different visual inputs every second. Your eyes move, your head moves, you blink… How come you’re not constantly rediscovering where you are? The answer is in the output layer. My output layer right now says “We’re in the office” and it’s stable. My input layer however goes: "That’s a desk. That’s a window. That’s our coffee cup.” It’s pretty crazy in there. And yet, I don’t have to rediscover where I am all the time, because all these inputs don’t refute what has already been predicted in the output layer, which is “We’re in the office.”

Predictions don’t have to come in one by one. You can get multiple inputs into multiple columns and make multiple predictions all at the same time. When you touch a cup with three fingers instead of one, the columns can work together to recognize the object instantly.
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3: How does L6a supply location information to L4?

In the example above, we assumed that L6a knows the location of things. But how exactly does it do that? The answer is reference frames. A reference frame is a grid that is attached to the object you’re trying to recognize. Much like in a 3D modeling program. You flip the thing and the reference frame flips with it. The fact that neurons could hold something as sophisticated as a 3D reference frame is already crazy, but it gets crazier. You don’t just have to know the location of the cup, you have to know the location of each finger relative to it. So not only is there a reference frame attached to the object, but there is a reference frame for each finger that is touching the cup. We’re talking about a reference frame for every single finger. Maybe even for every patch of skin:

“Patches of retina are analogous to patches of skin. Each patch of your retina sees only a small part of an entire object, in the same way that each patch of your skin touches only a small part of an object. The brain doesn’t process a picture; it starts with a picture on the back of the eye but then breaks it up into hundreds of pieces. It then assigns each piece to a location relative to the object being observed.”

Hawkins, Jeff. A Thousand Brains: A New Theory of Intelligence (p. 50).

Is he saying that a reference frame is attached to every single “pixel” of the visual cortex? It sure sounds like it. Before that insight, you could’ve thought that the main task of the neocortex is processing inputs. Now you should realize that the main task is processing reference frames.

A coffee cup is a thing because it has a reference frame attached to it. Why is your finger a thing? Because it has its own reference frame too. Why is your finger part of you? Because its reference frame is attached to the reference frame of SELF.

Could you attach some object to the reference frame of SELF? Sure thing! The famous rubber hand illusion relies on it. Here’s a taste

Twitter Link: Body transfer illusion is the illusion of owning a part of a body other than one's own.

The brain constructs reference frames using grid cells and place cells.

Ok, locations are represented by reference frames. How do neurons construct these reference frames? In order to answer that we’ll have to look at how location is represented in the old brain.

Maps in the OLD brain (epistemic status: confident).

The old brain knows where you are relative to your environment. The cells that represent a space are called grid cells. And the cells that represent your location in that space are called place cells.

If I understand it correctly, it goes something like this:
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Some very interesting experiments by John O’Keefe, May-Britt Moser, and Edvard Moser show how this grid is built in the brain (they won a Nobel Prize for it).
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This is a rat in a box running around with an electrode in its brain. Every time a grid cell is activated, the program puts a dot on that video.

Let the mouse run around for a while, and this is what you get:
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See a pattern emerge?

[image: ]

Grid cells create a grid for any room that you are in. And then the place cells tell you what’s in it. Maybe you are looking for your phone. You think you left it in A2. But then you remember it’s actually in B3. You have the same cells representing your phone and the space, but different cells representing the phone’s location.
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Maps in the NEW brain (epistemic status: conjecture).

All this grid-cell-place-cell-stuff… we didn’t find it in the neocortex. We found it in the old brain (specifically in the hippocampus and entorhinal cortex). Hawkins’s suggestion here is that a very similar mechanism takes place in the new brain.

“It is as if nature stripped down the hippocampus and entorhinal cortex to a minimal form, made tens of thousands of copies, and arranged them side by side in cortical columns. That became the neocortex.”

Hawkins, Jeff. A Thousand Brains: A New Theory of Intelligence (p. 62)

The old brain tracks mostly the location of one thing - the body. The new brain seems to track the location of thousands of things, including concepts.

You can establish a grid to learn where things are in space. But you can also do the reverse and figure out what space it is, by checking out the objects. When you know a city well, I could drop you off at any random location and you’d probably be able to figure out where you are. You would go like “hm, this street looks like Salzburg, but it also looks like a place in Regensburg”. What would you do? You would move around and collect more data. While a particular place in a grid might not be unique, the combination of places certainly is.

Less likely to be unique:
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More likely to be unique:
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This is what happens when you touch a cup and recognize it. Each finger is like a person exploring a city, or like a rat exploring a box.

Here’s Hawkins summarizing it:

“If all knowledge is stored this way, then what we commonly call thinking is actually moving through a space, through a reference frame. Your current thought, the thing that is in your head at any moment, is determined by the current location in the reference frame. As the location changes, the items stored at each location are recalled one at a time. Our thoughts are continually changing, but they are not random. What we think next depends on which direction we mentally move through a reference frame, in the same way that what we see next in a town depends on which direction we move from our current location.”

Hawkins, Jeff. A Thousand Brains: A New Theory of Intelligence (p. 80).

Concepts, Language, and High-Level Thinking

The point has already been made, but here it is explicitly: Thinking is a type of movement. And the space that we think in, is constructed by the cortical columns, using a grid-cell-type mechanism, which Hawkins calls the reference frame.

“We use this trick for much of what we know. For example, we know a lot about photons, and we have knowledge about concepts such as democracy, human rights, and mathematics. We know many facts about these concepts, but we are unable to organize these facts in a way that resembles a three-dimensional object. You can’t easily make an image of democracy. But there must be some form of organization to conceptual knowledge. Concepts such as democracy and mathematics are not just a pile of facts. We are able to reason about them and make predictions about what will happen if we act one way or another.

Our ability to do this tells us that knowledge of concepts must also be stored in reference frames. But these reference frames may not be easily equated to the reference frames we use for coffee cups and other physical objects. For example, it is possible that the reference frames that are most useful for certain concepts have more than three dimensions. We are not able to visualize spaces with more than three dimensions, but from a mathematical point of view they work the same way as spaces with three or fewer dimensions.

[…]

The succession of thoughts that we experience when thinking is analogous to the succession of sensations we experience when touching an object with a finger, or the succession of things we see when we walk about a town.”

Hawkins, Jeff. A Thousand Brains: A New Theory of Intelligence.

Of course, reality is not as clear-cut as these examples. Most of it is unconscious. And the dimensions by which you store the knowledge are messy and highly individual. Cortical columns don’t have a preconceived notion of what reference frame they should use. A big part of learning is the column figuring out which reference frames work best for any given piece of knowledge.

Being an expert in a topic is basically equivalent to having built many good reference frames to store knowledge about that topic. All I am doing when explaining things to an audience is sharing my reference frames with them. (A big part of Feynman’s charm was that he was so good at invoking relatable reference frames for abstract concepts. Just look at him here as he calls fire “a big catastrophe” for the atoms.)

It’s called the “thousand brains” theory because your knowledge of an object is distributed among a thousand cortical columns.

One column is enough to recognize a friend’s face. But to store this knowledge in only one column isn’t very robust and prone to error. So the brain does not rely on only one model of anything. You have a thousand models (in a thousand mini-brains) working together to recognize the face. If half of them fail (like it happens when people have strokes etc.) you would still be able to function.

On the other hand, not every column knows every object. Simulations suggest that a column can only hold roughly a hundred objects. Remember, you have 150k columns. It wouldn’t make sense to have all of them hold models for all things.

Just by the way: if you do the stupid math, these numbers would suggest that I can only recognize 15k objects total: 100 objects per column x 150k columns / 1000 columns per object = 15k objects. Seems low. Is this too naive a calculation? There’s probably something I’m doing wrong here.

The binding problem.

Ok, we have a thousand columns that recognize a single object… why then does an object still feel like just one object and not a thousand objects? The answer to that is not clear, but the theory suggests that columns reach a consensus by voting.

Most connections in the cortical columns go up and down the column. You need all that wiring to recognize objects. But there are some that go sideways. These are the ones that vote. If more columns vote “this is a cat” than “this is a dog”, then it’s recognized as a cat.

Hawkins has more to say about how they do all that exactly, but this review is getting looong and I want to move on with my life, so I’ll just leave it at that.

Conclusion

There’s much more to the theory than I could cover. In fact, I limited this review to only the first part of the book “Part 1: A New Understanding Of The Brain". I did so because it’s the most interesting and scientific part of the book. I found the other two parts (“Part 2: Machine Intelligence” and “Part 3: Human Intelligence”) to be less interesting because it’s just the author’s opinions and predictions for intelligence in the future and all I wanted is the science.

If this type of thing interests you, I encourage you to read the thousand brains theory of intelligence. It’s an excellent book with many examples and good explanations. It’s written for a wide audience and is easy to understand. I highly recommend it. And so does Bill Gates.

Thank you to Andrei Albu and Lukas Schott for reading drafts on this.




Against Elections by David Van Reybrouck

When friends ask me about this book, I give them a choice between 1. the spicy, controversial take and 2. the calm, well-reasoned, no-I’m-actually-serious-please-listen-for-20-minutes spiel. They invariably ask for both, and I oblige: 1. Democracies around the world are flailing, and the institution of elections is to blame. We can and must save democracy by replacing elected officials with [omitted for suspense]. 2. The remainder of this review.

The Symptoms

Against Elections begins with a critique of modern democracy. There’s some low hanging fruit in this area (see: demagogues, extremism, the other guy), but Van Reybrouck sticks to government fundamentals—legitimacy and efficiency. If the people don’t find the government legitimate, you get political tumult, general civil unrest and a possible revolution. If the government can’t effectively run the country, you get political tumult, general civil unrest and a possible revolution. The basic task of designing a government is in balancing legitimacy and efficiency. Western orthodoxy holds that this balance is best achieved through the ballot box, but we increasingly find that system under strain, squeezed from both directions.

When I first read this book in 2017, I wasn’t sold on the so-called “crisis of legitimacy”. Yeah, voter cynicism is up, turnout is down, and distrust in government is surpassed only by distrust in political parties, but a few single-digit percentage point differences in a few polls didn’t seem like the end of the world. In a complete misunderstanding of the concept of trends, I even thought to myself “Well that’s nothing new.”

Re-reading in 2023, these passages prove prescient. I started thinking about the mass of people required to make a figure move by 9 percentage points. I started thinking about what that could mean for the tail of the distribution, and I started caring a little more about the opinions of someone who has spent a lifetime studying these issues: “...an era in which interest in politics grows while faith in politics declines always has something explosive about it [...] What does it mean for the stability of a country if more and more people warily keep track of the doings of authority which they increasingly distrust?” If the aftermath of the 2020 election is anything to go by, political tumult, general civil unrest and a possible revolution.

The case against (electoral) democracy’s efficiency is easier to make. Across Europe, forming governments has become a longer, harder, and less stable process than ever before. Parties are less willing to compromise and more suspicious when they do. They prefer to grandstand—“today’s politicians can, indeed must, shout their virtues from the rooftops [...] preferably with fists clenched, legs stiff and lips together.” In a world where joining a coalition costs on average 8% (!!) of a party’s votes in the next election (up from 1.5% in 1960) none of this is incompetence—it’s natural selection.

Ineffectual governance is most striking in the US, where we routinely shutdown the government over political squabbles. Think about how stupid this is—the government (or just large segments of it) will occasionally stop (usually ~500,000 employees furloughed, a billion or so taxpayer dollars wasted, and a pause in government services) as the presiding politicians stare at each other, loudly insisting the other is to blame and demanding they cave to their reasonable demands. And for what? Forgotten political victories.

The Diagnosis

Van Reybrouck blames elections. This fits with the snappy book title and gives him edgy-iconoclast points, but I think his actual diagnosis is closer to “elections and the modern media environment interact in ways which severely misalign incentives of politicians and the broader good of the country.” This position doesn’t strike me as controversial—it’s basically mainstream. To be sure, Van Reybrouck does believe that elections themselves have significant faults, just that the present crisis is due to the interface of these faults with modern media.

The story of how commercial and social media has corrupted political discourse has been told and re-told many times, so I’ll keep this short. Commercial media (in which Van Reybrouck rightly includes social media) makes money by selling ads. More ads means more money, so there is a strong incentive to keep the audience engaged. This is best most effectively accomplished with sensationalistic drama, which the media will play up at every opportunity. Worse still, the news media is itself a political player, capable of creating actual political drama by coaxing voters into extreme positions or directly influencing politicians with (un)flattering coverage. This Vox video doubles as a wonderful explanation and example of this phenomenon (note the fast-paced, engaging storytelling, the emotional presentation, and of course the ads). All of this has the predictable effect on democracy:


Tied as it is to formats, circulation figures, shareholders and obligatory hotheadedness,        the free press is far less free than it thinks and the outcome is inevitable. The collective hysteria of commercial media, social media and political parties has made election fever permanent and has serious consequences for the workings of democracy. Efficiency suffers under electoral calculus, legitimacy under the continual need to distinguish oneself, while time and again the electoral system ensures that the long term and the common interest lose out to the short term and party interests. Elections were once invented to make democracy possible, but in these circumstances they would seem to be a definite hindrance.



But it’s not just the media’s fault. Elections themselves contain perverse incentives without need for the media to goad it along. We saw signs of this as early as 1830, with Alexis de Tocqueville writing of American elections


The wheels of government cease to act, as it were, of their own accord at the approach of an election, and even for some time previous to that event [...] the head of the executive government is wholly occupied by the coming struggle; his future plans are doubtful; he can undertake nothing new, and he will only prosecute with indifference those designs which another will perhaps terminate [...] The period which immediately precedes an election and the moment of its duration must always be considered as a national crisis [...] For a long while before the appointed time is at hand, the election becomes the most important and the all-engrossing topic of discussion. The ardor of faction is redoubled; and all the artificial passions which the imagination can create in the bosom of a happy and peaceful land are agitated and brought to light. The president, on the other hand, is absorbed by the cares of self-defense. He no longer governs for the interest of the state, but for that of his re-election; he does homage to the majority, and instead of checking its passions, as his duty commands him to do, he frequently courts its worst caprices.



It could have been written yesterday! And yet, electoral democracy has had its periods of strength. Only after agitation are its worst tendencies brought to the fore.

——————

I think most people have heard some version of this story before. The value added in Van Reybrouck’s telling is not in the facts but the framing; he gives you permission to question the sanctity of elections, and in doing so frees a variable in your thinking. When the story is retold with such priming, you have another dimension to move in as you poke around the problem searching for a solution. It’s refreshing.

So what does Van Reybrouck want to do with this extra dimension?

This one weird trick will save your Democracy. (Autocrats hate him!)

Select your representatives randomly. Seriously.

This is not some part-time jury duty-esque civic chore. You quit your job. You uproot your life, move to the capital, and spend every day learning about the pressing issues of your nation, their proposed solutions, and hammering out the details with your fellow representatives. Van Reybrouck envisions a government made up of such randomly chosen citizens—a government not only of the people and for the people but also by the people.

The closest historical approximate to the proposed system is ancient Athens, circa 500 BC. There and then,[1] most government positions were filled via sortition (the drawing of lots) open to around 30% of the populace. This was how seats were filled on the Council of 500 which wrote laws, oversaw state finance and public works and broadly organized the government. These laws were then voted on by the People’s Assembly, (comprising whoever showed up to the monthly meetings) and implemented by the magistrates, most of whom were also chosen by lot (while more important positions were elected by the People’s Assembly). Jury members were similarly chosen randomly, and could moreover challenge the legality of the People’s Assembly’s decisions. Van Reybrouck emphasizes the degree and variety of citizen participation in government—


One striking thing about Athenian democracy was the rapid switching of mandates. You were a judge for one day, a councilor or magistrate—a paid position—for one year. You could not sit on the council for more than two non-consecutive terms. Anyone who felt capable of filling a government post could put themselves forward as a candidate, leading to broad participation. In fact, 50 to 70% of citizens over the age of thirty had once sat on the Council.



No less than Aristotle regards this constant switching of roles as fundamental to democracy—“The basis of a democratic state is liberty [...] One principle of liberty is for all to rule and be ruled in turn”. Here, he means to exclude elections, noting elsewhere “the appointment of magistrates by lot is democratic, and the election of them oligarchical.”

So what happened to the ancient Athenian ideal? Western intellectuals of the 18th century had no taste for it; they were avowed elitists. Jefferson believed in the “natural aristocracy among men” and that we should provide for a “pure selection of these natural aristori into the offices of government”. Edmund Burke agrees—


The occupation of a hairdresser or of a working tallow-chandler cannot be a matter of honor to any person—to say nothing of a number of other more servile employments. Such descriptions of men ought not to suffer oppression from the state; but the state suffers oppression if such as they, either individually or collectively, are permitted to rule [...] Everything ought to be open, but not indifferently, to every man. No rotation; no appointment by lot; no mode of election operating in the spirit of sortition or rotation can be generally good in a government conversant in extensive objects.



As does Boissy D’Anglas—


We should be governed by the best; the best are the best educated and the most interested in the maintenance of the laws: apart from a few exceptions, you will not find such men except among those who, possessing property, are attached to the land that contains it, to the laws that protect it, to the tranquility that preserves it [...] a country governed by property holders is in the social order; that in which the non-property holders govern is in the state of nature.



Yikes. To these thinkers, it was obvious that the everyman is unsuited to governance. Society, then, needs a method for separating the virtuous from the inept. Their solution? Elections. Jefferson agreed with Aristotle—elections are aristocratic and sortition democratic.[2]

As distasteful as the above perspectives may strike us today, it is perfectly fair to ask whether the ordinary citizen is capable of effective governance in the modern world. They are, after all, largely uneducated in history, law and public policy. They are unfamiliar with the inner workings of government and see the issues of the day through the distorted lens of mass media (if at all). Should they seriously be entrusted with power?

This is not an idle question; the entire premise of participatory democracy (as Van Reybrouck calls it) hinges on its answer.

But… incompetence?

There’s an easy way out of this: when chased by a lion, a zebra needs only outrun the slowest zebra, and likewise sortition needs only match the incompetence of our current systems to prove its worth. But Van Reybrouck has bigger dreams. He believes the people are capable of writing high quality laws truly reflective of the will of the people. Why? An experiment.

Select a few hundred people at random and pay them for a few weekends of their time. Give everyone an information packet and divide them up into committees. Each committee gets a trained moderator and access to a variety of experts. Participants then spend their time learning, discussing and debating the issues, hopefully converging on consensus.

There are only a few such experiments, but the project into which I took the deepest dive was the British Colombian (BC) citizen assembly, which was given a mandate to reform electoral law in the province, subject to approval in a referendum. I highly recommend this summary by Elena Fagotto and Archon Fung.

It is worth emphasizing that we are emphatically not searching for the ill-formed, off the cuff opinions of some rando on the street—such takes are likely to be everything our 18th century philosophers feared. The process is intentionally deliberative. Participants spend days down in the weeds of an issue with fellow citizens, reading, asking questions, and debating. The environment is collegial, and participants often express surprise at how productive and frank the discussions are. Shoni Field, on her participation in the BC citizen assembly remarks “Most of us, I remember, were thinking ‘well this is a sort of a fun exercise, but there’s no way this is going to lead to any recommendation for change’ [...] the biggest surprise was that [we] weren’t actually that polarized. We were united both in our extreme disenchantment with the current system and in a shared vision of how we would like politics to operate.”

Unfortunately such deliberative bodies don’t carry intrinsic legitimacy in the modern day, and the ensuing referendum (much closer to the off-the-street opinion) failed with 57% (<60%) of the vote. Shoni Field again—“I have now had my faith in my fellow citizens tested through way too many referendums, and they may just be too dumb for democracy [laughs] But what I saw was that when you bring together people in a thoughtful way and give them time and resources, there’s really nothing better.” Van Reybrouck agrees—


Referendums and deliberative democracy are similar in the sense that they turn directly to the ordinary citizen to ask his or her opinion, but other than that they are completely at odds with each other. In a referendum you ask everyone to vote on a subject that usually only a few know anything about, whereas in a deliberative project you ask a representative sample of people to consider a subject about which they are given all possible information. A referendum very often reveals people’s gut reactions; deliberations reveal enlightened public opinion.



This fits my intuition—separated into our own camps, we are shallow, divisive and uninformed. Face to face in the right environment, we are respectful, deliberative and thoughtful.

But ok, enough abstract theorizing—does it produce results? The main things we have to go on here are the final reports of the British Columbia citizen assembly (which recommended the adoption of single transferable vote) and a similar project in Texas which found a dramatic increase (30% +) in positive attitudes towards clean energy. It’s difficult to read these reports without recognising a basic level of competency, but the skeptic in me is unimpressed. Compared to healthcare reform or banking regulations, these issues are relatively simple. Moreover, the experiments—with their information packets and trained moderators—are set up for success, so I’m not sure how much information we gained on the raw competency side of things. Nevertheless I am impressed with how they went about the job. By all accounts, participants in both projects were respectful, listened to each other and worked towards compromise, which is all I can really ask of ordinary citizens.

I give the BC citizens assembly a B+ and recommend you mostly stick to your priors.

Citizens in power

If you believe in the basic (but perhaps not extraordinary) competence of ordinary citizens in a deliberative process, there are several advantages of placing them in positions of power over of elected officials:


	(Perhaps obviously) Randomly selected citizens needn’t worry about (re-)election. Free from campaign promises and voter retribution, they can vote their conscience and be otherwise responsible. They don’t need to deal with fundraising or an arduous campaign schedule, which frees up time for actual governance.

	Without a never ending political drama, (or at least exciting drama) commercial media’s incentives are less aligned with harming effective governance.

	Citizen assemblies give a representative cross-section of society. This is not diversity for the sake of diversity—government is exactly the place where you want people from all walks of life voicing opinions and sharing their experiences.

	The broader populace is much more centrist than our polarized parties would suggest. As in our experiments, this leads to cooperation and compromise.

	Political parties would not have as tight a grip on citizen legislators. This reduces the team-sport aspect of modern politics and increases legitimacy in the eyes of the people.



With these advantages, the BC citizens assembly and the slowest zebra in mind, I am convinced that under the best circumstances, a deliberative body of lawmakers randomly chosen among the citizens of a nation would far, far outperform its current legislatures.

Critique 1: The politics of power

Public servants in the halls of power do not work under the best circumstances. There is money, there is influence, there is deception. No longer is a tweedy academic leading a discussion group in a quiet citizen assembly—now a millionaire lobbyist helpfully coaches legislators on industry regulations. The responsible representative is guarded and suspicious, bombarded as she is with constant “friends” vying for influence and not-so-subtle offers of bribes. The less responsible representatives (or the dim) are swayed by professional manipulators and enjoy a lifestyle perhaps slightly beyond their government salary. The hopeful optimism of Shoni Field gives way to a deep cynicism putting a damper on the collegial atmosphere of our experimental citizen assemblies.

For all the shortcomings of our electoral system, it places intense scrutiny on politicians. Not only in the form of neutral investigations by journalists, but also by adversarial investigations of opponents. And we still get corruption scandals! I don’t know exactly what would happen if you throw a few hundred ordinary citizens into the high pressure world of professional politics with minimal accountability. I suspect most would leave with their morals intact, but how many would succumb to the pressure? 5%? 10%? That’s a lot.

The experimental projects described earlier have friendly support structures. The real world is much less forgiving, and it’s reasonable to expect a corresponding difference in everything that makes citizen assemblies work. Van Reybrouck doesn’t address these issues at all.

Critique 2: Representative sampling

No matter how noble the cause, it is unethical to forcibly relocate a citizen and obligate them to work (non-consensenting legislators are probably ineffective anyway). Different demographics will agree to this work at different rates, so the only way to achieve a representative sample is through some type of non-random selection. All the studies and experiments did basically this—step 1: ask people randomly if they are interested, 2. Those interested attend an info session where they accept or decline participation, 3. Among those who accepted, choose the final group according to some scheme which guarantees a representative sample.

But how do you decide what counts as a representative sample? There’s a lot of room for reasonable disagreement here, as well as a lot of power. If you thought gerrymandering was tough, strap in.

Take religion for example. What counts as a religion? Who decides? How big does a religion need to be to get representation? Do you split up large religions like Christianity? If so, how? Try to imagine the amount of bickering this would cause within and between religious groups. Add an element of tribal power struggle and multiply that by every other demographic category. That’s what we’re looking at.

The world is complicated, and the exact figures you get when you ask “how many [insert group] are there?” depends a lot on how you squint at the numbers. Who exactly gets to be the Official Government Squinter is of course a matter of debate, and no matter who is picked, someone will be pissed. Whichever system is used will eventually stabilize to some kind of equilibrium (just like gerrymandering), but there is no guarantee it will be fair or equitable.

I can even imagine how Van Reybrouck’s ideas combined with intentionally poor sampling can be used as a power grab. Imagine the following hypothetical: in the coming 50 years, participatory democracy catches on, mostly among young liberals. You are a conservative political operator in a trending-left state/country. In a cunning move with broad popular support, you champion participatory democracy, and make sure to author the proposal: the legislature is to be chosen randomly; if someone declines to participate, we just pick someone else, also at random. You argue this is perfectly fair (and the public perceives it as such), but secretly you know that the elderly and religious are much more likely to answer the call of duty. Your proposal passes with broad support, resulting in a demographically skewed legislature much more amenable to your ideas. Some people notice, but it’s easy to defend their complaint to the public—“The offers are random, so every group gets exactly its share. It’s perfectly fair.”

Serious thought needs to go into the sampling procedure lest participatory democracy have a legitimacy crisis of its own. Van Reybrouck also doesn’t address this.

Thorns and viability

I don’t think either of my two complaints are insurmountable. With the slowest zebra in mind, I have quite a high tolerance for this sort of thing. What concerns me is the lack of acknowledgment (awareness?) of these issues. Participatory democracy almost certainly has more thorns than the two that I’ve outlined. I expect its leading proponents to be able to articulate them clearly, propose solutions and argue that the tradeoffs (which exist!) are worth it. This is completely absent from this book.

The Founding Fathers were intensely concerned about abuses of power. They wrote and argued and wrote and fought about how best to deal with it, and still made mistakes. Anyone seriously considering restructuring government in such a dramatic way owes that level of due diligence to the people they are trying to help. To my eye, participatory democracy doesn’t meet that threshold; it is not ready for primetime.

That said, I’m intrigued by these ideas. I do believe that informed, engaged citizens can make effective legislators and I want more people thinking about the best way to make that happen. In the meantime, I like some of Van Reybrouck’s less ambitious plans for participatory democracy working alongside elected politicians. This would likely take the form of an auxiliary legislative  body to which elected politicians can delegate. As people get more comfortable with the idea of randomly selected citizens in government, these bodies can be given more and more actual power—perhaps a limited mandate to write laws on specific issues, or the power to apportion small sections of the budget. This is most effective when (as in the case of the BC citizens assembly) elected politicians want to be seen addressing an issue without actually touching it.

Of course, none of this starts with big national governments—that would be absurd at this stage—but I can absolutely imagine a few small-town politicians getting in a disagreement, and as a compromise throwing the issue to the local citizens assembly. Such institutions don’t exist (yet), but they should. They have all the benefits of participatory democracy without the high-stakes power struggles. These local assemblies would give us more information about how they play out in the wild, and would stress-test the system as they gain power.

If there’s any appetite for experimental government anywhere, this is my suggestion.

Conclusion

Barring a wave of popularity triggered by this book review, I doubt this will change the world. Politicians won’t relinquish power so easily, and if they do, there will be strings attached. But for me at least, that’s not the point. What I really got from this book was a reminder that we’re not done thinking about these issues. It’s all too easy to be cynical about government, especially when the problems are structural and all proposals to fix them are too small in scope. But that last part isn’t true! There are grand proposals to Fix Everything. They have problems, yes, but they exist! We’re still thinking about it! That conversation between Aristotle, Hobbes, Rousseau and Jefferson isn’t over, and one of these days someone is going to figure something out. I applaud Van Reybrouck for his contribution to that conversation, and heartily recommend Against Elections to anyone with an interest in government.


Notes


[1]

A small amount of research tells me that the precise details (of course) depend on the time and place. I am presenting Van Reybrouck’s sanitized version which appears to be basically correct.



[2]

Elections became democratic in popular perception with the rise of universal suffrage, which Van Reybrouck regards as a sort of hill-climb to a local but not global maximum.






An Actor Prepares

An Actor Prepares is told from the perspective of an acting student, Kostya, in a class taught by the Director, Tortsov, a stand-in for the author. Thus the title is a very short summary of the pseudofiction with an emphasis on “prepares.” It truly is a book about preparing to act rather than actually acting. Not only does it not mention projecting or cheating out, it hardly mentions dialogue, other actors, or directors at all. Yet, after reading it, I’m not sure how a book could be any more about acting than this one.

Tortsov uses the students’ exhibition scenes to explain the 5 levels of acting. The bottom 2 are exploitation (e.g. using the stage to show off your feet and wink at cute boys) and horribly offensive stereotypes (e.g. playing Othello (in Blackface) as a savage).

Above those is “mechanical” acting. It makes use of recognizable actions to convey characters’ inner states. Behavioral cliches like holding your hand to your heart, pulling at your hair, holding your head in your hands are not realistic, but they communicate the intended emotion to the audience without the actor ever needing to feel it themself. You don’t literally laugh out loud every time you text “lol”, but you can have a better or worse command of texting slang which allows you to convey a broader range of emotions (all while never actually needing to laugh). According to Tortsov, mechanical acting is not art, but it can be done with a high degree of technique.

The next step up is “representational” acting. The representational actor does prepare their role with some examination of their emotions and putting themself in the mind of their character. However, once they do find a satisfying expression of those emotions, they simply practice and perform that representation subsequently. The student who exhibited representational acting practiced in front of a mirror and developed muscle memory for each expression he made. Tortsov still considers this to be art because it requires creativity and true portrayal of emotion.

Finally, the highest form is acting as “living.” The living actor prepares their role in the same way as the representational actor except they attempt to put themself in the mind of their character each night when they perform. At its best, this form of acting lets the actor’s subconscious take control to the point that when the actor does the most natural things, they are exactly the things that the character would do in the same situation.

The goal of the actor’s preparation is to be ready for these moments when the subconscious can take over. Since it’s impossible to directly manipulate your subconscious, an actor prepares using conscious exercises.

One of the first lessons in this vein is that every action must have a purpose. It’s impossible to act “in general”. Even something as simple as sitting in a chair becomes difficult on stage. Do you want to close the door to have a private conversation or because there are loud people out in the hall or because there’s a draft? Your objective informs the manner with which you carry out any action. Without any purpose, you risk behaving perfunctorily, and your attention invariably wanders to the audience. (Throughout the book, attending to the audience is the death knell for good acting. I’ve certainly noticed that for any activity, I begin making mistakes the moment I start thinking about how great I am at it).

Luckily, purpose and action keep the (often literal in this book) spotlight of attention on the stage. In another exercise, Tortsov contrives a scenario in which a student needs to sell a brooch she has lost in the curtains in order to pay for and continue taking the class. She searches systematically over every fold. Her purpose keeps her attention on the curtain and brooch. The consequence of coming up empty-handed lends her an intense determination during the search (and despair afterwards).

Thus purpose also motivates emotion. Just as it’s difficult to sit or close a door “in general”, it’s impossible to emote “in general”. A supposition, a lost brooch, provides the basis for emotion. The action is the medium in which the emotion is suspended.

Tangent: It’s also very hard to recognize facial emotions in isolation, for example, cropped photos of tennis players’ faces just after they had won or lost matches. Even if, somehow, you are very good at portraying emotions out of context, they’re unlikely to be recognizable to an audience.

In another exercise, there was a madman freshly escaped from an asylum behind the door. The students jumped back, barricaded the door, grabbed blunt objects, and hid under the table. When they repeated this exercise later, they did all these same actions, but the Director admonished them for attending to him rather than to the door.

Supposition, purpose, emotion, action, and attention are all bound up together. On a small scale, supposition provides objective and emotion. Purpose guides action and attention. Action conveys emotion. On a longer scale, Tortsov speaks of a “super-objective”, a character’s overall motivation throughout a play or one act. It usually involves interaction between characters (e.g. prove myself to my superior, convince my wife to get over our dead child). Attention may jump around from different objects to the other actors to the past, present, or future to the actor themself (but never to the audience). The movement of attention forms the throughline of the play which supports the super-objective.

This interplay among purpose, action, and emotion forms the bulk of Stanislavski’s “System”, but there are other notable exercises. At various points Tortsov refers to other classes the students are taking including elocution, fencing, and dancing, but the only physical preparation that his students work on is relaxation of muscles. Following a scene in which Kostya breaks a glass by gripping it too tightly, knicks an artery, faints, and ends up in the hospital, Tortsov decides to deviate from his syllabus to address it. The other students in the class take turns visiting Kostya in the hospital relating the lessons involving being aware of tension and releasing it, using the fewest muscles needed to act.

It’s a baffling choice from someone who could have arranged his class and book in any order he chose to pretend that he’s doing this one lesson out of order. Throughout, Stanislavski always presents the students’ bad, mistaken, naive ways of acting before the Director steps in and corrects them. My best guess as to his motivation for this deviation is that Kostya’s accident is just this. An extreme example of acting with muscular tension. It’s still interesting that muscular relaxation is the one physical exercise that snuck its way into the book. His point is that tension is one thing that will block your subconscious from taking over the way it needs to. Even if you do manage to, tense muscles will prevent your intended poses, gestures, and actions from being conveyed the way you intend.

The other lesson which stands out is one in which Tortsov claims that you can communicate nonverbally. Your feelings escape as rays through your pores (and that this will one day be the subject of scientific discovery!) personally choose to give Stanislavski the benefit of the doubt and interpret this as saying that if you are truly feeling some emotion (and your muscles are relaxed) your body language naturally reflects that in ways that you may not be aware of consciously.

I picked it up partly because I thought it would be funny to read a book called An Actor Prepares while taking an improv class, but (aside from having no time to prepare) the concepts are surprisingly applicable. It makes sense given that most of the exercises in the book are not plays but simple situations the Director comes up with. Furthermore, he claims that the subconscious is best able to take over at times when small accidents happen on stage, someone trips or knocks over a chair. This forces the actor out of the script and gives them the opportunity to address the accident as their character would. Responding to small unexpected moments is basically the definition of improv.

I hope by now it’s clear that An Actor Prepares offers insights beyond the theater. In fact, I heard about it from a pianist who mentioned reading it at Juilliard. Compared to actors, amateur musicians may be more in danger of playing with no attention to emotion at all, purely technically, but you can imagine them playing mechanically, representationally, or “live”.

The same is true of writing. I had a short story professor who would ask students to tell him everything they could (e.g. age, favorite food, favorite music, etc.) about their flat characters. Like Tortsov’s students trying to act “in general”, it’s tempting for some writers to use “general”, nondescript agents to carry out their plots. The same is true of other tropes and turns of phrase. They are indicative of mechanical writing which doesn’t demand any inner content from the writer or convey any feeling to the reader. However, the best writing can be is representational since there’s no “live” component. I assume the same is true of other visual arts.

In My Dinner with Andre, Andre posits that it’s even harder for an actor to “perform” as a husband, father, or intellectual, in his various real-world responsibilities and identities. In this way, An Actor Prepares applies to everyday life especially for those of us who always feel as though we are on stage. In whatever role you’re performing, it’s best to focus on purpose, action, and super-objective to keep from becoming too conscious of the audience.

I’m trying to gain a reputation as someone who is a little too into saying, “Be yourself” (via an anonymous book review contest). I think the most common understanding is that you should strive to be yourself rather than being like someone else who you perceive as higher status. But another option is that you should “live” yourself. It may sound psychopathic to recommend acting as yourself, but the alternative is not not acting; it’s acting mechanically: performing according to prepared notions about what people who look like or identify with you should act, with no inner examination. This kind of “live”  living comes naturally to many people (or so it appears), but if you take an intro acting class, you’ll see that everyone is bad at acting when they’re conscious of the audience.




Atlas Shrugged by Ayn Rand (Review 1)

If you’re like me, you don’t know anything about Atlas Shrugged.

Oh sure, you’ve heard it mentioned in passing, maybe seen a quick reference on the telly. Perhaps you’ve run across the occasional penniless hobo, who whispers the word Objectivism before dissipating into smoke. But beyond that, you don’t have any real idea of what the book is, or what it’s about.

I’m here to remedy that.

I’m also here to pontificate on why you and I don’t know all that much about a seminal work of philosophical fiction. And throw in my own personal bouts of philosophizing, because I’m the one talking now and you can’t stop me. In fact, I’m here to do a lot of things, so let’s get this train out of the station, yeah? Here’s my book review for Ayn Rand’s 1957 novel, Atlas Shrugged.




“Who is John Galt?”

The light was ebbing, and Eddie Willers could not distinguish the bum’s face. The bum had said it simply, without expression. But from the sunset far at the end of the street, yellow glints caught his eyes, and the eyes looked straight at Eddie Willers, mocking and still—as if the question had been addressed to the causeless uneasiness within him.



This is the opening paragraph of the book, and it does an excellent job of showing you exactly what Rand’s priorities are. There are many philosophers which explain themselves and their ideologies in neatly clipped terminology. Carefully crafted and defined so that everyone is agreed on exactly what they are saying, and what they mean. Yet for every ounce of clarity they manage to gain, they lose a pound of glamour.

Rand is very interested in conveying her ideology to you, the reader. Of course she is, the book is over a thousand pages long. But her goal doesn’t stop there. She also wants the glamour. She wants the sweeping themes, and stories of great men, doing great things. She wants a crippled society, glimpses of beauty and joy; enigma, and revelation. She wants to place her philosophy in a world that makes it golden. This is what sets Atlas apart from other great philosophical works. It is the cornerstone of the story, not the structure. The base upon which a compelling narrative can be built. A mystery which is up to the reader to solve. “Who is John Galt?” Is not merely a question. It is a promise. A promise uttered by a filthy bum on the side of the street. But perhaps I’m getting ahead of myself.

Setting the Stage

You’d be forgiven for thinking that Eddie Willers is the main character of this story. He isn’t. Willers is the loyal, hardworking assistant to Miss Dagny Taggart, Vice President in Charge of Operations at the railroad company Taggart Transcontinental.

The Two Taggarts

Dagny is heiress to the Taggart fortune, not its founder, with the company first brought into being by the much reviled and admired Nat Taggart, generations ago. That said, she is perhaps the only character in the book that truly, intimately loves Taggart Transcontinental. To run and grow the company is her goal, and her continued efficacy in doing so makes that goal her birthright.


Somewhere on the edge of her mind, under the music, she heard the sound of train wheels. They knocked in an even rhythm, every fourth knock accented, as if stressing a conscious purpose. She could relax, because she heard the wheels. She listened to the symphony, thinking: This is why the wheels have to be kept going, and this is where they’re going.



But the company is unconcerned with an earned birthright. The board recognizes her talent for running the trains on time, but her brother, James Taggart, holds their esteem. More traditional to keep the eldest son as president of the company, after all. Plus, I hear he’s got great connections with the boys in Washington.

James Taggart is many things, but he is not a businessman. Under his guidance, Taggart Transcontinental begins its descent into a death spiral. It would have been more of a death plummet if it weren’t for Dagny, as most anyone working at the company will gladly tell you.

The book opens a few years into this dynamic, with Dagny trying to repair and revitalize the failing company, while James sits at his desk and complains about things. To pull a few quotes from the balding fellow:


“Railroad accidents happen every day. Did you have to bother me about that?”

…

“But the board hasn’t authorized it. I haven’t authorized it. You haven’t consulted me.”

She reached over, picked up the receiver of a telephone on his desk and handed it to him.

“Call Rearden and cancel it,” she said.

James Taggart moved back in his chair. “I haven’t said that,” he answered angrily. “I haven’t said that at all.”

“Then it stands?”

“I haven’t said that either.”

…

“Other people are human. They’re sensitive. They can’t devote their whole life to metals and engines. You’re lucky—you’ve never had any feelings. You’ve never felt anything at all.”



James exists in a state of constant, nigh-unwavering petulance. Particularly when speaking with his sister. Despite the fact that he could easily overturn any decision she chooses to make, he would much prefer to whinge about it, on and on, lecturing her, not so much on the fact that she’s wrong, but rather the implication that other people believe that she is in the wrong. Dagny, on the other hand, is very direct. She knows what she wants to do, the reasons why she wants to do it, explains both concisely, and acts accordingly.

You get the sense that the two are talking past each other, whenever they interact. As though the world that each lives in is so fundamentally different that communication becomes practically impossible. So, James orders steel for a new railway from his friend Orren Boyle (who coincidentally also has connections in Washington), who then proceeds to never deliver any steel on time, ever. Dagny cuts the cord, and orders from their reliable long time supplier Hank Rearden instead. All she cares about is getting their metal on time, but James can’t seem to get past the insult to his friend, the undermining of his own power, and his startling inability to force her to do what he wants without ever saying it.

Dagny and James set the template for many to come. With a few sparse exceptions, Atlas is not terribly interested in creating morally ambiguous characters, at least not within the lens of its story. Dagny is a moral good, as are her words, as are her actions; while James is a moral evil, as are his words, as are his actions. Once it is sure you understand this, the narrative starts to reveal Rand’s philosophy, one lingering question at a time. Why is Dagny serving as James’s lesser? Why doesn’t James actually assert his authority? Is this an isolated event, or a broader trend throughout society? Throughout history? How do these two people define the world that we live in?

The Man of Copper

Francisco d’Anconia is probably the best example I can give to support this moral certainty. His life runs parallel to Dagny’s, in many ways. He is heir to d’Anconia Copper, founded generations ago in Argentina by the much reviled and admired Sebastián d’Anconia. Unlike Nat Taggart, the d’Anconias were exceptionally skilled at raising their kids, in addition to running their business.


“Francisco, you’re some kind of very high nobility, aren’t you?”…

“Not yet. The reason my family has lasted for such a long time is that none of us has ever been permitted to think he is born a d’Anconia. We are expected to become one.”



Successive generations of business prodigies have created a fortune so vast and sustainable that Francisco could freeload off of it his entire life, and three lifetimes to come, without the slightest worry of running out of cash.

He and Dagny spent their summers together as children, and at the time, he seemed poised to capture the world within his hand:


The d’Anconia heirs had been men of unusual ability, but none of them could match what Francisco d’Anconia promised to become. It was as if the centuries had sifted the family’s qualities through a fine mesh, had discarded the irrelevant, the inconsequential, the weak, and had let nothing through except pure talent; as if chance, for once, had achieved an entity devoid of the accidental.

…

Francisco could do anything he undertook, he could do it better than anyone else, and he did it without effort. There was no boasting in his manner and consciousness, no thought of comparison. His attitude was not “I can do it better than you,” but simply: “I can do it.” What he meant by doing was doing superlatively.



Unlike Dagny, he did not struggle to claim his inheritance. When his father died, he became the owner of d’Anconia copper. And something strange happened. The wonder child, the one who could succeed in anything he pursued; the only one that truly, intimately loves d’Anconia Copper, becomes a playboy. He hosts opulent parties, he squanders his fortune, and he loses every ounce of respect that he had gained from Dagny during their childhood.

Yet, the book never treats him the way that it treats James Taggart. Whenever he enters the room, he is not a sleaze, he is not a wanderer. He is a man of purposeful, direct action, who consistently shows insight into the people around him. Atlas is keen to reassure its reader that Francisco d’Anconia is a moral good. He is a man worth emulating. It then proceeds to let you sit with the question of “Why?” for several hundred pages, dropping bread crumbs all along the way.

The Man of Steel

There is one more man who needs to be introduced, before I can truly dig in to the plot and philosophy of Atlas Shrugged. He begins his journey suitably separate from the rest of the cast, yet standing as a monolith nonetheless.

Hank Rearden is an extremely successful industrialist. Hank Rearden is the most despised man in America. Rand’s book clings tightly to the ideal of the American dream, and Rearden is custom crafted to understand that dream in the present tense. He is a modern day Nat Taggart, a new born Sebastián d’Anconia. He has not inherited wealth, he has created it. Starting out as a lowly mine worker, and through tireless effort, ascending to become the biggest name in the metal industry. Upon his entry into Atlas, he has just created what may very well be the crowning achievement of his lifetime. Rearden Metal. The result of ten years of dedicated, expensive research, it is set to completely recontextualize industry. A green-blue alloy far more powerful than steel.

Everyone hates it.

The papers hate Rearden, the “kind of man who sticks his name on everything he touches”, and by extension they hate everything he creates. Orren Boyle and his pals hate the new metal because they secretly know it will drive them out of business. Oh, and because they already hate Rearden, who is currently driving them out of business. Even the scientific community (which currently has close ties to Washington, wouldn’t you know) is unanimous in proclaiming how probably brittle Rearden Metal might be when put under stress, even though none of our experiments have shown that to be the case. Some say that government scientists are just sour because Rearden accomplished more than they could, more quickly, and on a smaller budget, but that’s obviously ridiculous. All that to say, that everyone is agreed that Rearden Metal is no good, and no one should ever buy it.

Dagny Taggart disagrees. In fact, she sees exactly one way of turning Taggart Transcontinental around. Colorado is booming, thanks to up and comer Ellis Wyatt, who has found a new way to process oil shale. With this newfound wealth of untapped oil, demand is skyrocketing. Wyatt has the refineries needed to capitalize on this demand, but needs reliable transportation. A competing railway, the Phoenix-Durango, has grown quickly alongside Mr. Wyatt by fulfilling this need, but they’re still small. A railroad made of Rearden Metal could transport more cargo, faster, than any competitor could manage. Given the sheer amount of money that Colorado is set to move in the coming decades, this single railroad could put Taggart Transcontinental back in the black, ready to experience a boom as big as when Nat Taggart first founded the company. When all is said and done, only one thing stands in the way.

Who is John Galt?

This question, as frequently as it is expressed in the book, may as well be a character in its own right. Its use is deceptive, when put on a page. Ultimately, this isn’t a genuine question, but an assertion. “Don’t ask questions nobody can answer.” No one knows who John Galt is, and no one ever will. That’s the whole point. “Who is John Galt” is uttered as a sigh of resignation. It is the question that you ask when questioning is futile. When you stare the world in the face, and all you see is aimless wandering. Meaningless squabbles. An existence that cannot be grasped, goals that cannot be achieved, a life that cannot be lived.

That is who John Galt is.

That is what Dagny is fighting. A malaise which seems to be enveloping the nation, driving men to forgo any sense of purpose. Ambition and competency are disappearing, to be replaced with a peculiar sense of hopelessness and defeat. Men act in inscrutable ways, as the world begins to turn more slowly.



I suppose I should stop for a moment here and encourage you to read the book yourself, if this is holding your interest. It’s a long read, but if you’re interested in slow-burn philosophical fiction, a nation-spanning, apocalyptic mystery, and fascinating, powerful characters, then you should definitely give it a try. Rand is also one of a surprisingly small number of people who boast a uniquely American philosophy, so lovers of the American yesteryear might want to give this one a look as well. Pretty much everything I’ve talked about thus far is setup, leading to suitably dramatic payoffs, which I’ll be talking about going forward.



A Brief Interlude

I did say that I would be waxing philosophical during this essay, right? Well, since I’ll inevitably drown Rand out with my own point of view, I should probably establish what exactly that is, so that you can give me a properly hard time.

I picked up this book, pretty much on a whim. I knew basically nothing about it, other than the fact that it is one of the classics. I haven’t read her other books, and I knew very little about objectivism beyond the name, and some vague ties to capitalism. Add to this, my preferred method for engaging with other people’s ideas is to give them as much credit as is humanly possible. I like to seek out grounds where someone else’s argument is strongest, because I find it to be the most intellectually stimulating to engage with. All of this to say, don’t be surprised if I give Rand too much credit, and/or totally misrepresent her. I know little enough about her philosophy that I can fill in the gaps with what I think is most appropriate, regardless of her actual stance.

That said, I did read Atlas, and I did think about it. On my own. My reading was wholly uninfluenced by what other people might say about the book, including Ayn Rand herself. I hope that this results in a more honest reading overall, but it inevitably means that any bias in interpretation will be mine.



A Climax of Fire

Atlas Shrugged is split into three parts, each of which could function as a book in its own right. They work best together, though, as the lessons learned in each redefine the events that preceded them. At its face, part one is a classic tale of triumph turned tragedy. Dagny manages to construct the Colorado railway despite constant setbacks from James and his ilk, rebelliously dubbing it the John Galt Line. Rearden Metal takes its rightful place as a technological marvel. Ellis Wyatt narrowly avoids an early destruction, and is set to take the American economy by storm.

As hope becomes truth by the effort of our protagonists, something odd begins to happen with John Galt. People start to answer the question. Who is John Galt? He is a legend. The man who found Atlantis, and sank his own ship to live there. Discoverer of the Fountain of Youth, though he could not carry its waters to mankind. He is the titan Atlas, tortured holder of the sky.

Through all of this, the government has been acting… Weird. The Equalization of Opportunity bill passes in Congress, splitting up big companies like Rearden’s in order to give the little guy a chance. Unsurprisingly, ‘the little guy’ tends to be government suck-ups. This bill also marks the ascension of a man named Wesley Mouch to the head of the “Bureau of Economic Planning and National Resources”, after he jumps ship from Rearden’s employ.

The massive success of the John Galt Line and Rearden Metal are a bit too much for Mouch (and co.) to handle. Declaring a national emergency, he issues a directive in order to even the playing field. Steel production must be limited, Rearden Metal must be provided equally to anyone who wants it, and vitally, trains must be slowed down and shortened. Trains which are desperately needed for transporting oil.

As readers, we’ve only met Ellis Wyatt a few times in the book, and never from inside his own head. He’s clearly an industrialist, clearly brilliant, and clearly on edge. A man of ambition, who has no tolerance whatsoever for incompetence. It’s a shame he is constantly surrounded by it. The successful construction of the John Galt Line was his first glimpse of happiness in a long time, and the directive completely nullifying it is too much to take. He strikes a match, and as act one ends, quite literally burns Wyatt Oil to the ground.

The Philosophical Spark

With all of Colorado aflame, the time has come to talk philosophy. I know, we’re a ways in, but you can’t understand the value of Atlas Shrugged by reading through a bland listing of the tenets of objectivism. You lose too much. When Rand speaks, she speaks through the ever-burning oil fields of Ellis Wyatt. The shredded railways of Taggart Transcontinental. Every act within Atlas is world-shaking. Every piece of knowledge is precious. Anything less does the book a disservice.

As I’m sure you’ve noticed by now, the core of Rand’s philosophy revolves around a fervent support for the extremely wealthy industrialist, and a sincere distaste for government. The distaste for government isn’t particularly transgressive, but support for business fat cats certainly is. It’s an odd line to ride, but Rand has good reasons for it, so let’s get into the why.

A scene in act two lays out the case most effectively. James Taggart is celebrating his wedding (and subtly gauging the stability of his social alliances), when Francisco d’Anconia crashes in, completely unexpected. He eventually sets off on a suitably dramatic monologue, talking, of all things, about money:


“Money is made—before it can be looted or mooched—made by the effort of every honest man, each to the extent of his ability. An honest man is one who knows that he can’t consume more than he has produced.”

“To trade by means of money is the code of the men of good will. Money rests on the axiom that every man is the owner of his mind and his effort. … Money permits you to obtain for your goods and your labor that which they are worth to the men who buy them, but no more.”

…

“To the glory of mankind, there was, for the first and only time in history, a country of money—and I have no higher, more reverent tribute to pay to America, for this means: a country of reason, justice, freedom, production, achievement. For the first time, man’s mind and money were set free, and there were no fortunes-by conquest, but only fortunes-by-work, and instead of swordsmen and slaves, there appeared the real maker of wealth, the greatest worker, the highest type of human being—the self-made man—the American industrialist.”



The industrialist is a moral good because they have gained their money in a morally upright manner. They have brought into the world, something which people are willing to voluntarily pay for. They did not take it by force, nor was it given to them as pittance. The industrialist has made money.

We don’t tend to think of it this way, but money makes a surprisingly good proxy for human value. I’m not hungry, so I don’t spend much on food. I love watching TV, so I pay for cable. I have an overwhelming urge to bury my canned goods, so I buy a shovel and a few sessions with a psychiatrist. Whatever humans value, reasonable or strange, that is where the money goes. So, that said, it’s kind of weird that we hate rich people, right? That we claim money as the root of all evil? As long as the system is working correctly, and money directly relates to human value, then the wealthiest people will inevitably be the ones that have generated the most value. They will be the ones who have produced the most for society. The ones that are most deserving of wealth. Why then, do we pay them in scorn?

Francisco’s speech sets out a method for gauging which rich people are worthy of praise, and which we should despise. He speaks much more eloquently than I will, but for brevity’s sake let’s say that there is a vital difference between someone who makes money, and someone who gains money. If someone makes a lot of money, they are worthy of their riches. Society is unjust if it treats them cruelly, for such productivity is worthy of admiration. On the other hand, Rand really doesn’t like people who gain a lot of money, without ever making any. These are the people who are deserving of scorn. This extends to a pretty broad range of parties, some more sympathetic than others.

Seizing wealth by violence or threat of violence definitely falls under this category, which condemns crooks, but also a surprisingly broad range of government actions. After all, you and I don’t pay our taxes voluntarily, the way we choose to buy a product. We pay them in order to avoid fines and jail time. Sure, we also pay taxes in order to get roads built and schools funded, but if the government fails to do that, we still have to pay taxes. Or go to jail. In this sense, governing bodies are better at gaining money than pretty much anything else out there, which is a big reason why government is so despised by Rand. But it isn’t the only reason.

Charity is also a big point of contention for Rand. You can probably see why. When the rich give to the poor without any exchange of goods, the poor have gained money. They should be acting productively in order to make money, but they aren’t. They blow their cash on drugs or booze, don’t show up to work, and don’t create any wealth for themselves or broader society to enjoy. With charity, they are free to consume more than they produce. Free to be a leech. Governing bodies aren’t just the best at threats of violence, they are also prolific in their charity work. The rich are taxed more than the poor, and worse still, plenty of that money is directly funneled towards people in need, regardless of their productivity. The richer the government, and the more generous, the more it encourages leeching. The more it rewards people for acting unproductively.

The Flaws in our Society

Throughout the narrative, Rand makes it clear that she despises the use of violence in order to seize someone’s wealth. But she doesn’t belabor the point too much. After all, most readers already agree with her on that point. There are greater injustices to right, in her mind.

For, if it is a sin to take from the worthy through violence, then it is surely a greater sin to pretend you are a morally upright individual in doing so. To pretend that you are not holding a gun, nor are you threatening a man’s welfare unjustly. You are not stealing a man’s rightly earned riches by the means of a thug. You are a generous soul, merely working for the good of all.

Consider, for a moment, how often you hear from government officials that they are working for the common good. That they work for the people, and obey the people’s will. They start up programs, they give speeches, and they revile the wealthy, who do not care for the poor dregs of society. This is the height of hypocrisy, in Rand’s opinion. Money is made and exchanged in voluntary trade by members of our society, then it is stolen, by force, in the form of taxation, and the thief has the gall to claim that they are the good guy. They are feeding the poor, helping the homeless. Eradicating need.

Or are they?

Years before the events of Atlas Shrugged, the Twentieth Century Motor Company had a change in management. Jed Starnes died off and left the company to his three kids, who had a radical new plan for how to run the company. “From each according to his ability, to each according to his need.” Six thousand workers would be given whatever money they needed, paid for by their collective profit as a business. The plan was put to a vote among the workers, and passed unanimously.

Sounds nice, doesn’t it? We’re all in this together. Every need would be satisfied, and we’d all be equals. But wouldn’t you know it, the darndest thing happened. Suddenly, people started getting really needy, and pretty much stopped working altogether. Sure, there were some rubes who were working eighty hour weeks while getting paid jack squat, but they broke from the stress eventually. Everyone started distrusting one another, hating one another. Suddenly, other people were all lazy, and obviously lying through their teeth about their daughter’s broken leg. Every meal that someone else eats is coming out of my paycheck. Every movie they attend, every bobblehead they want to collect, every wedding, every kid, every investment, every thing that they could possibly do, is to my personal detriment.

The best way to succeed in the company was to have ten kinds of debilitating illness and no dependents, all while working the absolute minimum amount you could get away with. Oh, or you could be friends with one of the Starnes siblings. After all, when six thousand people are all talking about how much need they have, it’s pretty arbitrary who actually gets paid, right? One person’s hungry kid is the same as another’s sick grandma on the need-o-meter, after all. Among this cacophony of needs, someone had to make the decisions, and wouldn’t you know it, the most needy people always seemed to be the ones who brown-nosed the Starnes.

The company goes under a few years after new management takes over. Thinking back on the event, a former employee gives this assessment (with ‘the guff’ referring to talk about the social good):


“The guff gave us a chance to pass off as virtue something that we’d be ashamed to admit otherwise. There wasn’t a man voting for it who didn’t think that under a setup of this kind he’d muscle in on the profits of the men abler than himself. There wasn’t a man rich and smart enough but that he didn’t think that somebody was richer and smarter, and this plan would give him a share of his better’s wealth and brain.”



Which nicely rounds out the lessons we’re meant to learn from this tale, I think. When you give to the needy, you encourage neediness. When you take from the productive, you discourage productivity. Any system which does not produce above its need is doomed for destruction. socialism (and co.) is a cause that is founded upon maximizing need and minimizing production, and it thrives upon the back of a cruel, unjust sort of greed. The desire for that which you have not earned.

The Result

Act two thematically revolves around the Twentieth Century Motor Company, but it focuses on one particular type of individual, amidst the thousands of workers. The one individual who is the most derided, guilt ridden speck you could ever hope to see.

The rube.

Why would you work eighty hour weeks at a company that doesn’t pay you any money? Why would you build motors when you are surrounded by people who laze around all day, doing nothing? Why would you seek to minimize how much you need in life, when that need is your paycheck? In order for socialism to work, it has to have rubes. Productive people who will work tirelessly to make money, even as it is taken away from them. The full arc of act two is committed to showing you one thing. Hank Rearden and Dagny Taggart? These hard working, barrier breaking protagonists that you have come to admire? They are rubes.

Rearden loves his industry, his achievements, so he keeps pouring metal, even as the government takes it away from him, gives it to layabouts, and threatens to throw him in jail. Dagny is trapped in a dying company, but she genuinely loves Taggart Transcontinental too much to ever leave. As harsher and harsher directives are issued by the government, attempting to freeze the economy in place, Dagny and Rearden keep working. Every hour of every day, just so that they can see their work crumble. They, and others like them, are the only reason that the economy is still standing. Their tireless effort allows a greater evil to persist.



There is a reason why no one knows the man named John Galt. He started his life as Hank Rearden did. From nothing. A runaway who started working young. Paid his way through college, and just as he was about to revolutionize the world, inventing a motor that could run off of static electricity, the Starnes siblings took over.

The day the vote passed, Galt walked out on the world, leaving his invention on the workbench, collecting dust. It was that day that he understood. The only way he could ever pursue his love of making money was to single-handedly support a system whose only intent was to steal from him. Guilt him. Ridicule him. Without his work, that system would crumble, so Galt did the rational thing. He stopped working. The next decade or so of his life would be dedicated to a low-paying job which would never meaningfully impact anything, and a slow paced, deliberate spread of his rationale to every single rube in the country. Who is John Galt? He is the man without pain, or fear, or guilt, who cannot be coerced into supporting something which seeks to destroy him. He is the hope of the world, driven away by the world. He is the apocalypse. He is our salvation from it. He is Atlas. Let the sky fall down.



Tangents and Elaborations

With the reveal of John Galt, the core philosophy of Atlas Shrugged has been established. But that isn’t its whole, not by a long shot. Rand illustrates her views on a wide variety of topics throughout the book. There’s too many to comprehensively list here, but I’ll go through some of the recurrent ones, in order to give you a broader view of objectivism and how it works.

The Role of Government

It’s worth noting that Rand is opposed to more than just centralized, national levels of governance. The first piece of ‘legislation’ that is passed in the novel is the “Anti-dog-eat-dog Rule”, which is cooked up by a coalition of railroad companies in order to prevent small, up-and-coming railroads from outcompeting the bigger, previously established companies of a region. It isn’t just the title ‘U.S. Government’ which she opposes, it is the restriction of voluntary trade which governing bodies impose. If Taggart Transcontinental is unable to provide adequate service in an area, they need to either improve their service, or go belly up. Governing bodies only serve to drag out the rot.

That said, Rand is no anarchist. She simply wants to restrict the functions which governing bodies can perform. John Galt has a massive act three speech, which gives her stance some explicit detail:


“The only proper purpose of a government is to protect man’s rights, which means: to protect him from physical violence. A proper government is only a policeman, acting as an agent of man’s self-defense, and, as such, may resort to force only against those who start the use of force. The only proper functions of a government are: the police, to protect you from criminals; the army, to protect you from foreign invaders; and the courts, to protect your property and contracts from breach or fraud by others, to settle disputes by rational rules, according to objective law.”



Beyond a few snippets like this, Rand doesn’t go into too much detail on her vision of a perfect government. Atlas is a book about the decay and downfall of a flawed society, not the formation of a new one. It’s a shame. I’d particularly like to know how she expects to fund the army, police, and judiciary without implementing a system of taxation, which she clearly regards as unjust. Perhaps that was a topic for another book.

The Other Side

Rand does dip into the mind of James Taggart and his ilk on occasion, usually to elaborate on how they view the world, or to set their opinions up for dismissal later on. That’s one of the big benefits of having slimy characters, after all. As we get more examples of this, a trend emerges. The ongoing flaw of the tainted mind is very rarely what it believes, but rather what it ignores in order to persist in a particular belief.

What does giving to the poor require? Don’t think about it. Are the poor deserving of such riches in the first place? Don’t think about it. How will I get the money to provide for the poor? Don’t think about it. Everything is relative (once my beliefs are challenged). Greed is evil (for the people that I wish to steal from). It is for the social good (which always places me above others).

All of this results in a game of secret truths for the Orren Boyles of the world. Where they see things which are demonstrably true, and have to work overtime in order to blank that thought from their mind, or suffer a mental breakdown. James Taggart becomes increasingly unhinged as the world continues to collapse, despite possessing huge hordes of wealth and status. After all, he sees society breaking down, he sees it getting worse with every policy he and his government buddies pass, but he can’t ever allow himself to acknowledge the increasingly obvious fact that his ideology is fatally flawed.

This isn’t even totally his fault. After all, for years he’s been making horrible decisions. Dagny has fixed them. He’s made unconscionably bad investments. Dagny has turned a profit elsewhere. A big reason why he clings to his beliefs so fervently is because, for years now, Taggart Transcontinental has been fine. He has been fine. Dagny fixed any mistakes, so James could continue living within his void. It was by her ability that he was allowed to persist as a fool.

This is another recurring theme within Atlas. “The Sanction of the Victim.” As Hank Rearden produces Rearden Metal at the behest of government officials, as he is blackmailed into ‘willingly’ handing over the patent to it, he gives them credibility, in their own eyes and the eyes of society. It is fine to steal from someone, as long as they submit willingly, after all. Why, I might even be the good guy! It is a righteous world, where a man must give me a portion of his effort, for nothing in return. I am an arbiter of justice, when I collect my due. I deserve your good. I am good. Tell me that I am good.

When Rearden loses his life’s work, the government goes on to rename it “Miracle Metal”. With that, its narrative purpose is completed. What was once the work of a man, willing to change the world for mutual profit with society, is now a miracle. Who knows where it came from? It just appeared within our midst one day, with no effort, and as such all of humanity is entitled to its benefits. That which was shunned by society is now found to benefit society, and therefore cannot be owned by any one person. It belongs to everyone, and it will belong to everyone, by any means we deem necessary.

In his own warped way, James Taggart understands the game just as well as John Galt does. As the bureaucracy of the government reaches a fever pitch, while society is crumbling, the only way to avoid an untimely end is to keep your actions vague. Never voice your opinion, never claim responsibility for an action, at least not in advance. Keep your input fuzzy, so that you can take responsibility for every good outcome, and distance yourself from any bad ones. That way no one can blame you. Which means you stay in power. This is why James never gives Dagny direct orders. The moment he does so, the moment he contradicts her publicly, is the moment that he is held accountable for his own actions. Above all things, that is a moment he can never allow to pass. It would spell the end of everything that he secretly chooses to live for.

Purpose and Rationality

Rationality as a moral good is another core tenet of objectivism. To quote John Galt’s big speech again:


“But you are not free to escape from your nature, from the fact that reason is your means of survival—so that for you, who are a human being, the question ‘to be or not to be’ is the question ‘to think or not to think.’

…

“Man must obtain his knowledge and choose his actions by a process of thinking, which nature will not force him to perform. Man has the power to act as his own destroyer—and that is the way he has acted through most of history.”



Other creatures benefit from claws, or muscle. They cannot ignore their most valuable asset, they must use it to act in their own interest, or die. The same is true for mankind. The only difference being that we must choose to act in our own interest. Teeth do not decide whether they are used for chewing. A mind must decide whether it is worth using for thinking.

It is. Which is really obvious, once you start to think about it (though that might be the problem, right there). Air conditioning, pulleys, planes, cars, guns, legal codes, buildings, art, music, math, physics, movies, phones, computers, games, fashion, language, ideology, morality, kindness, beauty, romance. Joy. All of these are reliant upon, contingent upon, the working human mind.


“Mother, do they think it’s exactly in reverse?” she asked.

“What?” asked Mrs. Taggart, bewildered.

“The things you were talking about. The lights and the flowers. Do they expect those things to make them romantic, not the other way around?”



Without your mind, perhaps you are a pathetic, insignificant speck within the roiling gut of the universe. But you have a mind. By the simple act of thinking, you create value not only within yourself, but within innumerable activities which you perform. You make the flowers romantic. You make the food delicious. You make the engine run. You make the universe known. Thought is not merely a key to your survival. It is not a simple instinct. It is a choice that you make, which enriches everything you touch. Your thought is your purpose in life, and its scope is wide and fulfilling.

Atlas warns against those who wish to take this away from you. Those who wish to replace thought with obedience. Rationality is your defense against such people, as they inevitably must ask you to believe the preposterous. This cree is your defense.

“A is A”. You exist. The world exists.

But suppose, for a moment, that the world doesn’t exist. You and I actually live in a different world, a hidden one which is completely concealed from the senses. Ah, but another person can see it. They know all about this world which exists, and it is much more important than the illusion that you and I inhabit. The illusion which grants you a large body of unbiased evidence, readily available to you, proving its existence. Why, their ability to perceive the invisible, true realm must place them as the highest, most valued of humans. We must worship and adore them, and follow their every command, for they are that much more enlightened. We should unquestioningly believe them, when they claim that all-knowing entities speak through their lips. When they say that we will suffer by our disobedience, and attain utopia through an unmoving, docile mind. A is A. Cast them aside.

But suppose, for a moment, that you don’t exist. You are simply a bag of instincts and hormones. Logic is just another flawed human institution, filled with rot and decay, and not worthy of consideration. We humans are meant to live a small, meaningless existence, then die in the mud. But, how do we arrive at this conclusion? Scientists thought, and tested, and eventually revealed the existence of chemicals. Instincts were similarly studied and revealed through careful thought and inquiry. The conclusion that logic is worthless requires a logical mind to articulate. Our lives are small and meaningless only by the judgement of our own minds. A dog does not consider itself worthless. The grass does not question its existence. Only a thinker does. In order to accept that you live a meaningless, vapid existence, you must live a meaningful one. In order to deny the validity of rationality, you must use rationality. In order to condemn your mind, you must cherish it. A is A. Cast them aside.

It’s not as if Rand views the rational mind as infallible. I may say that rainfall works one way, you may say another, and eventually reality will adjudicate. One of us will be wrong, even though we both had perfectly rational reasons for our beliefs. The illness comes when we fail to adjust our thinking, in light of evidence. When we ignore reality and its dictums, instead settling for what we might prefer.


“Learn to distinguish the difference between errors of knowledge and breaches of morality. An error of knowledge is not a moral flaw, provided you are willing to correct it; … But a breach of morality is the conscious choice of an action you know to be evil, or a willful evasion of knowledge”



This is why a rational mind is morally good, in Rand’s opinion. It is rational to produce good things, and pursue joy in your life. To make more than you take. Further than this, a rational mind understands the worthlessness of unearned wealth. If I kill a man and take his possessions; if I receive pittance for the mere fact of being poor, I have not earned it. My wealth is a testament to my inability to create wealth. The rational mind will do all it can to avoid such an evil. The irrational mind will embrace it, or pretend it doesn’t exist.

The Virtues

Alright, I’m gonna try a different format for this next section, to liven things up a bit (and keep myself from yammering on too much). What are the other core values of objectivism, and why are they good?

What is truth?

Truth is the unflinching love of reality and my place within it. It is ownership of my actions and their results, whether they fail or succeed. It is an ownership of what I can accomplish within this world, and what I cannot. What I treasure, and what I do not. What is good, and what is evil.

Truth is not dictated by the whims of those around me. When someone asks for flattery I am unwilling to give, I do not give it. When someone asks for alms they have not earned, I do not provide. As I pursue truth, I must also prevent others from using my lips to deny it. For every white lie is exactly this. It is a concession. It values another person’s whims and delusions above what is genuinely true. It invites them to live a life they should not live, under a code they cannot sustain. It invites me to do the same.

What is greed?

Greed is the desire for money. The desire to create something, with the power of my own mind and body, that humanity values. It is an unwillingness to sell my effort for less than it is worth. It is an unwillingness to pay more than is due. Greed is my desire to be the most valuable, productive human that I can be.

It is tempered by rationality, for no man can desire money that is unjustly given. Involuntarily taken. Greed is the desire for wealth that is true. It is an assurance. That, as I have lived my life upon this Earth, I have created something which is worthwhile. And I have been paid in kind.

What is selfishness?

Selfishness is the love of what I am. It is the understanding that I, my beliefs, my desires and my thoughts are the most important thing that I have. Above the concerns, beliefs and desires of other people. When I feed my child, it is not because I am selfless. The child has no hold over the actions that I take, and their concerns are not above mine. It is because I value my child’s well-being above my wealth.

Selfishness is a refusal to despise what I value, or to destroy what I love. It is a refusal to love what I hate, or create what I loathe. It is tempered by rationality, it is tempered by truth. For my mind must act in order to see what is virtuous and what is cruel. It must understand what is, and what is not. From this bedrock, I build all of my values. My self, and what is good for it.

Love

Alright, are you starting to get a handle on things? Starting to understand, at least a little bit, where Rand is coming from? Great! Because love is one of the tougher virtues to get a grip on. Hence why it gets its own section.

As you’ve probably noticed, objectivism is a surprisingly passionate ideology. It speaks great deeds, and breathes purpose and joy. Among its virtues, love is among the highest. And I’m not talking about a love of life, or your fellow man. I mean pulse pounding, intimate, romantic, sexual love. That said, much like Rand’s take on greed or selfishness, her views on love are a bit odd, by conventional standards. Let’s get into the why.

One of Rand’s real strengths as a writer is her ability to write tension. It’s part of what makes her take on the apocalypse so riveting. Society is dead the moment Wyatt burns his oil fields. After that, a full two thirds of her book is devoted to watching, waiting for the inevitable tolling of the bell. So it shouldn’t come as a surprise that Rand is also a pro at writing sexual tension. This is a skill which she uses quite liberally throughout the book. Dagny has numerous love affairs; with her childhood love Francisco d’Anconia, with industry giant (and married man) Hank Rearden, and with her one true love, John Galt.

Each of these is well telegraphed in advance, with Dagny suddenly, ah, feeling things, around them. She has a hard won, surprisingly sensual tennis match against Francisco. She becomes quite aware of her body while near Rearden during the inaugural train ride down the John Galt Line. As for John Galt himself, she essentially lives as his housewife for a month, a life of constant, pained celibacy for them both.

Once the dam inevitably breaks, Rand keeps it classy, though she definitely doesn’t skimp on passion. Here are a few examples, one with Francisco, one with Rearden, and one with Galt:


She knew that fear was useless, that he would do what he wished, that the decision was his, that he left nothing possible to her except the thing she wanted most—to submit. … Don’t ask me for it—oh, don’t ask me—do it!

…

She looked at the glowing bands on the skin of her arm, spaced like bracelets from her wrist to her shoulder. They were strips of sunlight from the Venetian blinds on the window of an unfamiliar room. She saw a bruise above her elbow, with dark beads that had been blood.

…

It was not the pressure of a hand that made her tremble, but the instantaneous sum of its meaning, the knowledge that it was his hand that it moved as if her flesh was his possession, that its movement was his signature of acceptance under the whole of that achievement which was herself—it was only a sensation of physical pleasure, but it contained her worship of him, of everything that was his person and his life … that it should be her body which was now giving him the sum of his existence, as his body was giving her the sum of hers.



So yeah, dreadfully uncomfortable stuff to be reading on the bus. But hardly without a purpose. Sex is not a quick or casual act, by the standards of Atlas. It is a conscious choice, an exchange of the highest good that one has to offer. Each of Dagny’s relationships is written with this in mind. She endures almost unbearable amounts of sexual tension, fighting back her burning desires until the moment of intense, violent release finally arrives.

As a point of comparison, James also has a couple of sex scenes in the book, but they are quick, spur of the moment affairs, utterly devoid of passion. He gets drunk, gropes someone haphazardly, has sex, and looks at his partner in disgust once the deed is done. It is a dirty, necessary, animal desire to him. So he only gives it to those that he regards as dirty animals. Just as he does not recognize the value of money, he does not recognize the value of love. Any harlot which crosses his path is worthy of his affection, and in giving it he deprives himself of value. Or perhaps, he expresses where his values truly lie. In the gutter.

Dagny regards sex as the highest of values that can be given, and treats it as such. Her mother worries about Dagny’s romantic prospects when she is growing up, since she expresses no interest in boys. But this is a misconception. Dagny ignores the vast majority of men, because the vast majority of men are unworthy of her love. Only Francisco d’Anconia, the man who can do anything, embodies the epitome of her values, and as such he is the only one worth her affections. But he has to earn it. He has to recognize her as the most valuable woman he could pursue, and value himself enough to take her. Once he does, the romance is passionate and all consuming.

In Rand’s eyes, true love is among the most selfish things you can do. Which is a good thing, remember. When you love someone, you seek out the epitome of what you value in the world, and you reform yourself until you are worthy of that good. Then you claim what is yours by right. Passionately. Violently. For it is the most important thing which exists within your life. The greatest good you could ever possess. When Dagny falls head over heels for John Galt, replacing her relationship with Hank Rearden, he takes it in stride. Rearden recognizes that Galt is a greater man than he is, and knows that Dagny is a great enough woman to claim his love.

In this sense, love is fiercely monogamous. Despite having three lovers over the course of the book, Dagny is never portrayed as a cheat. Her love belongs to, and can only belong to, the one man who most fully exemplifies her moral code, made into flesh. And vice-versa.


In the many months of his absence, she never wondered whether he was true or not; she knew he was. She knew, even though she was too young to know the reason, that indiscriminate desire and unselective indulgence were possible only to those who regarded sex and themselves as evil.



But even once you understand all of that, the way that Rand writes her lovers is still odd, at times. For a while, I struggled to grasp why Dagny would often express a thinly veiled contempt towards her man. A little re-reading gave a sizable clue, thankfully.


Francisco smiled; it was a smile of radiant mockery. Watching them, Dagny thought suddenly of the difference between Francisco and her brother Jim. Both of them smiled derisively. But Francisco seemed to laugh at things because he saw something much greater. Jim laughed as if he wanted nothing to remain great.



Once love becomes selfish, in the way Rand advocates, the goals that you have in pursuing it shift. Love is no longer an act of appeasement, trying to win over another person. It is an act of self-growth, making yourself worthy of being pursued by another person. When Dagny expresses contempt, it is because she sees the potential for much greater, within her partner. She sees his flaws, and subtly encourages him to overcome them, because she knows that he will. It is a contempt expressed in anticipation of something greater. Someone that is more worthy of her love.

And that really is the sum of it. When Rand writes about how attractive her characters are, it rarely has anything to do with their appearance. What is attractive are ‘the planes of his face’, ‘the lines of his form’. The space that they occupy, and how they occupy it. Their mind and body, their ideals and their actions, all contained within the space of one man. Attractiveness is who you are. And love? Love is the sun in your orbit. The brightest star in the night sky, brought to Earth by the brightness of your being. Love is the clash of two great souls, erupting in a greater fire than either one could ever hope to produce. Creating beauty, pleasure, and joy without equal.



Another Brief Interlude

So, hopefully by this point you’ve gotten a decent idea as to which ideologies Ayn Rand is in support of, and which ones she loathes. With all of this progress made, it’s worth taking a hard look at exactly where Rand falls, in the philosophical battlegrounds.

She’s clearly in favor of capitalism, and very, very against socialism. She repeatedly pushes the importance of, and happiness gained from, a purposeful and productive existence, so nihilism is definitely off the table. She understands man as an inherently rational being, not governed by whims or emotion. She’s also supports the idea of a concrete reality, independent of what people want it to be. In fact, she’s pushing the reader towards living their life under exactly that creed. To strive towards a “face without pain or fear or guilt”, unburdened by the world that others try to make you believe. Appropriate for a philosophy dubbed objectivism, and it accordingly places her at a distance from relativism. Though, Rand exceeds even this, placing humanity exclusively, solely on this Earth. No afterlife, no higher plane. No Christianity, no Buddhism, not even Plato’s less explicitly religious theory of forms. Are you seeing a trend here?

Because I personally am well versed in the basic tenets of socialism, and nihilism, and relativism, and Christianity, and Plato. Without ever seeking them out. These are all ideologies that I have become well versed in, because time, and time, and time again, people keep bringing them up. This is what I meant, when I mentioned in the intro that you and I don’t know anything about Atlas Shrugged. Every positive tenet of Rand’s ideology enjoys surprisingly little discussion, while everything she goes against has a strange habit of getting talked to death. When reading through Atlas with an open mind, it has a strange tendency to suck you in. Nihilism is a sad, useless philosophy, so why is it beloved? The removal of objective truth completely flouts all human progress, why is it so popular? Socialism, taken to its extreme, really does stifle the best that mankind can produce, while encouraging our most despicable traits, so why do people preach it so fervently? Why must we find goodness in a world that is unreachable, when our world is right here?

When other writers tell of the apocalypse, it happens. The apocalypse is an event, placed in time, that drastically changes all of human society. Ayn Rand does not simplify her apocalypse. She understands that every human event has a cause, and creates instead, a tragedy of ideology. The events and actions that broke the world are exactly what we should expect. Their originator is among us today, fat with power and prestige. Basking in the light. Until the sun can be seen no more.



The Diagnosis

Congratulations! You made it through! I’m so proud of you. That was a whole lot of words, but you ain’t no slouch. You read ‘em all. What a cool person you are. Well, I’m here to let you know that the book review is officially finished. You now know a little bit more about Atlas Shrugged. Everything else is gonna be my opinions on the book, which are pretty worthless, if I’m being honest. Well, worthless to you at least. I obviously think they’re the most important thing in the world.

So, let’s lead off with the obvious. I think that Atlas Shrugged is an amazing book. It’s so rare to find philosophy which is this engaging. The book almost reads like a crime novel at times, as you slowly learn how to think like the detective, and start picking up on all of the clues that he saw from the beginning. Rand understands that philosophy in and of itself isn’t always enough to grab the reader, and strives to present that philosophy in the most compelling way possible. With resounding success, I’d say.

Commendations and Criticisms…

Now that that’s out of the way, let’s start to dig in to that philosophy. Ayn Rand has a fascinating ability to drastically overturn the norms of society, but in a way that is somehow super reasonable.

Take greed for example. Everyone hates greed. It’s the worst, it’s a sin, those businessmen are ruining America for everyone else. Then Rand comes along and says greed is good. Because, if I want your money, and you want a toaster, and I make a toaster in order to get your money, then my greed has made society a better place. You have a toaster, I have money. Why are you morally upright for wanting a toaster, while I’m a delinquent for wanting money? In fact, if I didn’t want your money, then you wouldn’t have a toaster. That would suck!

Of course, it’s easy to point to bad things that companies or businessmen do in the name of greed, but I think Rand would point out the very relevant fact that those bad things are only possible with the voluntary financial support of humanity. No business can exist without employees. If a business is cruel to its workers, and continues to exist, it is because the workers are willing to accept the cruelty. No business can exist without customers. If a business is cruel to its customers, and continues to exist, it is because the customers are willing to accept the cruelty. If we truly despise the industrialist, all we have to do is stop buying their product. No one is forcing us to buy it in the first place.

If there is a legitimate criticism of greed, it probably comes from a much more fundamental location. Greed is evil if the wants and desires of humanity are evil. Greed strives to fulfill those desires, so an excess of greed encourages the worst of humanity. Even this criticism has some issues though. Human desire is an incredibly vast and varied thing. Declaring all of it, or even most of it to be fundamentally evil is a pretty big reach. And if most of human desires aren’t inherently evil, then we should probably be condemning our failings on an individual level, not under the blanket context of greed.

I’m sure there are some counterarguments that I’m missing here, but Rand’s assessment on greed holds up surprisingly well, in my opinion. That said, she loses me a bit once we get to selfishness. She brings up the point that my own wants and desires are the most important thing to me, which I’d say holds up. After all, I am the only one who can change my wants and desires. I am the one who most closely understands my wants and desires. I am the only one who will reliably work to bring them to fruition, and that makes sense, because my wants and desires are (typically) to my benefit.

But then she takes it in a weird direction, pointing out that when a parent cares for their child, that is a selfish act. Because the parent’s selfish values place the well being of their child over their wealth. Which, I don’t know about you, but that sounds exactly like how I would define selflessness. Placing the well being of others above other things which I value. Seems like you’re just twisting terms around in order to pretend that people are being selfish, Rand.

… and Observations…

One of my broader observations of objectivism is that it is very much a young man’s ideology. And it excels in that regard. I mean, just look at John Galt’s oath: “I swear by my life and my love of it that I will never live for the sake of another man, nor ask another man to live for mine.” A creed like that is something to learn and live by. It speaks of independence, of rigorous self improvement. It encourages you to take control and ownership over everything you do, and to strive to always do better. No excuses. No handouts. Only you. Failure is to be overcome, success to be earned, and therefore owned. In the character of Dagny Taggart, I think that Ayn Rand is hoping to expand this ideology to women as well. To urge them to take control of their life, and live it on their terms, by their own two hands.

But this also reveals some weaknesses. Once children start entering the picture, once the elderly and the handicapped are present, Rand’s worldview breaks down a little bit. A three year old is not a productive member of society. Should they starve? Grandma breaks her hip whenever she walks down the block. Should she be abandoned? Rand’s ideology works very well when it is addressing capable adults. A beggar should not rely on alms if they can make a decent, honest wage working at McDonalds. Their distaste for a job in the fast food industry doesn’t entitle them to another person’s wallet. But Paw-paw is too weak for McDonalds, and his mind is too slow for anything else. He is not opting in to an unproductive lifestyle, he simply has one. Is it unreasonable for society to provide him some of our excess wealth? Even if it is unearned?

Since the vast majority of people within society are perfectly capable of some level of productivity, this isn’t the worst problem to have, but it shows the fleshy underbelly of objectivism. Selflessness serves an important role in our society, and significantly alters what we consider to be morally good. Rand is right to point out the importance of selfishness, but fails to adequately account for the advantages of controlled, selective selflessness within a society. Or, then again, maybe that’s just the terminology talking. She does seem to be in favor of voluntary selfishness that favors other people, after all. i.e. Voluntary selflessness.

… and the Rest

In regards to truth and rationality, well, Rand is preaching to the choir, so long as I’m the one reading. I can personally attest to how freeing it is to live without indulging in convenient little lies. People can trust you when you say something, and better still, forcing yourself to tell the truth also forces you to acknowledge genuine flaws in your character, while recognizing the parts of yourself that are worthwhile, in spite of what others believe. It helps you identify the parts of you that need fixing, and parts that are worth being proud of.

Rand also does a great job of supporting rationality, pointing out how pervasive the thing is. No one would decry how useless an arm is in their everyday life, but logic and rationality get bashed pretty hard on the world stage, for something which every single human uses on a frequent basis. Take away the highly rational construct of language, and poets suddenly struggle to express their deeply felt emotions, wouldn’t you know. Perhaps it isn’t the cure-all which Rand makes it out to be, but it’s pretty close, and I can hardly fault her for exaggerating a bit in a work that’s this stylish.

Hmm, what else is there? Oh yeah, love. I should probably talk about love. Thanks to how she views selfishness, the expression and importance of love undergoes a pretty drastic change. I value her more as an outsider opinion on this point. She reveals aspects of love which we don’t typically think about. As an extension and expression of what you value in the world. As something which you earn by improving your self, not by changing or conceding to someone else. Love as an identity, not an action. These are all important aspects of love, but they are often overshadowed by a focus on selflessness, kindness and compromise. Selfish and selfless, each of these is needed for a lasting, fulfilling relationship. A good relationship involves compromise, but it also involves finding the person that you will have to compromise the least with. And yes, it does involve a willingness to commit, rather than desperately hoping that your lover doesn’t find a better fit for their values, year after year. Marriage is good, Dagny should give it a try.

Unfortunately, Rand is no revolutionary in the world of sex. Or, maybe she was, and that’s the problem? I mentioned how objectivism starts to fall apart when you introduce children to the equation, and sex is no exception to this. Reading through Atlas Shrugged, you’d be forgiven if you came away convinced that sex has absolutely nothing to do with baby making whatsoever. It is an immense pleasure, it is a gift of highest value to a partner of highest value, it is the culmination of everything which is good and valuable in this world, expressed in the movement of two bodies. What is this ‘small human’ you speak of. I do not believe they exist. They do not belong in any discussion of sex, take them away. So, no breakthroughs on that front, oh well. Perhaps one of these days I’ll find a writer that is willing to acknowledge that sex is both a procreative act and an intimate, pleasurable experience.

As the Lights Fade

But all of this is ultimately a sideshow to the core of Rand’s message, which seems like an excellent thing to wrap this beast of an essay up with.

America is a nation that is founded upon ideals. Freedom, and equality. Not one, or the other. Rand’s greatest fear, above all others, is that we should become a nation of equality, and nothing else. Because there is only one way that you can make a nation of equals. You must take away from the high, and give to the low. You must take from our strongest, smartest, most driven individuals, and give to the weakest, stupidest, and laziest. Providing for those which are unwilling to produce.

I think there’s this general conception that removing poverty is a fixed value. Americans are X billions of dollars below the poverty line, so all we have to do as a society is raise and distribute X billion dollars, and it will be solved! But poverty isn’t as simple as that, because it involves humans. Lottery winners go broke, and that same basic principle applies to poverty. Living a good life means you have to earn more money than you spend, and handouts don’t fix that core, underlying problem. If anything, they encourage an increase in spending. To a higher, even more unsustainable level. Give a man a fish, and he’ll be back tomorrow asking for more fish.

If we really want to deal with poverty, as a society, it isn’t as simple as throwing money around. It involves ensuring that the rungs to escape poverty are present, and acknowledging that not everyone will elect to grab hold. And where do those rungs come from? They come from free trade. Employment. Because employers don’t keep bad employees around. But if someone is willing to work, and work well, then someone is willing to pay.

Humans are unique, in our inequality. If a toad is stronger than other toads, then what happens? It bullies the others, gets more mates, and then dies. On that model, yeah, it probably would be better for all humans to be equal. Screw you Todd, we’re all gonna split up the women equally! But if a human is particularly smart, or driven, then their success can fundamentally change the way that all humans live, for the better. Better food, comfortable furniture, entertaining toys, you name it! Even people below the poverty line today are far better off than the tribe leaders of ten thousand years ago. That would not be the case if we systematically crippled every intelligent, driven human that was born. When we take up issues like inequality in our discourse, this needs to be at the forefront of our minds. When toads are unequal, we get buff toads. When humans are unequal, we get skyscrapers, and lifesaving medication, and astonishing works of art.

When one man creates these things, and keeps them to himself, asking for extortionate sums of money in exchange, it is easy to start thinking that it would be better to steal it away from him. Who is he to hoard such a valuable object? Can’t he see how much society needs that invention? Can’t he see the children dying, unable to afford their treatment? I know it’s hard, but try to keep an eye on the long game. Take too much, and the next lifesaving medication never gets made. The next scientific breakthrough never gets researched. Regardless of what price is charged today, society always wins in the long run. And let’s be honest, here. If you create something amazing? If you redefine the bounds of human knowledge, or fulfill humanity’s greatest need, or create something which makes everyone’s life on this planet just a little bit more enjoyable?

You deserve to be filthy stinking rich.




ATLAS SHRUGGED by Ayn Rand (Review 2)

By B.J.

A long time ago, when I was a nerdy grad student, my then-boyfriend (now husband) recommended that I read Ayn Rand’s opus, Atlas Shrugged. I had never heard of it, and hence had no idea that I was diving into a book that was idolized by some and loathed by others. Here is my review of Atlas Shrugged, from a person who read it with no preconceived notions, and who recognizes its virtues as well as its flaws.

A synopsis is necessary for the rest of the review to make any sense. Feel free to skip this section if you have read the book and be warned that I will spoil the ending.

SYNOPSIS

The story takes place in the future, when the United States has been replaced by the People’s States. There is a sense of malaise and hopelessness, symbolized by the question: “Who is John Galt?”

Early on we meet Dagny Taggart, the Vice-President of Taggart Transcontinental, the nation’s major railroad. Taggart Transcontinental is in dire straits, due to mismanagement by its President, Dagny’s whiny older brother, James Taggart. To save the railroad, Dagny must build a new line, which she names the John Galt Line, in defiance of the hopelessness around her. Her partner in this task is Hank Rearden, the founder of Rearden Steel and the inventor of a superior new alloy called Rearden Metal; his company provides the rails for the John Galt Line. Both Rearden and Dagny are dedicated to their work, and their family life is nonexistent: Rearden is unhappily married to Lillian; Dagny used to be in love with her childhood friend Francisco d’Anconia, but he abandoned her and turned into a superficial playboy years ago, and she’s been single ever since.

(A side note: I can’t help but notice similarities between Dagny Taggart and Daenerys, aka Dany, Targaryen from A Game of Thrones. Both are strong, passionate women in positions of authority typically occupied by men, and both pursue their goals despite dangers and difficulties. Their initials are D.T., and their first names (Dagny and Dany) are almost identical. As Scott would say, TINACBNIAC.)

Against enormous odds, Dagny and Rearden complete the John Galt Line, and they celebrate by having passionate sex. While on a road trip together, they visit an abandoned factory, where they discover a broken motor that transforms static electricity into motion. Dagny exclaims that this motor can provide unlimited energy for the whole world, but there isn’t enough information to get it working again. Dagny scours the country looking for the inventor of the motor but fails to find him, and eventually she hires a scientist who undertakes to rebuild the motor in secret.

Meanwhile, something is wrong with the country. Rearden and Dagny’s triumph in building the John Galt Line is blighted, as one by one, the great companies out West shut down and their owners vanish. Eventually, government leaders get the bright idea to prevent further damage by freezing the economy: no one is allowed to quit their job, to fire anyone, to change production relative to its current level, etc. Dagny quits her job in protest. While in hiding, she receives a surprise visit from Francisco, her old friend and lover. He explains that his persona as a lazy playboy was just a cover for his real task: destroying the company he had inherited, d’Anconia Copper, rather than letting it support a society of exploiters. He pleads with Dagny to abandon Taggart Transcontinental, but just at that moment, a radio broadcast announces the collapse of the railroad’s major tunnel. Dagny rushes back to work to deal with the catastrophe, the government be damned.

Meanwhile, government officials confront Rearden with an ultimatum: give us the rights to Rearden Metal, or we will let the world know that you’ve been cheating on your wife with Dagny. Rearden realizes that because he loves Dagny, he must protect her, and he signs away the rights to the Metal. He resolves never to let Dagny know about it.

Dagny patches up the damage to Taggart Transcontinental as best she can, and then goes home, where Francisco tries once more to convince her to abandon her job. She refuses, saying that she can’t fight her enemies by renunciation. In a dramatic scene, Rearden walks in and assumes that Francisco is trying to seduce Dagny; Dagny reveals that Francisco had been her only lover before Rearden.

More drama follows: the scientist whom Dagny had hired to rebuild the magic motor has written to her of his intention to quit. Dagny rushes from New York City to Utah to stop him, only to be told, upon reaching her destination, that the scientist has just left on a plane with a stranger. Dagny chases them in her own plane, and she crashes in a valley in the Rockies.

When she regains consciousness, Dagny sees a stranger who introduces himself as John Galt, the man whose name everyone has been saying. He is the inventor of the magic motor, and he shows Dagny around the hidden valley. All the businessmen who had quit their jobs and disappeared live and work here. Galt explains to Dagny that they are all on strike – a strike of people of reason and achievement, who refuse to work under a hostile regime. Some of his fellow strikers live in the hidden valley year-round; others work as menial laborers in the outside world, but they return to the valley for one month out of each year. The monthly retreat is now beginning, and Galt announces that Dagny will not be allowed to leave for its duration. At the end of the month, she may choose to join the strikers or return to the outside world.

Of course, Francisco is one of the strikers, and he and Dagny are reunited in the valley. Francisco tells Dagny that he has always loved her, but he left her to build the kind of world she deserves. He accepts that she now loves another man. Dagny’s month in the valley, which she names Atlantis – after “the lost city that only the spirits of heroes can enter” (p. 637) – is supremely happy. She earns her living as Galt’s housekeeper; their mutual attraction is palpable, but they never touch each other, and they address each other formally as “Mr. Galt” and “Miss Taggart.” Everyone in Atlantis shares Dagny’s values – reason, self-reliance, hard work. Nonetheless, she refuses to give up on Taggart Transcontinental, and at the end of the month she bids an emotional farewell to Galt, promises never to reveal the location of Atlantis, and leaves.

James Taggart, the no-good President of Taggart Transcontinental, welcomes his sister back in characteristic fashion: by insisting that she speak on a radio broadcast in praise of the regime. After Dagny refuses, Rearden’s spurned wife, Lillian, turns up with an offer to Dagny: speak on the radio, or I will tell everyone you have been sleeping with my husband, who signed over the rights to Rearden Metal to protect your name. Dagny speaks on the radio broadcast, but her message is decidedly not what James and Lillian intended. She proclaims that she is proud of having been Rearden’s mistress, and that he had been blackmailed into signing over the rights to Rearden Metal. Afterward, Dagny faces Rearden again, who, until recently, believed she was dead, killed in the plane crash in the Rockies.

This is the worst moment of Dagny’s life: first, she must tell Rearden, whom she still cares about, that she loves another man; second, she believes that after hearing her speech on the radio, Galt will abandon her. She breaks down and cries for the first time. But Rearden, like Francisco, accepts that Dagny now loves another. They resolve to support each other in their struggle against the slow collapse of civilization.

And civilization continues to collapse, thanks to the bumbling, dogmatic idiocy of government officials and corrupt businessmen such as James Taggart. Rearden’s steel mills are attacked by a gang of goons, but Francisco saves his life, and Rearden finally goes to Atlantis. Galt gives a three-hour speech on the radio, in which he explains his view of life and morality and the reason for his strike. While struggling to keep everything from collapsing, Dagny learns that Galt has been a menial laborer at Taggart Transcontinental for years – that’s how he fell in love with her in the first place – and the two consummate their love in the tunnels underneath the Taggart Terminal.

Afterward, Dagny visits Galt at his home. Unfortunately, she is under government surveillance, and Galt is promptly arrested. The head of the government pressures him to bring all the vanished businessmen back and revive the economy. Predictably, Galt refuses. Eventually, government officials resort to torture to break Galt, but James Taggart, who is present in the torture chamber, breaks first: he collapses when he realizes the enormity of his own evil. Dagny, Francisco, and Rearden rescue Galt, and they all fly away to Atlantis. The last scene shows the heroes living happily in Atlantis and Galt proclaiming, “We are returning to the world.”

TROUBLE IN ATLANTIS

The chapters that describe life in the hidden valley were among my favorite parts of the book. Unfortunately, the more one thinks about the valley, the more unrealistic it becomes. It’s a shame that the antagonists are, for the most part, inept and stupid, and their strongest criticism of Galt’s philosophy amounts to “That’s heartless and cruel! Where is your compassion?” That’s too easy for the protagonists to dismiss. In contrast, I ask, “How do you expect this to work?”

I wish I was an economist, so that I could do a detailed analysis of how a real-life Atlantis would fail. Let’s posit that a) the valley is perfectly hidden, such that the only inhabitants are hand-picked by Galt and there’s no risk of incursion by the military, starving refugees, roving gangsters, etc.; b) the valley has ample natural resources and arable land (the novel mentions shale oil and copper deposits); and c) the magic motor provides more than enough energy for the residents’ needs. We are already into “assume a perfectly spherical cow on a frictionless surface” territory, but for the sake of argument, let’s run with it. How would Atlantis fail?

My first guess would be the complete lack of economies of scale. Frustratingly, Rand understands the concept of economies of scale, because after a major oil producer goes out of business, the aftermath is described thus: small companies


“…discovered that a drilling bit which had cost a hundred dollars, now cost them five hundred, there being no market for oil field equipment, and the suppliers having to earn on one drill what they had earned on five, or perish…” (p. 350; all page numbers are from the Dutton 35th anniversary hardcover edition)



But then she does not apply this principle to Atlantis! We don’t know the size of the local population, but the description seems to imply a couple thousand people at most, possibly fewer. How much specialization can such a small society sustain? The strikers can’t rely on importing mass-produced goods from the outside world, because they keep their imports to a minimum, both out of principle and to reduce the risk of detection by hostile authorities. Yes, the strikers have unlimited energy thanks to the magic motor, but this does not help with labor-intensive tasks that require manual dexterity. For example, one of the strikers, who used to manufacture airplanes in the outside world, has made a tractor by hand, and is now leasing this tractor to farmers in the valley. How much did that tractor cost, when every single part had to be made by hand, and all the costs must be recouped by leasing just this one tractor to a small handful of people?

Everything is going to be way more expensive per unit produced, and hence the standard of living is going to be far lower than it would be in a large, complex society. Who is doing low-value-added yet necessary work, like hauling away trash or picking tomatoes, and how much do they earn? How does any of this pencil out?

Sadly, part of the answer seems to be that Rand has no idea how much specialization is inherent in producing everyday goods and services, even at a level far below the expectations of a middle-class 21st century American. Consider her description of housing in Atlantis:


“The homes were not lined along a street, they were spread at irregular intervals over the rises and hollows of the ground, they were small and simple, built of local materials, mostly granite and pine, with a prodigal ingenuity of thought and a tight economy of physical effort. Every house looked as if it had been put up by the labor of one man…” (p. 728)



First, holy cow, that’s an inefficient layout, and second, what kind of house, no matter how ingeniously designed, can be “put up by the labor of one man [or woman]”? I consider myself reasonably intelligent and educated. If you gave me a patch of land and told me to build a house, I could, maybe, with much effort and trial and error, put together a wattle-and-daub hut with a fireplace in the middle and a single hole in the roof to let the smoke out. Electric wires? Indoor plumbing? Glass windows? Forget it. Has Rand ever tried to build a house?

Somewhat relatedly, Rand seems to assume that the strikers can a) cheerfully switch from one line of work to another and b) be good at it. Some strikers continue in their original line of work; Francisco, the former head of d’Anconia Copper, runs a small copper mine in Atlantis. But many don’t: a judge is now a dairy farmer; an automobile designer now runs a grocery store. In real life, how many people would do this? If someone approached Scott with, “I can invite you to a secret community that embodies your values if you give up psychiatry and blogging and become a shoemaker,” would Scott agree? What if it turns out that, for all his intellect, Scott is very bad at shoemaking, and he wishes to return to his psychiatry practice and his faithful ACX readers in the outside world?

This brings us to the inevitable type I and type II errors that Galt and his friends will make when deciding whom to invite to Atlantis. Many people in the outside world deserve to enter Atlantis and would do well there but were never identified as such by Galt and his handful of friends. This is a twofold tragedy: these people suffer unjustly in the outside world, while Atlantis is deprived of their contributions. Conversely, all it takes is for one enemy of the strikers to be admitted into the valley – it could be a person who enters the valley under false pretenses or a true believer who has second thoughts later – and the whole plan collapses. Has the valley not had a single Cypher who said to himself, “Living aboard this dinky ship sucks, I’d much rather have a nice juicy steak back in the Matrix”? We are past “Galt is a super persuasive and charismatic leader” and on the way to “What mind-altering substances are they putting into the drinking water in Atlantis?”

Let’s stretch our suspension of disbelief to a breaking point and assume that Galt is a brilliant judge of character who only lets true believers into Atlantis. This does not solve the problem, however, because there is a wild card that Galt cannot control: the strikers’ children.

I’m imagining a sequel titled Atlas Shrugged II: Trouble in Atlantis. The children of the original strikers are now grown up. Some of them are naturally compassionate and they want to help people, including those suffering in the outside world. Some are just plain lazy and irresponsible, despite their parents’ best efforts, and they try to guilt and manipulate others into supporting them. What happens then? Galt can’t just kick all these young people out of the valley, because they could have their revenge by leading Galt’s enemies to Atlantis. He has tried and failed to persuade them to adhere to his code. Now what? Imprison them? Kill them? Do nothing, leave the moochers to their own devices, and end up with homeless encampments and a bunch of panhandlers and petty criminals in Atlantis? It’s a conundrum!

Not that there are many children to worry about, because the strikers’ fertility rate gives South Korea a run for its money. Galt, Francisco, Rearden, and Dagny are all childless by the end of the story. Galt and Dagny can still have a child or two, if they act quickly (Dagny is thirty-seven when the novel ends). Francisco and Rearden love Dagny and presumably don’t want to have children with other women. In the best-case scenario, we’re looking at two of the novel’s heroes having one or possibly two children, and the other two remaining childless. Most characters in the valley appear childless, as far as we can tell (one woman is described as a mother of two). Moreover, the gender balance of Atlantis seems suboptimal for reproduction, with men greatly outnumbering women. If the future belongs to those who show up, that does not bode well for Atlantis, which is headed for demographic collapse. Idiocracy for the win?

Finally, a major problem with Atlantis is Galt’s endgame: he proposes to reenter the outside world “when the code of the looters has collapsed” (p. 748). Said collapse will doubtless involve suffering, starvation, pain and death from preventable disease, people dying of hypothermia for lack of heating fuel, violence as people fight over limited resources, etc. Suddenly, Galt pops up and tells the survivors, “Hi everyone, my friends and I have been hiding in our secret valley all this time, well fed and wealthy and happy, waiting for your evil society to collapse. Now follow my teachings and all shall be well!” Are the survivors likely to thank him for his beneficence and wisdom, or to overwhelm the valley by sheer force of numbers, kill everyone, and set everything on fire out of spite? While Galt is portrayed as a genius, this plan of his is forehead-slappingly stupid.

As a fantasy, the appeal of Atlantis is undeniable. I am certainly not brilliant, but I was one of the more accomplished students in my high school, and I hated being surrounded by knuckleheads who didn’t value academic success (and who made fun of me for caring about it). I sometimes daydreamed about a school composed entirely of intelligent, ambitious, high-achieving students like me (an unrealistic dream, since my parents could not afford private school). So, I completely understand Ayn Rand! She had the same fantasy on the level of the entire society. Wouldn’t it be amazing to be surrounded by people who value what you value, to work together toward a common worthy goal? Atlantis is like an island in the Archipelago from Scott Alexander’s old SSC post, and as such it is highly attractive; too bad it can’t work.

JOHN GALT’S MORAL CODE

The Atlantis chapters are fun to read, but the core of the story is John Galt’s three (!) hour long speech, in which he explains his philosophy and moral code, and challenges his listeners to join him and to reject what he calls the Morality of Death. It occurs near the end of the novel, and is the culmination of everything we have seen in the story thus far. Dagny and Francisco (and, to a lesser extent, Rearden) have been living according to these standards all along, but now we see them stated explicitly.

Galt begins by answering the question: why is civilization collapsing? The world is suffering because it has rejected reason and the human mind. Reason is necessary for human survival. But unlike nonhuman animals, which act on instinct and have no choice about acting to prolong their survival, humans are beings of “volitional consciousness” – they must choose whether to think. Since thinking is the tool of human survival, the choice “Should I think or not?” ultimately comes down to “Shall I live or die?” which, as Galt explains, is the only choice in the universe (inanimate matter cannot choose, only living beings can).

Once we have decided to live rather than die, what course of action shall we take? According to Galt, “All that which is proper to the life of a rational being is the good; all that which destroys it is the evil” (p. 1014). Here we run into the first problem with Galt’s speech: “proper to the life of a rational being” is doing a lot of heavy lifting in that sentence. Reasonable people can and will disagree on what that is, something Rand does not recognize (more on that later). One thing we can all agree on, though, is that existence exists, i.e., there is an objective reality outside of our wishes, and we must perceive it and think about it clearly if we are to live. Galt makes this point repeatedly in his speech.

Galt goes on to explain the difference between values and virtues: “Value is that which you act to gain and keep; virtue is the means by which you gain and keep it” (p. 1012). This is an excellent definition. Many writers seem to use “value” and “virtue” interchangeably, as in, “Honesty is one of my values.” Following Galt’s example, a happy relationship with my husband is a value (something I act to keep) and honesty, kindness, affection are virtues (the means by which I keep it). I like how Galt emphasizes that virtue is practical; he states it explicitly:


“Virtue is not its own reward… Life is the reward of virtue – and happiness is the goal and the reward of life.” (p. 1021)



Of course, to Galt, the ultimate virtue is rational thought, and the worst vice is willful ignorance – the refusal to think. Galt further develops the theme of what a good human life is by saying:


“Man’s life, as required by his nature, is… the life of a thinking being – not life by means of force or fraud, but life by means of achievement… [M]an – every man – is an end in himself, he exists for his own sake, and the achievement of his own happiness is his highest moral purpose.” (p. 1014)



Now, many readers will probably remark, “How narrow-minded and selfish! Doesn’t he understand that true happiness and meaning comes from relationships with others?” Here is the key point: Galt absolutely understands this, but he claims that relationships are a source of happiness only when they are freely chosen between virtuous people who share the same values. Galt says that he would rather kill himself than see Dagny come to harm. Later, Dagny, Rearden, and Francisco risk their lives to free Galt from the torture chamber. I omitted this from my synopsis for the sake of space, but Rearden and Francisco develop a wonderful friendship over the course of the novel. When Galt and Francisco were at university together, an old professor got to know them and came to love them like a father. Other examples abound.

Rand has championed the concept of “the virtue of selfishness,” and this is as good a time as any to dispel the misconceptions around this. Most people hear “selfishness” and think “an amoral SOB who will stab you in the back for fun or profit” or “someone who is out to rule over and dominate others, like Voldemort or Sauron.” That is diametrically opposed to what Rand means. As Galt says in the quote above, achievement, not force or fraud, is a good aim in life. Instead of associating Rand’s philosophy with selfishness, it would make more sense to associate it with trade: the exchange of “value for value,” a phrase that occurs repeatedly in the book. Contrast the relationship between Rearden and Dagny, where each receives something of value – admiration, professional support, intelligent conversation, hot sex – from the other, with the relationship between Rearden and his no-good wife, Lillian; Rearden receives nothing of value from Lillian, and he stays with her only out of pity and a sense of duty. At the end of the novel, it is revealed that Lillian never loved Rearden, and she married him in order to destroy his self-esteem and hence make herself feel better about her hollow, meaningless life.

In line with Galt’s principle of “value for value,” he does not in any way seek power. He does not want to enter relationships in which the other party must be pressured or coerced to follow him, and he utterly rejects the use of force, except in retaliation. When Galt is arrested, the government leader who questions him asks him, “You’re much smarter than me. Why don’t you pretend to join us, then outmaneuver me and seize power?” But Galt explains that this would be antithetical to his values; he does not wish to rule over a bunch of incompetents and fools. Power for power’s sake is utterly foreign to Galt’s psychology. This is expressed in the Striker’s Oath, which all strikers must take when entering Atlantis:


“I swear by my life and my love of it that I will never live for the sake of another man, nor ask another man to live for mine.” (p. 731)



Galt further explains that to live a worthy life, you must have reason (your tool of survival), purpose (a goal to strive toward, something more than mere existence), and self-esteem (the belief that you are worthy of life and happiness). Furthermore, you must practice the virtues of “rationality, independence, integrity, honesty, justice, productiveness, pride” (p. 1018). Most of these are self-explanatory, although Galt throws in an interesting explanation of honesty: according to him, honesty is selfish (in a good sense), because a liar becomes “dependent on the stupidity of others” (p. 1019). Productiveness ties into another principle Galt emphasizes repeatedly: the fact that humans are an indivisible union of body (matter) and mind, and we cannot survive without the products of our labor, which exist in the physical world.

As an aside, Rand makes an important point about there being no conflict between the intellect and practical skills, which goes against what we often see today. Rand goes out of her way to portray her characters as both brilliant and capable of dealing with physical reality: Dagny, Rearden, Francisco, and Galt aren’t afraid to get their hands dirty and to endure hardship, and they know their way around a piece of machinery. In contrast, many of Rand’s villains are good at spouting fancy-sounding gobbledygook but are utterly incapable of dealing with any kind of practical problem or emergency. The famous Heinlein quote (“A human being should be able to [do a whole bunch of things that require a combination of intelligence, manual skills, and physical courage]. Specialization is for insects”) comes to mind here.

Having explained his view of human nature and the good life, Galt proceeds with a brilliant takedown of the dominant morality, aka the Morality of Death. Insightfully, he draws a parallel between two groups: religious people, whom he calls the Mystics of Spirit, and socialists/Communists, whom he calls the Mystics of Muscle. Both are his enemies, and both have common methods and goals. They have split humans in two, the soul (aka spirit) and the body, which are said to struggle against each other; what was lost in the process was the mind. Both sides preach the morality of sacrifice: the Mystics of Spirit want you to sacrifice your own needs and desires to the will of God; the Mystics of Spirit, to the greater good of society. Neither type of mystic wants you to think for yourself and decide on the best course of action for you.

As an ex-Christian atheist, I especially appreciated Galt’s takedown of Original Sin, which he calls a “slap at morality” (p. 1025). Some Christians, trying to square the circle of “God is just, yet He punishes us for something that happened before we were born,” claim that we are born free, but Original Sin burdens us with a tendency to sin (my pastor had used this explanation when I expressed my doubts to him). Galt calls this “tendency” a “cowardly evasion… A free will saddled with a tendency is like a game with loaded dice” (p. 1025).

For a novel that was published in 1957, some of its critiques remain startlingly relevant today. For example, Galt says:


“You fear the man who has a dollar less than you, that dollar is rightfully his… You hate the man who has a dollar more than you, that dollar is rightfully yours” (p. 1033)



Replace “a dollar less/more” with “less/more privilege” and make the language gender-neutral, and this becomes a decent description of progressive views on race and intersectionality. Then we have this gem:


“Every dictator is a mystic, and every mystic is a potential dictator. A mystic craves obedience from men, not their agreement… Reason is the enemy he dreads and, simultaneously, considers precarious… His lust is to command, not to convince: conviction requires an act of independence and rests on the absolute of an objective reality.” (p. 1045)



Rereading it recently, I said to myself, “This describes Trump to a T.” By the way, I find it tragic that Rand is right coded in today’s America; if Rand were alive today, she would kick the MAGA crowd to the curb.

After many great insights, we get a fingernails-on-chalkboard moment when Galt says:


“There are two sides to every issue: one side is right and the other is wrong, but the middle is always evil.” (p. 1054)



To me, that is one of the worst ideas in Galt’s speech. Galt commits a category error here. Some actions are clearly morally wrong and evil, and in those cases firm opposition rather than compromise is called for. If a husband beats his wife, it’s not right to ask him to hit her half as often or half as hard. But many (if not most) conflicts in public policy are a matter of degree and tradeoffs and cost-benefit analyses, where what Galt scornfully calls a compromise is the only way to go. Should we raise the top marginal tax rate, and if so, by how much? What is the right balance between protecting endangered species and allowing the construction of a new solar array or microprocessor fab? How do we allow law-abiding citizens to own firearms while minimizing the risk of criminals murdering children? If you reply, “Taxes are always evil; lower them to zero” or “Protecting endangered species is a sacred value; never build anything anywhere an endangered species lives” or “Confiscate every firearm in America and melt them down to make a throne for Biden, Game of Thrones-style,” that’s not good policy. I find it deeply ironic that Galt praises rational thought, yet his thinking on this matter is simplistic and dogmatic.

Another problem with Galt’s reasoning can be seen here:


“When I disagree with a rational man, I let reality be our final arbiter… one of us will win, but both will profit.” (p. 1023)



This is a brilliant idea in principle, but in practice, not so much. People of good faith can and will disagree, and sometimes there simply is not enough information to resolve the disagreement. Misinformation aside, early in the COVID pandemic people genuinely didn’t know whether the virus spread via fomites, whether you could get it by standing more than 6 feet away from an infected person, how likely each infected person was to die, etc. All these questions were answerable, but gathering the evidence took time, and people had to make decisions based on incomplete information. That said, I completely agree with John Galt regarding the need to make decisions based on evidence rather than motivated reasoning.

Finally, an exasperating feature of Galt’s speech is his complete lack of understanding of game theory and collective action problems. He points out that most people hold onto “the lethal tenet: the belief that the moral and the practical are opposites” (p. 1053). I certainly want the moral and the practical to be the same, but the fact is that if everyone around you is acting immorally, morality really may be impractical! If everyone else is dumping sewage into the lake, but you virtuously abstain from doing so, the lake is still polluted, but you incur the costs (say, by having to pay extra for treating your sewage) with no benefit to yourself. The practical thing to do, then, is to say “Screw it” and dump your sewage into the lake like everyone else, but if everyone thinks this way, the lake will never be clean. Scott describes this well in his “Meditations on Moloch” post, which I wish Ayn Rand could have read.

In contrast, I agree with Galt where he rejects the expression “It’s only human” as excusing human weakness and flaws, “…as if to fail were human, but to succeed were not, as if corruption were human, but virtue were not…” (p. 1050). Galt is a believer in human dignity and self-esteem, and I’m here for it!

This segues into an excellent principle: According to Galt, the measure of your morality is not your intelligence or knowledge, but the “full use of your mind” and “the acceptance of reason as an absolute” (p. 1059). This is fair! Galt does not hold people up to an impossible standard; that would be irrational and unjust, something a mystic/dictator would do. If you have an IQ of 90, Galt won’t blame you for not performing as well as someone with an IQ of 130. He also makes an important distinction between errors of knowledge (forgivable) and of morality. If everyone followed this standard, the world would be a better place, no question. This should lay to rest the complaint that Galt “looks down on stupid people” or something like that. (In fact, the worst villain in the novel is a brilliant man who starts out good, but then sells out and uses his formidable intelligence in service of evil; he is punished with a suitably painful death.)

Galt ends his speech with a stirring call to those who share his values:


“In the name of the best within you, do not sacrifice this world to those who are its worst… Do not lose your knowledge that man’s proper estate is an upright posture, an intransigent mind and a step that travels unlimited roads” (p. 1069).



“IN THE NAME OF THE BEST WITHIN US”

As I pointed out above, Rand’s philosophy has many serious flaws. To be fair, Rand was playing on easy mode in some ways. Atlas Shrugged was published in 1957, the heyday of American success, when the average (white) American man could get a job that would pay for a house in the suburbs and a car, and his wife could afford to stay home with their 2.5 children and their dog. She did not have to face questions such as “What happens to all the workers, including the diligent and responsible ones, whose jobs have been automated away or offshored to China?” Also, unless you are an ascetic who believes that human civilization is evil, you will agree that all the heroes in Atlas Shrugged provide goods and services that are a net positive to society: steel, copper, a well-run railroad. None of the protagonists made their wealth off esoteric financial instruments or marketing intended to entice Americans to increase their consumption of processed sugar. What would Rand think of people who earn their profit off things that do not serve rational human beings’ long-term goals? None of her protagonists crave status or fame, or seek positional goods (Galt doesn’t care whether his house is bigger or fancier than Francisco’s, for example). In all these ways, Rand’s heroes are highly atypical. What happens when 21st-century capitalism interacts with human craving for prestige and positional goods, which inherently involve zero-sum competition? Would this question bother Rand in any way?

Somebody once said, “Never offend people with style when you can offend them with substance,” and accordingly most of my review has focused on the substance of Rand’s novel. As for the style, I have one thing to say: someone ought to make a “director’s cut” of Atlas Shrugged – cut out half of the length of the novel without sacrificing anything of substance. The same theme is illustrated over and over and over again, and Rand never uses a sentence when four paragraphs would do.

At this point you may well ask, why read Atlas Shrugged, with all its flaws?

My answer is: I love this novel for its earnest depiction of heroic characters striving against great odds toward their chosen goals. Simply put, if more people were like Rearden and Dagny, the world would be a better place.

In fairness, I did not like the novel when I first started reading it, because I did not find any of the characters likable in the first two or three chapters. Early in the story, Dagny and Rearden are both surrounded entirely by antagonists: Dagny’s useless brother; Rearden’s whiny mother and manipulative wife. The protagonists respond by being brusque and cold in their demeanor, and this does not make for fun reading.

However, once the protagonists get together, they start to blossom. I could feel the joy that Dagny and Rearden took in working together to build the John Galt Line, and I admired them for their perseverance in the face of immense difficulties. The story took on greater emotional depth after Dagny met Galt in Atlantis. Watching her struggle with the most difficult decision of her life – should she stay with the man she loves or return to the outside world to continue her battle against the forces of destruction, knowing that she might never see him again? – was genuinely moving. Later, when Dagny visits Galt in his home in New York, he is a few steps ahead of her and he figures out that since she’s here, government agents can’t be far behind. He explains to her that he’s about to be arrested, that she must not regret that, but that from now on she must pretend to hate him – if the looters figure out how Dagny and Galt feel about each other, they will torture her to force him to cooperate. I was riveted by this scene, in which Dagny struggles with feelings of horror and guilt, knowing that she has unwittingly betrayed the man she loves, while he, knowing that he’s facing imprisonment and possibly death, does his best to stay calm and to reassure her, telling her how happy he is to see her, no matter what may happen next. My feelings toward the protagonists evolved over the course of the novel from mild antipathy to genuine respect and admiration, and their happy ending was truly rewarding.

It’s been many years since I first read this novel, but sometimes, when I’m dealing with challenges in my life, I pick up my old copy of Atlas Shrugged off the shelf and I read an excerpt in which the protagonists display courage and steadfastness in the face of evil and despair, and it puts a smile on my face and helps me face my own difficulties.

I give Atlas Shrugged an A for a stirring depiction of heroic and inspiring characters in an interesting narrative and an F for a plan on how to structure society in real life, and I won’t insult Ayn Rand by doing something as insipid as averaging these scores and giving the entire novel a C. It made me rethink a lot of my assumptions, and it was well worth reading for that alone.




Atomised by Michel Houellebecq

The French author Michel Houellebecq is the epitome of an enfant terrible. No one is as controversial as he is; almost no one sells as many books. His literary method is best captured in one of his early essays, To Stay Alive, where he writes:


Every society has its points of least resistance, its sore spots. Put your finger on the wound and press good and hard. Dig deeper into the subjects no one wants to talk about. Behind the scenes, the underside of the decor. Insist upon malady, agony, ugliness. Talk about death and oblivion. About jealousy, indifference, frustration, the absence of love. Be abject, you will be true.



This poetics of provocation is present in practically all of Houellebecq’s work. His second novel, Atomised (published in 1998) is no exception, as evidenced by the fact that it led his own mother to threaten to “knock his teeth out”. Expanding on the themes of his debut novel, Atomised is an ambitious novel of ideas, addressing the dark side of the sexual revolution of the 1960s, the modern economy of desire, and the conditions of love in an egotistic society. It is also, as revealed in the book's conclusion, a transhumanist utopia describing a future in which a “metaphysical mutation” takes place, a paradigm shift comparable to materialism's triumph over religion. In this review, I will attempt to explicate these ideas, and show how they are manifested in Houellebecq's characters.

The novel revolves around two half-brothers, Bruno and Michel. Bruno is a choleric literature teacher at a high school, who is preoccupied with sex, and especially with his inability to get sex to an extent that satiates his voracious desires. He tries to increase his chances in the sexual market by working out, getting hair implants, and taking part in New Age-activities that he despises just for the chance of a lay. In contrast, Michel, a brilliant physicist working in biology, is emotionally detached and alien to sexuality. However, his discoveries turn out to have decisive consequences for the future of sexual reproduction, and it is through his work that the new metaphysical mutation comes to take place.

The half-brothers’ mother, Jane Ceccaldi (who shares her last name with Houellebecq’s actual mother) is a sort of proto-hippie, who finds that her hedonistic lifestyle isn’t compatible with caring for children, and abandons both of the children when they are young. In an uncomfortable scene, it is described how Michel as a baby is neglected so severely that he’s left crawling around in his own faeces, while his mother is off with one of her lovers. It is this far from flattering portrait of a mother that led to Houellebecq’s mother, who did in fact abandon Houellebecq as a child, to take to the press to vent her anger with him (a move which hardly hurt his sales figures).

Bruno and Michel are raised separately; Bruno by his maternal grandparents, while Michel, like Houellebecq himself, is brought up by his affectionate grandmother (Houellebecq assumed his surname in honour of his grandmother). They rarely meet each other. When Bruno’s grandparents die, he is sent off to boarding school, where he gets his first taste of being at the bottom of the pecking order, and the other boys subject him to torture-like bullying. But it's not these physical abuses that become a lasting trauma for Bruno, but rather when he, at the same age, is rejected by a girl, Caroline Yasser. The feeling of worthlessness that this rejection inspires Bruno never quite seems to leave him, and when he later looks back on his failings with women and his sense of sexual inferiority, he is convinced that Caroline Yassar is to blame for everything.

This theme of sexual inferiority recurs throughout the book. Bruno describes how much easier it is for him to be accepted as a grey civil servant (“all you need to do is put on a suit”), than among his mother's young, attractive hippie friends. Although he would like to take part in their sexually liberated lifestyle, he lacks both the right physical and mental prerequisites - he is neither hot nor cool enough. Bruno expresses that “this is an incurable defect: no matter what I say, what I do, or what I wear, I will never overcome this handicap - yes, it’s as cruel as a natural disability.”

Given such themes, it isn’t surprising that many have drawn similarities between Houellebecq's characters and the psychology of the incel movement, which has gained such attention in the decades following the publication of Atomised. And indeed, the same sense of predetermined, incurable inferiority that Bruno expresses could easily have been written online by some black-pilled incel. Part of Houellbecq’s literary method is to describe in detail the far-from-pretty phenomenology of the sexual loser, and he does so without passing any judgement. The controversial nature of this subject matter, combined with his refusal to moralise has led to accusation that Houellebecq himself is an incel, or that he justifies their actions.

But what Houellebecq is doing is not to engage in apologetics for incels, but rather to apply a sociological gaze in depicting the consequences (both phenomenological and societal) of a society that has increased the extent to which sexuality plays a role in determining the status of individuals. To Houellebecq, Bruno is not a protagonist to be identified with and rooted for, but rather a kind of mean sociological subject who exemplifies the implicit values that exist in our society. As Michel says about Bruno: “His motives, values and desires did not distinguish him from his contemporaries in any way”.

The increasing importance of sexual attractiveness as a basis for determining status is a central theme in Atomised. To Houellebecq, this valorisation of sex starts with the sexual revolution of the 1960s, made possible by the accessibility of birth control. When sexual pleasure is increasingly separated from reproduction, sexuality becomes an arena for “narcissistic competition” for the new, broad middle-class, which is largely equal in economic respects. The human need to stand out, and to create hierarchies of differentiation, leads to the emergence of a sexual hierarchy alongside the one based on economic status. And with its gradual erosion of cultural values such as monogamy and chastity, the sexual revolution gives rise to a deregulated, free sexual market, operating on similar principles as the economic market. In his first novel, Whatever, Houllebecq writes:


Just like unrestrained economic liberalism, and for similar reasons, sexual liberalism produces phenomena of absolute pauperisation ... In a totally liberal economic system certain people accumulate considerable fortunes; others stagnate in unemployment and misery. In a totally liberal sexual system certain people have a varied and exciting erotic life; others are reduced to masturbation and solitude.



Thus, the incel phenomenon (the “absolutely pauperised” with respect to sex) is portrayed as the logical conclusion of sexual success becoming an arena for competition which determines the relative status of individuals. In the world described by Houellebecq, people’s worth is determined by their economic and sexual capital, and it is in the light of this that Bruno’s dark feelings when confronted with his lack of sexual capital should be understood; his unworthiness isn’t merely sexual, but also more fundamental, since inadequate sexual capital not only means fewer opportunities to have sex, but also to be perceived as having lesser value as a human being.

To Houellebecq, nothing matters as much as sexual and economic status, and he sees these criteria as  relatively independent of one another. He writes: “We clearly live in a simplified world. The Duchesse de Guermantes has a lot less dosh than Snoop Doggy Dog; Snoop has less than Bill Gates, but he gets the girls wet. There are two possible criteria, that's it.”

One intriguing aspect of Houellebecq’s ideas is that they relegate the role of sexual attractiveness as helping procure sexual pleasure to a secondary status. The pleasure aspect doesn’t vanish completely, but, as Michel puts it: “sex, even stripped of its link with reproduction, still exists – not as a pleasure principle, but as a form of narcissistic differentiation.” That is, the importance of sexual attractiveness in determining status shifts the primary purpose of being attractive to functioning as a status symbol, rather than to gain sexual opportunities.

A consequence of this is that sexual attractiveness takes precedence over sex itself; we don’t want to be sexy in order to sleep with people, but rather the opposite: having sex becomes a confirmation of our fuckability, and thus of our value as human beings.  This also leads to other non-romantic motives to have sex, such as doing it to acquire sexual competence (becoming good in bed, experienced etc), which people want to (at least appear) to possess precisely because it gives sexual status. This inevitably means that symbols and attitudes that once signalled sexual competence and thus sexual status (it can be a certain way of talking about sex, or a certain blasé attitude), are detached from signifying anything about a concrete reality, when such attitudes are mimicked by people who lack the actual competence, but who desire the status that such attitudes have become markers for. Like Kat, in the TV series Euphoria, who strives to sound blasé and indifferent when discussing sexual acts far beyond her actual experience.

It is this world of sexual status anxiety that Houellebecq portrays, and it is in the light of this sociological analysis that his characters should be understood. A common criticism of Houellebecq is that his characters' fixation on sex and women's appearance is problematic because it promotes a skewed view of women, and veers into misogyny. But rather than interpreting the values highlighted by Houellebecq's characters as literally intended by the author, I see his characters as mirroring societal values that are rarely expressed out loud, but nevertheless present in our lives. Bruno is sex-obsessed because our society is sex-obsessed, and he primarily sees women's value in sexual terms because that is how a patriarchal society values women.

The only character in Atomised that is mostly untainted by sexual dissatisfaction is Michel – if Bruno symbolises libido, Michel undoubtedly represents reason. In his youth, the beautiful Annabelle was in love with him, but he didn’t have the capacity to truly reciprocate her feelings, and instead fell into a solitary research career studying the physical processes underlying DNA replication. Through most of the book, we follow him during a year-long sabbatical from his work, which he spends in almost complete isolation, seemingly without need for human contact or emotions. For long stretches, he lies catatonic in his bed, meditating on his radiator or the advertisements he receives in his mailbox. However, a scientific insight begins to form in his mind, that sexual reproduction is necessarily linked to the harmful genetic mutations that cause ageing (a kind of genetic theory of ageing seems to be assumed here). Thus, he connects sexuality and death, and comes to the realisation that if we are to conquer death with the help of science, we must also abolish sexual reproduction.

While Michel ponder such matters, Bruno travels to the New Age-resort “Lieu de Changement” (or “Place of Change”) in the hopes of finding someone open-minded enough to sleep with him, despite not giving much for the other participants nor for the activities offered (Gestalt massage, “rebirth” in hot water etc). After an initial week of failures and sexual humiliation, Bruno finally finds what he’s been looking for: after seeing her having sex with another man in a pool, Bruno meets a woman named Christiane who in many ways is the woman he’s dreamed of: she is sexually accommodating, and shares many of Bruno's thoughts on the tragedy of sexual liberalism (Houellebecq is not always an elegant writer, and one of his weaknesses is that all his characters have a tendency to make similar-sounding speeches that advocate the same point of view).

Bruno and Christiane quickly become very close, and share their life stories with each other. Houellebecq beautifully describes the feeling of boundlessness that can exist in the initial stage of falling in love: “One of the most surprising things about physical love is the sense of intimacy it creates the instant there's any trace of mutual affection. Suddenly - even if you met the night before - you can confide things to your lover that you would never tell another living soul.”

Just like Bruno, Christiane has endured great disappointments in the arena of love, and if Bruno exemplifies the sexual suffering of modern men, Christiane is the female equivalent. She describes being attractive in her youth, and being valued precisely because of that attractiveness. But as she’s aged, she has seen the very foundation for the value that others ascribed to her wither away, and she is painfully aware that the bodily decline that ageing entails undermines her entire human worth. Since childhood, she has been fed with big ideas of love, but understands that her chances of being loved shrink as her body deteriorates. As she puts it:


Men who grow old alone have it easier than older women. They drink cheap booze and fall asleep, their breath stinks, then they wake up and start all over again; they tend to die young. Women take tranquillisers, go to yoga classes, see a shrink; they live a lot longer and suffer a lot more. They try to trade on their looks, even when they know their bodies are sad and ugly. They get hurt but they do it anyway, because they can't give up the need to be loved. That's one delusion they'll keep to the bitter end. Once she's past a certain age, a woman might get to rub up against some cocks, but she has no chance of being loved. That's men for you.



For Houellebecq, this demonstrates another dark aspect of the sexual revolution. Since it is mainly young bodies that are considered attractive, and this attractiveness has come to be assigned such importance through the elevation of sexuality, a fetishization of youth takes hold, which manifests itself in shame about one’s own ageing, and in an obsession with “staying young”. This anxiety is then exploited by the beauty industry, which markets products and surgical procedures that promise to grant such youth (in the novel, Bruno's father becomes rich by establishing a silicone breast clinic). For the original hippie generation, who by the time Atomised takes place have grown old, this represents a tragic irony: “As their flesh began to age, the cult of the body, which they had done so much to promote, simply filled them with an intensifying disgust for their own bodies-a disgust they could see mirrored in the gaze of others.”

After their stay at the Lieu de Changement, Bruno and Christiane continue to vacation together, and travel to the nudist beaches at Cap d'Agde. There, they engage in hedonism and partner-swapping, and Bruno experiences something resembling happiness as he finally gets the sexual satisfaction he has dreamed of his whole life.

There may seem to be a paradox in Bruno's happiness, in that sexuality, whose valorisation is repeatedly portrayed as the root of much of his misery, also becomes what enables his happiness, a cure for his alienation and depression. But this is only seemingly a paradox: what Houellebecq ( who is a testament to the truth of there “hiding a disappointed romantic behind every cynic”), criticises is the development of sexuality no longer primarily being about pleasure and intimacy, but rather about status. He views sexual pleasure itself as something good, and as closely linked to the possibility of love. But when market logic infiltrates the sexual realm, it poses a threat to this romantic view of sex as a catalyst for love. For Houellebecq, there is a fundamental contradiction between sexual liberalism and our capacity for love. The perhaps most central theme of Atomised is how people's alienation and loneliness increase as sexuality becomes less about pleasure and more about status, since this undermines the very foundation of genuine love.

Shortly before Bruno and Christiane travel to Cap d’Agde, Bruno pays Michel a visit. They talk about Aldous Huxley, in a conversation which mirrors several of the ideas that form the basis of Atomised’s ending. Bruno argues that Brave New World is not, as it is commonly considered, a dystopia, but rather that it is “our idea of heaven: genetic manipulation, sexual liberation, the war against ageing, the leisure society. This is precisely the world that we have tried - and so far failed - to create.” He believes that Western civilisation increasingly resembles the society described by Huxley, and speculates that the increasing separation of reproduction from sexuality will lead to “procreation taking place in tightly guarded laboratories where perfect genetic conditions are ensured. Once that happens, any sense of family, of father-son bonds, will disappear.”

While Bruno experiences love at the nudist beaches, an opportunity to be loved presents itself for Michel as well. Revisiting the village where he grew up to oversee his grandmother’s grave being moved to make place for a bus stop, he meets Annabelle at the local pub, and they resume their relationship. But the emotional detachment that defines Michel never really subsides. Not even sex gives him any real pleasure, and it becomes clear to both Annabelle and Michel that their love is living on borrowed time. Eventually, Michel tells her that he’s ready to start working again, and that he plans to travel to Ireland to take up a new research project. He does not invite her to join him there. In conjunction with this, Annabelle receives a cancer diagnosis. Not wanting to burden others, she takes an overdose of pills and slips into a coma before passing away a few days later.

Bruno's love also meets a tragic end. During an orgy, Christiane sustains permanent injuries to her back, and is told she will be confined to a wheelchair for the rest of her life. Bruno offers her to come live with him, but when she questions if that really is his wish, he hesitates for a few seconds too long. When he finally decides to contact her again, it is already too late: she has committed suicide by plunging her wheelchair down a staircase. Here, the consequences of Houellbecq’s worldview are taken to their extreme: when one’s worth is determined by one’s sexual status, being permanently deprived of the possibility of sexuality like Christiane renders life meaningless.  Bruno reflects that “he had no more been capable of love than his parents before him” and checks himself into a psychiatric clinic. It is implied that he stays there for the rest of his life.

Here, the narrative changes to become a kind of retrospective of Michel’s career as a scientist, and of the metaphysical mutation that his discoveries bring about. We are told that, after Annabelles death, he travels to Ireland, where he works for a decade to formalise the intuitive insights he’d come to during his leave of absence. He publishes a string of papers, which culminate in the article “Prolegomena to the perfect replication”, whose upshot is that “any genetic code, however complex, can be noted in a standard, structurally stable form, isolated from disturbances or mutations. This means that every cell contains within it the possibility of being infinitely copied. Every animal species, however highly evolved, can be transformed into a similar species reproducible by cloning, and immortal.”

Thus, Michel has made overcoming ageing and death possible, through the elimination of sexual reproduction – the new species he describes would be “sexless”, having “outgrown individuality, separation and evolution”. Shortly after publishing his article, Michel disappears, and it is thought that he has drowned himself. In the years following his disappearance, a society-wide debate begins on whether the theoretical new species he invented should be actualised. One of Michel's successors, Hubczejak, campaigns for humanity to be abolished and completely replaced by the new clone species. He points out that the “end of sexuality as a means of reproduction in no way heralded the end of sexual pleasure”, as the new species through genetic manipulation can be equipped with pleasure-giving nerve endings that “cover the entirety of the epidermis, offering new and undreamed-of erotic possibilities”. Thus, Hubczejak advocates a kind of eugenics, where humanity would be “the first species in the universe to develop the conditions for its own replacement” in order to make way for a new species whose opportunities for pleasure are greater than ours.

Despite opposition, especially from religious groups, Hubczejak's campaign succeeds, and 20 years after Michel’s disappearance, the first individual of the new species is born in a laboratory. We learn that the retrospective of Michel's career and the subsequent development is written by this new species, at a time in the future when only a few humans remain in the world. In one of the last paragraphs of Atomised, this new species describe their existence:


Having broken the filial chain that linked us to humanity, we live on. Men consider us to be happy; it is certainly true that we have succeeded in overcoming the monstrous egotism, cruelty and anger which they could not; we live very different lives. Science and art are still a part of our society, but without the stimulus of personal vanity, the pursuit of Truth and Beauty has taken on a less urgent aspect. To humans of the old species, our world seems a paradise. It has even been known for us to refer to ourselves - with a certain humour — by the name which they dreamed of, 'gods'.



Atomised thus ultimately leads to a kind of transhumanist ideal society, which exhibits all the features that Bruno and Michel saw in Brave New World – here we find both the complete separation of sexual pleasure and reproduction and the disappearance of significant family ties. Although this entails the total annihilation of humanity, it is hard not to see this end as a utopian vision of a future society. One can compare this vision not only with Huxley's, but also with Russian cosmism, which similarly believed in abolishing death with the help of science, or with Madame Blavatsky's Theosophical ideas about the final stage of humanity( the seventh root race), where “any sexual difference among humans will cease to exist, and both conception and birth will become entirely spiritual.”

It is tempting to attribute personal motives to Houellebecq in constructing this utopia. He has described the “fundamental psychic flaw” that being abandoned by his parents has left him with. Through completely replacing parenthood with cloning technology, this source of suffering is vanquished completely.

One can also understand the ending of Atomised through the concept of Equality of Opportunity. Equality of Opportunity is the idea that when people compete against each other to gain some limited resource (an attractive job, a scholarship), no one should be unfairly disadvantaged. However, what exactly “unfairly” means is disputed. For advocates of meritocracy, it simply means that the person who can best perform the job/has the best scholarship application, etc., should win. But there are more radical schools, such as “luck egalitarianism”, which argue that all variations in outcomes that are due to bad luck should be eliminated (that is, even if candidate X can perform the job better than candidate Y, it goes against equality of opportunity to give the job to X, if Y’s inability to perform it is due to circumstances of bad luck, such as being born with a mental or physical disability).

In Atomised, Houellbecq consistently includes the sexual sphere, and not just economic outcomes,  within the scope of equality of opportunity. People’s differing opportunities of success in the sexual hierarchy is a central theme of the novel, and Bruno repeatedly talks about “regulating” this sexual inequality. He also idealises the “sexual social democracy” that he sees in Cap d’Agde, where even people who are deemed unattractive are given opportunities to participate in the public debauchery.

Whether sexual outcomes can be included in equality of opportunity in this way is a difficult and subtle question. In her article “Does Anyone Have The Right To Sex?”, philosophy professor Amia Srinavasan writes that, if we were to learn that that someone's child was systematically denied to share  a sandwich that everyone else got to eat, we would be upset, and view it as a discrimination that we would want to put an end to. But, she writes, “sex is not a sandwich”. Sexual outcomes, such as sleeping with some particular attractive person, are different in kind from outcomes pertaining to access to food. The difference lies in sandwiches not having any preferences of their own, while many sexual outcomes fundamentally depend on the preferences of the individuals involved. A too broad notion of equality of opportunity, which includes the latter type of outcome in its scope, threatens to encroach on these people’s personal freedom. It simply doesn’t make sense to say that all people should have equal opportunities to, say, sleep with King Charles. Nor is it acceptable to force equal opportunities for the unattractive in the pursuit of having sex with the most beautiful people – the limitation in personal autonomy that this would entail for the beautiful is worse than the regrettable fact of lacking opportunities for the unattractive (who naturally also wish to have attractive partners).

If one persists in letting equality of opportunity encompass sexual outcomes, the meritocrat may possibly argue that the drastic discrepancy in outcomes between the most pretty and the most ugly people is justified, in that beautiful people have more relevant merit (simply in virtue of being attractive), and therefore deserve better outcomes. In contrast, it is clear that the luck-egalitarian cannot accept that anyone should be disadvantaged in the sexual market simply because they had the misfortune of being born ugly or with some handicap. And it is such cases of bad luck leading to sexual misfortune which Houellebecq repeatedly returns to, suggesting a certain affinity to the luck egalitarian position.

Luck egalitarianism as an ideal for equality of opportunity is often criticised for being unachievable in practice. People are inevitably born with different abilities to do different things, and it is hard to see how, for instance, a person who is partially blind in practice could have the same opportunities to become a pilot as someone with 20/20 vision. But here, we see how Houellebecq’s utopia circumvents both such objections and the problem of applying equality of opportunity to sexual outcomes. By eliminating all genetic differences, no one is fated to grow up ugly, and discussions about whether the unattractive should have the same sexual opportunities as the attractive are rendered obsolete. Similarly, everyone’s opportunity to become a pilot is, at least on a genetic basis, literally equal in such a society. Thus, one may see the ending of Atomised as representing the luck-egalitarian ideal taken as far as one can imagine it to be possible. On this interpretation, Houellbecq’s utopia is a vision of what real equality of opportunity would look like, where differing luck in circumstances minimally affects access to desirable positions or sexual pleasure, without such sexual equality infringing on the freedom of the individual.

However, it is clear that not even this vision fully realises the ideal set forth by luck egalitarianism – bad luck will inevitably, even in this utopia, affect the opportunities people have. For instance, we can imagine some individuals growing up in an area contaminated with lead, and suffering mental damage that affects their future opportunities as a result. Furthermore, as philosopher Clare Chambers has argued, there are deep reasons to doubt that complete equality of opportunity is even possible, since “every outcome can constitute a new opportunity”. In a thought experiment, she asks us to envision a “moment of equal opportunity”, a moment when perfect equality of opportunity in fact exists. Under these completely equal conditions, two individuals compete for the same position, which only one of them can get. We further suppose they both apply themselves equally much in attempting to get the position. Despite their completely equal conditions, one of them must lose, and given their equality of opportunity, and their equal effort, whoever loses can only have done so through bad luck.

This in itself contradicts the notion of perfect equality of opportunity as conceived of by the luck egalitarian, and what’s worse is that this outcome will constitute new opportunities for the winner. For instance, they may get the opportunity to advance further in the organisation, or opportunities related to their now higher compensation. The one who didn’t get the job due to misfortune will also miss out on these subsequent opportunities. So even though both candidates had equal opportunities (by the stipulation of the thought experiment), as soon as an outcome like this occurs, the moment of equal opportunity is over, and new inequalities of opportunity creep in, effectively rendering long-term equality of opportunity impossible.

Despite this, not many are concerned with such theoretical perfect equality of opportunity, but rather with maximising it in practice, and I would argue that this is precisely what Houellebecq achieves in his utopia. Nevertheless, I believe that many will feel there is something rather dystopian about this supposed utopia, just as the vast majority find little appealing in Brave New World. Not only does it entail the end of humanity as a species, it is also highly ambiguous whether the cessation of death is something desirable (author Karl-Ove Knausgaard, whose current suite of novels “The Morning Star” similarly depicts a post-death society describes this as his “biggest nightmare”). Furthermore, the society that Houellebecq describes is fundamentally opposed to other human values: for instance,  many of us have strong aesthetic preferences for human diversity over a homogeneous species of clones, and view the eugenic ideas realised in such a society with moral scepticism. The maximisation of equality of opportunity-related values that Houellbecq’s utopia embodies thus comes at the expense of our other values, and I suspect that how one ranks the relative importance of these values determines how appealing one ultimately finds the society depicted at the end of Atomised.

In addition to its interesting sociological analysis and utopian vision, Atomised is also a work of fiction, and it is not just its ideas that makes it enjoyable to read. One thing which isn’t always appreciated is just how funny Houellebecq can be, despite all his bleakness and cynicism. This is especially evident in the parts where a love-deprived Bruno attempts to write literature (a “substitution activity” compared to how some doves start pecking frantically at random when they don’t get any food). Nevertheless, it seems clear that its ideas are one of the main reasons the book has garnered such success – the pessimistic worldview that Houellebecq espouses sharply contrasts with the “end of history”-optimism that was prevalent at the time the book was published, and in hindsight, many of Houellebecq’s ideas appear prescient. At its best, Atomised typifies a literature which dares to be free-thinking, and even though Houellbecq presses hard on our soft spots, it is difficult to put him down.




Augustine’s Invention of the Inner Self: Legacy of a Christian Platonist by Phillip Cary

The Self-Invented Self and AI

Some thoughts from Saint Augustine…himself

I know I'm not the only person to feel rather disturbed by the last few months' progress with LLMs (Large Language Models) - from ChatGPT to the announcement of GPT-4 being able to describe the contents of pictures, I’m in fact quite freaked out.  I'm equally certain I'm not the only person to search for solace (or at least serenity) in philosophy.  Hell, I even doubt that I'm the only person to look to Saint Augustine, but I still suspect that (on that score at least) I'm reasonably unique.[1]

A little context might be helpful before we dive into the book so that you understand why I made such an unusual choice (though I won’t hide what it is: Augustine’s Invention of the Inner Self: Legacy of a Christian Platonist by Phillip Cary, a philosopher of religion at Eastern University in Pennsylvania).

I've always been a bit of an AI skeptic. Perhaps relatedly, I'm neither a functionalist nor any other variety of materialist when it comes to the philosophy of mind.  Mental phenomena (thinking and experience) seem obviously something of a different kind than the sorts of phenomena we call physical.[2]  Whether we're talking Newtonian-described billiard balls careening about, quantum weirdness, chemical reactions, or whatever the heck else, my reaction to the arguments of philosophers like Daniel Dennett or the Churchlands, that the mental reduces to that, has always been one of simple incredulity.  How can someone believe it?

Progress in machine learning didn't do too much to trouble me, and what little trouble it did cause me was assuaged by books like The Myth of Artificial Intelligence, in which Erik J. Larson made cogent (albeit incomplete) arguments that at the very least some mental phenomena such as abductive inference weren't being touched by progress in AI.[3]  In broad strokes, he asserted that current approaches to AI were using induction to try to brute-force emulate other human capacities in a way roughly analogous to trying to use a hammer as a screwdriver.

And then ChatGPT was released, with Bing Sydney and the official GPT-4 release following shortly thereafter.  And my comfort that "inductive" approaches alone would be insufficient took a bit of a body blow, enough for me to wonder if I was using hammers wrong the whole time why I was so skeptical of the idea of AGI and why I found the materialist and functionalist approaches to the philosophy of mind so thoroughly unconvincing.  And if these AIs were starting to approach a cognitive level similar to humans, but they were doing it through completely different means…well, that was a profoundly creepy thought in its own right.[4]

The obvious explanation of my discomfort is probably religiosity.  I am a Christian, albeit one whose sympathies mostly lie with the sort of mainline Protestantism some deride as watered-down.  But Christianity isn't necessarily non-materialistic.  Certainly the religious practices in much of the Old Testament seem quite this-worldly, with notions of an afterlife generally being vague at best.[5]  Even the view of the afterlife seen in the New Testament is resolutely physical.  We’re talking a literal resurrection of a literal, yes-you-can-touch-it-Thomas-if-it-will-shut-you-up body.

I know that a lot of people ascribe Christian beliefs in the non-materialist vein to Greek influence, to it being a simplified Platonism suitable for the common run of humanity.[6]  So I started to wonder - where exactly had I imbibed the intuitions that made dualism so plausible to me and AGI so much the opposite?  Was I right to suspect that it came through my religious faith?  Were those intuitions something I could jettison while holding onto other commitments like that faith?  If I did jettison them, could I make my peace with AI?[7]  And then I remembered a book I'd first read some time before, a volume on Saint Augustine.

Summary of the Book

As I said above, the book is Saint Augustine's Invention of the Inner Self:  Legacy of a Christian Platonist.  In this work, Phillip Cary argues that the notion of an "inner self", a private pseudo-spatial zone "within us" in which we can look for our deepest (notably, not "highest") thoughts and inclinations and yearnings, was an "invention" of Augustine.  The ambiguity of the Latin invenire, which can mean something similar to discovery or finding of something already present as well as creation of a novel thing, provides Cary with a bit of a relief valve, but Cary does believe Augustine created something new[8] and distinct from previous conceptions of the mind in the Western philosophical corpus.  In Saint Augustine’s Invention of the Inner Self, he tells the tale of how that creation happened and also touches on how that creation influenced later developments in Western Christianity (though that is something he covers more in two later books that make a trilogy with this one).

Saint Augustine was born in northern Africa, in a region where (per Cary) the Christians were fervent though perhaps unsophisticated - a "Bible Belt."  Unsatisfied with his mother's putatively simple-minded faith Augustine was a Manichaean in his youth.[9]  Augustine felt he could not conceive of things without some sort of spatial extension, thinking that for something to exist was for it to exist in space.  The Manichaean dualists, whether you consider them heretics or members of a competing religion, seemed to the young Augustine to provide a view of God and spiritual reality that comported with that conviction.  Per Cary, and contrary to the modern idea of Manichaeans as being more “spiritual” than orthodox Christians, the Manichaeans treated souls as a sort of light or rarefied matter intermingled with the unclean matter of the universe, which meant that these souls had spatial extent.[10]  The young Augustine even understood God’s omnipresence by Him being present part by part or bit by bit in each place, rather than Him being fully present in every place.

However, under the influence of Neoplatonism delivered secondhand via writers such as Cicero and by skilled preachers such as Saint Ambrose of Milan, Augustine gradually investigated other schools of philosophy that unsettled his Manichaean beliefs.  His conversion to Christianity was also largely a conversion to Neoplatonism.  And, interestingly, Augustine was arguably still a heretic even after his conversion for some time, being a better Neoplatonist than he was an orthodox Christian.

The young Augustine spent years trying to incorporate Neoplatonism, specifically the more developed version he picked up, at least indirectly, from books[11] by writers like Plotinus (or at least his student Porphyry), with orthodox Christianity.  Cary traced a few false starts the young man made.  Plotinus (and others, following an Aristotelian-derived idea of knowledge as identity between knower and known) believed that the soul was itself divine in part and so the highest part of the soul was identical with God, or at least a god, so that when we looked inward in contemplation at our higher selves, we looked upon that god.

To Neoplatonists such as Plotinus, there was a triad of divine entities:


	The Ineffable One that is the source of everything else in existence.

	The Divine Mind that corresponds both to Plato’s Forms and to Aristotle’s self-contemplating god.

	The World Soul that animates the universe, with all our human souls participating in it or maybe emanating from it.



Each of these entities could be referred to as a god, and each succeeding one was ontologically dependent on the higher.  This doctrine bears obvious resemblances to the Christian doctrine of the Trinity, and the vocabulary and logical machinery of these thinkers was used to explicate the fully developed Trinitarian doctrine coming out of Nicaea in this period.  In hindsight, the hierarchy between these three distinguishes this from the true doctrine of the Trinity in which Father, Son, and Holy Ghost are co-equal, among other differences, but it’s easy to see how Augustine could be confused.

Augustine attempted to give the idea of finding God in the soul a Christianized spin.  He identified a part of the soul with Reason, hinted to be Christ.[12]  He tried to sketch out a program by which that divinity could be approached through a program of study in the liberal arts,[13] but as he grew in understanding of the Christian faith he had embraced, first as a catechumen and then as a newly-baptized Christian, he eventually noticed the heresy in the idea of identifying the created soul, even in part, with the Creator God.  Though Augustine changed up his program, he didn’t abandon the idea of using study to get closer to God.[14]

So in later attempts, Augustine shifted the metaphor a little bit.  Where Plotinus spoke of looking inward to a sort of shared divine soul, Augustine talked about looking inward and then upward (in Cary's terminology) in order to see God, reflecting the ontological separation between Creator and created.

To Augustine (at least as Cary tells it) seeing God was rather less mystical, at least in the senses of that word it usually carries today such as hiddenness, deepness, or the unexplained.  To Augustine, to see God was to see Truth; it was to have insight, in a similar sense to understanding a new concept or theorem.  Augustine’s view was that salvation would be an eternity of perfect, expansive understanding, not mediated by language or discursive, step-by-step argumentation or deduction.  In fact, Augustine seems to have considered language a consequence of original sin, with un-Fallen beings likely being able to simply see into each others’ souls.[15]

But because Augustine thought in terms of a 2-part movement, and the intellectual vision and (in this life) dazzling, momentary glimpses of God were what happened when you looked upward, that left the question of what you saw when you just looked inward still open.

Augustine identified that “place” (and what one would see there) with the capacity of memory and its contents.  Because Augustine now believed in the Platonist/Neoplatonist idea of a sort of causal hierarchy where the lower could not affect the higher and further because of his belief (related to the causal hierarchy) that signs could not be properly understood without first understanding their referent, this made the individual human mind the site of meaning in a physical world.[16]  He further emphasized the sheer spatiality of memory, that it extended near-infinitely far even inside a finite human being.  Augustine conceptualized an inner self, a dimension of reality comparable to the external world in scope and magnitude, at least metaphorically.

This is what Phillip Cary meant by the title of his book.  This is the invention, and also the foundation of later ideas like the Lockean camera obscura.  When Daniel Dennett argues so vociferously against the idea of the Cartesian theater in his work, it is a development of this basic conception that he opposes.

Interestingly to me, I think this might be the source of the intuition behind the Chinese room thought experiment,[17] as well.  If thinking “should” be happening in an inner self, then if an inner self is not present, the metaphor of an empty room actually makes a lot of sense (and since I believe in this sort of inner self, this also explains much of my disquiet with something that seems to think without having one).  Though first we should probably deal with whether Cary was right as an historical matter.  Is this a unique intellectual concept traceable to Saint Augustine?

Is the Case Persuasive?

My key historical objection (and one I’m sure that has occurred to several of you) is that memory, in the form of a memory palace, already had connotations of spatiality in Greco-Roman thought.  Maybe this was new to Augustine, but he was trained in rhetoric, so that seems unlikely.  Was Augustine simply re-inventing the ars memoriae?

But Cary anticipated that objection and dealt with it ably.  Explanations of memory palaces usually remained very closely tied to the physical structures which the rhetoricians used, their lighting and other physical details.  Cary criticized traditional translations into English of some treatises on the art of memory, pointing out that writers on that art contrast literal seeing with thinking about things seen in the past, with verbiage suggesting an inner self often read into the text by later translators.  Their view of how the art worked is that they were thinking about what they’d seen, not locating those sights within an internal structure inside their minds.  He dealt similarly with the art of finding - inventio or heuresis (obviously etymologically-related to Augustine’s “invention”).  This involved the use of topoi or commonplaces as patterns to couch and structure arguments.  To Cary, the “places” referred to in discussions of this art are still places you actively “look for” something, looking metaphorically outward, not necessarily components of an inner self.[18]

Going back to memory itself, philosophical writings on its actual nature[19] often invoked the idea of a wax tablet, with memories being physical impressions left in the mind analogous to the written forms pressed into those tablets by a stylus.[20]  Which made sense given the popularity of schools such as Stoicism, which explained the mind as a physically-existent phenomenon made of "soul-stuff.”

At the end of my re-read, Cary really had convinced me that Augustine had invented (in the stronger sense of novel creation) a new conception of the mind, at least within the Latin/Western tradition.

The Lockean camera obscura or the Cartesian theater of physicalist philosophers' opprobrium can be traced to this separated inner self.  And along with that concept came the Platonist-esque separation of meaning from physical phenomena.

Having an inner dimension apart from (maybe orthogonal to?) to the external world makes the idea of dualism, of non-physical capacities constituting the human mind a lot more plausible.  So the split between induction as a statistical procedure and abductive inference seems intuitive, rather than abduction being a simple specialization of induction distilled over extremely large data sets.  It seems intuitive that a computer, if it is not human and does not have an inner self, cannot really be thinking, because it does not have any place to think.[21]

But if the inner self is a mistaken or confused idea, then a lot of those intuitions lose their force.

Is this Actually Important?  Or Just an Amusing Excursion?

Is this a productive vein to mine for insights about AI?  On one level, the level of developing new AI capabilities or looking for ways to improve the interpretability or controllability of these models, it’s probably not.  A Latin-speaking proto-Berber from over a millennium ago is unlikely to have any insights directly pertinent[22] to those efforts.  But I still would say that it is productive in a broader sense.  The AI itself is not the whole story.  How humans react to it, how we use it and abuse it, how we trust it or don’t…all those are questions where our basic intuitions about what it means to be a person and what it means to think are very relevant.

There’s a common joke that the Reformation, and the centuries of bloodshed and strife that followed, was an argument in the mind of Augustine, that ideas he’d had centuries and centuries before resurfaced and duked it out.  I think that “joke” isn’t.  Instead, it has a lot of truth to it.  And today I believe it is also true that very old ideas are animating our thinking and discussion whether we realize it or not.

I am not saying Saint Augustine of Hippo is the source of all those ideas.  In fact, Plato is probably a more important source, but I do think Augustine is one source and is a means by which Plato’s influence was passed to later Christians in the West.  And I think it is very much worth looking backward to determine how much of how we think and what we value is inherited from our predecessors.

Certainly, I have at least found it valuable personally.  For those who are skeptics about AGI (or like me to a large extent still are), or for those who aren't, challenging why you find certain arguments more or less persuasive is a good thing and figuring out the historical context behind how you analyze events is also useful.  Modern tools used in philosophy of mind, in our attempts to understand ourselves, have drawn on old ideas before.[23]

Looking around at people’s reactions to news on GPT and related models, I can see several places where we are drawing on something that Augustine either introduced or exemplified.


	Looking at Scott Aaronson’s thoughts on why he is less scared of AI than many of his interlocutors,[24] he seems to pattern-match AI to a “nerd” in a “nerds vs bullies” dynamic,[25] its intelligence, even if greater-than-human, being something we should admire.  He also rejects the Orthogonality Thesis, which I gather is the idea that any intelligence can be applied to any goal, no matter how mind-numbingly boring or weird or random the goal might be.  Instead, he believes in “knowledge and enlightenment as instruments for moral betterment.”  That this bears a very strong resemblance to Augustine and other thinkers’ views of education as a path to God I think is obvious.

	There is a similar echo in Bret Devereaux’s critique of ChatGPT in education.[26]  To Devereaux (and honestly, I think to any good teacher), the point of the essay is not the essay itself.  It is the thought behind it.  Outsourcing the writing of the essay is to some extent also to outsource the thinking, and learning how to think and organize one’s thoughts is precisely the point.  Looking at Bret Devereaux’s other writing, I don’t think anyone would be surprised to see that he holds to an old-fashioned view of the liberal arts, one in which their study is important not just for the knowledge gained, but for forming the character of future leaders and citizens.

	Augustine’s Platonist-derived privileging of the inner self above the world is in the same line as Zvi Mowshowitz’s worries[27] that an AI could potentially eradicate “all value in the universe.”  Augustine and Platonists did not place meaning in the external world, and Augustine did a lot to make us instead think of meaning as residing inside human skulls.  If all value in the universe exists in human skulls, then perhaps an AI extinction risk scenario would destroy all value.  But if it is at least partly objective, partly inherent to the outer world, then presumably it would still be there for other creatures to enjoy in the long term.



At the end of this, I’d like to have a stronger conclusion (“and that’s why the Butlerian Jihad in Dune had the right idea”), but I really don’t.  At least I don’t have any conclusion that wide-ranging.  I probably will start using GPT-driven tools more in my work to write boilerplate code and wire up endpoints, but I’m not looking at it for any actual insight yet, certainly not ethically or spiritually.[28]  I’ve found Cary’s reconstructed Augustine convincing enough that I’m not quite prepared to give up those inner self intuitions, which leads me to doubt GPT will really have anything all that interesting to say on those matters.[29]  And if the practical matters of making a living and engaging with the physical world really are automated out of humans’ hands, those higher matters will probably be all we have left, so maybe we should call “dibs” in advance.


Notes


[1]

Was that a sentence an AI would write?  Dear Lord, I hope not!  For one thing, that’s a terrible usage of “unique” if you’re a real stickler.



[2]

I usually find knowledge arguments, considerations of how the same process can be instantiated in multiple different ways/media, reading about others’ mystical experiences, thinking about other non-physical entities like those of mathematics, etc. to together make a convincing against materialism, but I don’t really have time to dive into that here.  I’m more interested here in tracing the history of why I might feel this way rather than analyzing the actual arguments.



[3]

The Myth of Artificial Intelligence draws on the work of C.S. Peirce, an American pragmat(ic)ist philosopher who thought that the more classic forms of reasoning - induction and deduction - should be joined by a third capacity, one called abduction (probably more commonly referred to as "abductive inference" for really obvious reasons).  The concept of abduction was defined ostensibly as something like the capacity to generate a hypothesis that fit the facts, while deduction was reasoning via if-then formal rules and induction a matter of pattern-matching.  Yes, I’m over-simplifying, but abductive inference isn’t a concept I fully understand.



[4]

The usual comparison in these circles seems to be a shoggoth (perhaps wearing a smiley-face mask).  Given my dualist leanings, I instead picture something more like a deep hole, an internal emptiness similar to a Chinese room or (spoiler for a book that’s been out for years) one of Peter Watts’ scrambler aliens from Blindsight.  That’s creepier than a Lovecraftian amoeboid IMO.



[5]

I've spoken with modern Jews who espouse similar levels of vagueness or even flat-out disbelief in an afterlife, but I've never been 100% clear on how "official" a lack of belief in the afterlife is in contemporary Judaism.



[6]

“Christianity is Platonism for the masses” - Friedrich Nietzsche, and so many people after him.



[7]

Spoiler Alert: No, not entirely.   I still find LLMs creepy, though also perhaps less impressive than some believe, and absolutely resent the fact that a small minority of human beings are busy forcing all of us to deal with them.



[8]

And Cary doesn't consider that a wholly positive thing, believing Augustinian inwardness has had nasty effects on Christian spirituality through the centuries, but that's less relevant to me here.  Anyway, on balance, I'm probably more convinced by Cary's charitable reconstruction of Augustine in the end than I am by Cary's attempt to problematize/debunk aspects of Augustine's thought, both in this book and its companions Inner Grace and Outward Signs.



[9]

My general impression of Augustine as a youth is that he was a bit of a jackass - not only in his teenage dalliance with heresy, but in his personal life.  His lack of self-control of his own sexuality is proverbial.  His mother Monica is the one who really deserves her sainthood for keeping him in line as much as she did and preventing him from ruining his life.



[10]

Many philosophers (such as the Stoics) also felt similarly, believing that the human soul was composed of an element, common options being fire or quintessence.



[11]

Augustine is thought to have been fluent only in Latin rather than Latin and Greek both, so it’s likely most of his exposure came through translations and what we might term “secondary sources.”  We non-Classics majors should empathize.



[12]

The Holy Spirit seems like a more natural fit here, if only because the name resembles “World Soul” more, but oh well.



[13]

Cary’s biggest objection to Augustine is (my words here) that Augustine has a tendency to maybe over-intellectualize (?)  To Cary, the most important things about Christianity are things like the flesh of Christ in communion, being with others to partake, etc.  Tangible, corporeal, even carnal things.  Augustine, however, was much more averse to those more fleshly matters, at least in his post-conversion thinking.



[14]

This seems like an early example (though by no means the earliest) of the association of study and knowledge with ethics and morality, specifically with being more ethical or moral.  Specific examples of cases in Western culture where the more educated are considered morally better than others are likely to be culture-war bait, so I leave it to the readers to supply their own.



[15]

This is another point where Cary is bothered by Augustine.  To Cary, this comparison seems to lock us off even further from one another.  It implies that we don’t really know someone by trusting them and their words, but can only know someone by seeing into them.  Which means that in this life we don’t know anyone, not truly.  And it’s another example of Augustine walling off meaning on one side and the external, bodily world on the other.



[16]

This is an area where Cary goes into more detail in Outward Signs, part of the trilogy that Invention starts.  He discusses Augustine’s expressionist semiotics.  Basically, if you didn’t already understand the meaning of a word or a sign, the word or sign itself would not communicate it to you because if it did that would violate the causal hierarchy.  This means the meaning has to be in the mind rather than in the word/sign/world.



[17]

A man inside a room receives strings written in Chinese characters, a language he does not speak.  Following voluminous instructions he finds in filing cabinets, he produces further strings of Chinese characters that he sends out of the room.  A hypothetical conversation in Chinese could be happening, but the man in the room understands absolutely none of it.  If the instructions involve mathematical weights and log probabilities, then the analogy with GPT should be obvious.  Objections that no human being wrote the program miss the point.  Of course there are instructions, else the GPUs could not execute them.  They’re just instructions produced by a previous iteration of the room.



[18]

In other words, your “mind’s eye” isn’t rolling end for end.



[19]

Though Socratic/Platonic recollection of previously known facts from a world of Forms was distinct and obviously influential, also.



[20]

That is definitely not the last time an “information technology” informed our conception of the mind and how reasoning worked.  Besides the obvious usage of computers and computation in recent attempts to explain mental phenomena, clockwork and other technologies have featured in the past.  For the general case of how information technology affected thinking (not necessarily conceptions of the mind, but thinking and reckoning in general) in the Roman world, Mosaics of Knowledge by Andrew M. Riggsby is proving a fascinating book, though I still have a lot of it to go.



[21]

What’s the quote from Chamber of Secrets?  “Don’t trust it if you can’t see where it keeps its brain!” maybe.



[22]

Or a Greek- or Chinese-speaking proto-whatever-else-you-got.  Though who the heck knows.  Maybe some random dude in the Parthian Empire solved the alignment problem and it’s just waiting in an Arabic translation on a piece of papyrus in the Egyptian desert somewhere.  Stranger things are technically possible.



[23]

In contemporary philosophy of mind the idea of intentionality, the way in which a thought or statement could be "about" some object or state of affairs within the world, is inspired by older medieval notions.



[24]

https://scottaaronson.blog/?p=7064)



[25]

I literally do not understand why he feels this way.  I gather his experience of high school was much more alienating than mine, which was merely boring.  Though I am certain he is significantly smarter than me, I also suspect he attended a school with a much greater proportion of intelligent and gifted students than my own public high school in the rural South, so I really am a bit confused that he found it so bad.



[26]

https://acoup.blog/2023/02/17/collections-on-chatgpt/



[27]

https://thezvi.substack.com/p/ai-2



[28]

This is something like a personal Neal Stephenson-style “amistics” maybe.  As an aside, my exchange with ChatGPT on amistics in Seveneves was one of the more surreal I’ve had so far.  It flat out didn’t know what it was, explaining it as a portmanteau combination of various scientific fields related to genetic engineering.  It didn’t even know the “Amish” etymology, let alone that it was a field for humans to consider which technologies they wanted or did not want in their culture.



[29]

Pressing it on Christian theology has led to some very odd shifts such as the one where it gradually confuses Lutheran and Calvinist doctrines seemingly without “realizing it.”  While asking it to contrast Lutheran single predestination and Calvinist double predestination, it gradually lost track of which was which and identified the single variant as the distinctive Calvinist doctrine.






Autoheterosexual: Attracted to Being the Other Sex

If I ask ChatGPT to explain transgender people to me, then it often retreats into vague discussions of gender identity. It is very hard to get it to explain what these things mean, in terms of actual experiences people might have. And that might not be a coincidence - the concepts used to understand transness seem to be the result of a complicated political negotiation, at least as much as they are optimized to communicate people’s experiences.

Some people claim to do better, using elaborate words like autogynephilia and gynandromorphophilia and so on. They speak of typologies, science and history. Of developmental pathways and genetics. This network of ideas and mutual trust is sometimes called Blanchardianism, named after Ray Blanchard, a sex researcher who contributed many influential ideas within the sphere.

Phil Illy’s book, Autoheterosexual: Attracted to Being the Other Sex is the latest book pushing Blanchardianism. But is it any good?

Autogynephilia

Both Phil and I are probably most familiar with the concept of autogynephilia, so let’s start there. A substantial part of the book is about the feelings and experiences of autogynephiles.

Some individuals, born male, feel a deep happiness when imagining themselves as a woman and a deep sadness being a man, and this is often due to autogynephilia. Phil Illy explains that autogynephilia can be seen as an inverted form of sexual attraction to women, where the individual's attraction to women is applied to themselves. Autogynephilia is ultimately about sexuality, but Phil emphasizes that many of the feelings and experiences he describes are not driven by lust, but instead by strong emotional attachments. In some cases it can cause them to have medical treatment and make social changes to live as women.

Phil suggests that this accounts for most trans women in the US. Some people with strong autogynephilia might feel as if they have female body parts, like breasts or a vagina, even if they haven't undergone any medical procedures to obtain these features. The book also looks at how autogynephiles might act more like women in the way they talk and move, and how they might want to prefer spending their time around women rather than men.

Phil Illy talks about how autogynephiles enjoy the feeling and look of women's clothes. Wearing these clothes can sometimes replace friendships and socializing for them. Autogynephilia can also make someone feel like they have a period, even though they don't (because they want to have a female body). The book also talks about autogynephiles stealing clothes from female family members.

The author looks at many different parts of autogynephilia to help readers understand it better, including the sexual side. He explains that autogynephiles have sexual fantasies about becoming a woman through magic or science fiction, or about being embarrassed by wearing women's clothes and being sexually submissive to men. They might also have fantasies about having sex with dominant women who make them submit. During sex, they may wear women's clothes or special devices called chastity cages. These sexual parts of autogynephilia help us understand the whole experience and desires of people with this orientation.

As mentioned before, Phil claims autogynephilia accounts for most trans women in the US. But most trans women, and the trans community in general, disagree with this assessment, and claim that trans women don’t transition because of autogynephilia. So why does he believe that? He bases this on multiple different sources.

First, he draws heavily on some of the very earliest collections of case studies we have on transfeminine identity. He says that the transvestites in these studies are unlikely to face the political pressures that most modern trans women face, and therefore more likely to be honest about their autogynephilia. These include texts from the books Richard von Krafft-Ebing’s Psychopathia Sexualis, Havelock Ellis’ Studies In The Psychology Of Sex (Eonism), and Hirchsfeld’s Transvestites. One case he draws a lot on is the case he calls the Hungarian physician (case 129), which I would summarize as follows:


He was born into a family with a history of mental illnesses and, as a child, was small, pretty, introverted, and intelligent. He shared a close bond with his mother and was treated like a girl by her sisters.

As he grew older, the Hungarian physician started to feel ashamed of and resistant to being treated like a girl. He developed an obsession with soldiers and was often bullied for his feminine appearance. Secretly, he harbored a strong fascination with women's gloves, often trying them on in private. His skin became very sensitive as he matured, causing irritation from his pants.

In adulthood, the physician grew a beard, which gave him a more masculine appearance and lessened his concerns about bullying. Although he was sexually attracted to women, he also desired to wear women's clothes. Women enjoyed his company, but he tried to avoid them to prevent appearing feminine. Once, he confided in a friend about his wish to be a woman but couldn't explain why. As was common during that time, he felt ashamed about masturbating.

During his first sexual encounter with a woman, he wished he could be a woman too. He eventually engaged in heavy drinking, dueling, and attempted suicide twice. He suffered from insomnia, which led to hallucinations, and went on to study and become a doctor. He married an extroverted woman and had five children, all of whom had mental illnesses.

The physician developed gout and sought treatment through medical baths. One of these baths involved a particularly large dose of extract from Indian hemp. This treatment led to intense hallucinations, including the sensation of having a female body. He also experienced anemia, chest pain, cramps, and bizarre feelings as though he was giving birth. Afterward, he continued to have hallucinations and felt as if he had become a woman.

He experienced muscular weakness and heightened sensitivity to intense stimuli, such as loud noises. He believed that he could only consume what he called "a female diet" and felt that he regularly experienced period symptoms.



Another key source of evidence is Ray Blanchard’s studies. Based on their clinical experience, researchers had previously speculated about types of trans women, with various patterns. Often these proposals have included a fetishistic type and a feminine/homosexual type.

One of Blanchard’s contributions was studying this on an unprecedentedly large scale. He found that among trans women who were exclusively sexually attracted to men, autogynephilia was rare, but among trans women who reported being attracted to women, being bisexual, or being asexual, the majority had reported some autogynephilic tendencies, such as having become sexually aroused while wearing women’s clothes. This research has since been replicated by others, though some of the details have not yet 100% converged.

Blanchard also performed studies which found that the autogynephilic/nonandrophilic trans women were more similar to each other than to androphilic trans women in characteristics such as age of transition. He also studied trans women who seemed to contradict his theories more closely, and found that upon further inspection they might actually fit; for instance sometimes the trans women turned out to be lying, which he found out by asking their wives about things.

One key thing that might be interesting to know about autogynephilia is how common it is. Phil looks at various studies that investigate the prevalence of autogynephilia, such as a single question about whether participants have a preference of “imagining being of the opposite sex to obtain sexual arousal”. By looking at various statistics from various studies, Phil estimates that the prevalence of strong autogynephilia is around 2%, comparable to the prevalence of male homosexuality, which he also estimates to be around 2%.

Pseudo autogynephilia vs true autogynephilia

The biggest problem with the book is that many of its core points are wrong. One way to think of this* is by looking at how the studies in the book tried to find out how common autogynephilia is. They asked people a few questions about whether they felt sexually excited by the idea of having a female body or wearing women's clothes.

In order for this to work, the main reason people would answer "yes" to those questions should be because they have the true form of autogynephilia described in the book. However, based on questions I’ve asked of men who say they have this sexuality, they often have a different condition, which I'll call "pseudo autogynephilia." This condition differs from true autogynephilia in several ways, some of which can be seen here:

[image: ]

(You shouldn’t think of the above as necessarily following a specific pattern. The “true autogynephilia” column just contains the characteristics that Phil has collected which are descriptive of autogynephilia. “Pseudo autogynephilia” are just the characteristics I have collected which are descriptive of men who score high on measures intended to get at true autogynephilia. Maybe there is a pattern, but it’s not the point.)

This error makes me question the core claims of the book. For instance, how do we know that the trans women Blanchard studied had true autogynephilia, rather than pseudo autogynephilia (or some third thing)? We don’t, really.

I also don’t think I buy into the book’s characterization of true autogynephilia, even beyond the distinction from pseudo autogynephilia. For instance, while there no doubt are males who are into being forcibly feminized and having their penises locked in chastity cages, is that really best thought of as a self-directed form of attraction to women? That is deeply counterintuitive to me, because it doesn’t seem similar to typical attraction to women.

An alternate theory of the origins of forced feminization would be the following: Maybe some find it shameful to be feminized (... perhaps because of societal stigma against male femininity?), and for some people shame becomes erotic. This would explain not just their eroticization of forced feminization, but also their eroticization of things like chastity cages, which don’t seem particularly feminizing.

I think what happened is that there were some trans women who just happened to be masochistic (lots of people are masochistic!), and people jumped on lumping this into the category of autogynephilia, without thinking about whether it was really better explained by other factors. There are many examples of this, where the book picks up a thing from an old story, suggests it originates from an inversion of heterosexuality, but where the thing really seems better explained by other factors, e.g.:


	Does inverted heterosexuality supplant the need for friendship, or is it just that someone had some introverted tendencies or social difficulties which may or may not independently correlate with transness?

	Was the Hungarian physician’s perceptions of having a female body really due to autogynephilia, or did it have something to do with their drug use and mental illnesses?



Anyway, pseudo autogynephilia vs true autogynephilia is one thing, but perhaps more important is the direction of causality between autogynephilia and transness. This is a highly controversial question, because it determines whether autogynephilia can be seen as the cause of transness or just a byproduct of it.

I’m not really satisfied with Phil’s treatment of the question of causality. It seems to me that there are good arguments to be made, but instead he makes bad ones. Specifically, Phil has a chapter of the question, where he makes six arguments:


	
Some critics argue that autogynephilia cannot be causal for transness because cis women are autogynephilic too. But actually those people are wrong because cis women aren’t all that autogynephilic, and even if they were, that has nothing to do with what is going on in trans women.



	
Some critics argue that trans women might have autogynephilia-like sexuality because they want to be female and dislike being male. But if that is true, then how does one explain the following facts:


	Autogynephilia-like sexuality is less common among trans women exclusively attracted to men,

	There are men with autogynephilia-like sexuality who don’t transition,

	Sexual orientation labels like “gay” are usually causally downstream from sexual attractions like getting boners when seeing hunks, so by analogy gender identity labels like “trans” should be causally downstream of sexual autogynephilic attraction.





	
Trans women often have experiences in their childhood where they wanted to be girls, before their autogynephilic sexual arousal in puberty. This is analogous to how people of other sexual orientations often have childhood crushes, so this supports autogynephilia being causal.





I’ll address these in reverse order; 3-2c-2b-2a. I’ll skip responding to 1 because the whole debate on it is a giant mess that would take a long and convoluted text to sort out while mainly concluding that I am too confused about the matter to know anything about it**.

3: I was really confused when reading argument 3. You might think I’ve made a mistake when explaining it - usually when you see a correlation between A and B, you’d think the one that comes first is the cause. But instead the author is arguing the opposite, that this shows autogynephilia to be the cause.

Phil’s argument seems to be in response to people arguing the opposite, obvious thing: that cross-gender ideation coming before autogynephilia means that autogynephilia is a side-effect and not a cause. I am sympathetic to Phil’s argument that childhood crushes that develop before one has unambiguous sexual arousal seem common, and that therefore the argument from timing isn’t as strong as one would think.

However, I think Phil goes too far when he concludes that the ordering is therefore evidence for autogynephilia being causal. This seems to be an error that I often see him making: he often jumps from the fact that one can shoehorn a phenomenon into his model, to the assumption that this phenomenon is therefore evidence for his model.

2c: I think the argument about the causality of labels misses the point. Yes, it is true that labels like “homosexual” are causally downstream of experiences of sexual attraction to men. But what people are suggesting is not that an arbitrary gender label causes trans women to have sexual fantasies involving themselves as women, but rather that trans women’s dysphoria about being male and desire to be female causes this sexuality.

In the section where he makes the argument, Phil is very focused on the idea that gender identity labels change but sexual orientations do not change. He argues that since the change in self-identity happens much later than the autogynephilic arousal, identity cannot be taken to cause autogynephilia.

But in my experience, even way prior to transition, if you go out and ask autogynephiles how they feel about being male, they will give very different answers from what you get if you ask ordinary men. For instance one study found effect sizes of d=1.86 to d=2.85 (depending on how you count).

2b: It is true that there are autogynephiles who don’t transition. Some of them really want to transition and dislike being male; for instance I’ve seen one of them say the following:


I have always felt deep down that I would prefer to be female. I prefer the way they dress and act and it always made me a bit jealous of girls. I feel I would be more comfortable in my own skin as a female. I have come to terms with the way that I feel and accept that I wouldn’t want to go through a transition. I am okay with the way that I feel now and have learned to accept those feelings.

I don’t feel that I am traditionally very manly and feel more comfortable around girls



I think people who advocate the theory that gender dysphoria causes autogynephilia would be perfectly happy to bite the bullet that this guy’s gender feelings caused him to eroticize feminization, even though he doesn’t literally label himself as a woman.

On the other hand, there seems to be some autogynephiles who this doesn’t apply to; whose autogynephilia seems to exceed what could be explained by their desire to be a woman. But that just means that autogynephilia and gender identity are not deterministically correlated. As nondeterminism is a symmetric relationship, it doesn’t disprove that gender identity influences autogynephilia any more than it disproves that autogynephilia influences gender identity. It just means that there are other factors in play.

You can make up stories about what those factors are - ideology, sexual success, experience, etc. - but the opposing side can also make up stories about what the alternate factors that could cause autogynephilia are (e.g. I am pretty sure I’ve seen someone suggest that curiosity may play a role in causing autogynephilia without feminine gender identity).

2a: The argument goes that if autogynephilia was influenced by gender identity, then it should be as common among trans women who are attracted to women as it is among trans women who are attracted to men.

I don’t understand this argument. Elsewhere in the book, Phil says that attraction to women is a contributor to autogynephilia because this attraction gets “inverted” onto oneself in some sense. This seems intuitively sufficient to explain sexual orientation differences in autogynephilia among trans women by sexual orientation.

✱ Another way to think of this problem is to say that the author’s method for diagnosing autogynephilia is correct, but that the author is wrong about what autogynephilia is like. I would usually use this latter frame, of thinking of the problem as people being wrong about what autogynephilia is like. But Phil’s description of autogynephilia is common elsewhere, and it’s such a struggle to enforce an alternate description of autogynephilia that I am giving up.

If I’m willing to think of pseudo autogynephilia as being the real form of autogynephilia, with Phil just getting some facts about the characteristics of autogynephilia wrong, then I would not be surprised if my point sounds nitpicky to some of the readers. Who cares if it got a few details of autogynephilia wrong? But think of it from this perspective: throughout the book, Phil often has a narrative that trans women are in denial about autogynephilia, but that science will eventually prove him right. However if he gets most of the characteristics of autogynephilia wrong, then 1) it’s no surprise that trans women fail to relate to his descriptions, and 2) science will presumably prove him wrong.

When I asked Phil, he also said he preferred the pseudo autogynephilia vs true autogynephilia characterization to a characterization of him just being totally wrong about autogynephilia.

✱✱ If you want to see the most recent serious entry into the debate about autogynephilia in cis women, then it is the paper It Helps If You Stop Confusing Gender Dysphoria and Transvestism__. It is somewhat biased against autogynephilia theory, though.

The good and the bad

There is so much more that could be said about the flaws of this book. I’ve put a list of what I consider to be the most egregious flaws at the second-last part of this review. Perhaps the biggest flaw is that it often uses the same voice for ultra-speculative things as it does for well-established things, rather than properly acknowledging uncertainty. And it regularly makes strange assertions that seem to be strongly picking political sides, while neither acknowledging the political element nor rationally justifying the statements.

However, the book is not all bad.

Most importantly, the book talks about autoandrophilia, which is the female equivalent of autogynephilia. While autogynephiles are males who feel attracted to being female, autoandrophiles are females who feel attracted to being male. In my experience, people often don't think this kind of sexuality is important when talking about transgender issues. Some say they think that only men can have unusual sexual desires. But autoandrophilia is real! And it's likely an important factor for trans men (as well as for women who privately wish they were men but don't transition)!

As part of this, it gives examples of various aspects of autoandrophilia. These examples are sorely needed, as there are currently very few places that talk about what autoandrophilia is like. It includes discussion of how transvestism is more of a thing among autogynephiles than autoandrophiles, as well as discussion of how some autoandrophiles enjoy taking on the male role and picking up women.

That said, I think the book can end up treating things in an overly symmetric way. Unlike men, women seem to face very strong gender norms about looking good and being warm to others, and women who have male-typical interests often face problems as a result. I think this can lead to gender dissatisfaction driven not by sexuality, but by avoidance of gender norms.

While I complained earlier about aspects of its portrayal of autogynephiles, there are also aspects of its portrayal that are great. Its description of autogynephilic transvestism is detailed and informative. It gives lots of examples, and it is clearly a topic the author is passionate about.

It is also very informative about an adjacent topic, namely ‘traps’ - which it defines as feminized males with an intact penis*. Did you know that men who are attracted to traps are usually more attracted to cis women than to cis men? Did you know that men who are attracted to traps are also often autogynephilic? I knew that ahead of time, but many people might not. By reading the book, you can learn much more about this sort of attraction.

One concept he brings up is erotic target location errors. Basically, consider the controversy of Rachel Dolezal, a woman who became the center of a controversy for identifying as black when she was born white. Phil suggests that she may be “autophylophilic”, sexually attracted to being black, a sort of racial analogue of autogynephilia. Phil suggests that for any trait one can be sexually attracted to in others, there can be a corresponding self-directed sexual attraction, and he gives examples of this, including furries and body integrity identity disorder.

I am not sure I buy Phil’s story about autophylophilia and erotic target location errors. However, the chapter on transracialism is interesting, as it gives more details about Rachel Dolezal’s background. Did you know that she had a strong, lifelong attraction to black culture? Unfortunately, due to the many errors elsewhere in the book, I am not sure whether I can trust Phil to accurately represent Rachel Dolezal’s background, but it certainly is fascinating if true.

Finally, the book has some chapters on politics. Its chapter addressing general trans politics seems balanced and compassionate. It addresses questions such as how we should accept transition for autoheterosexuals, or what to make of transrace people. It also emphasizes the need for trans people to respect if cis people aren’t sexually attracted to them. It is not perfect, as some of its positions are dubious and there are a lot of unanswered questions, but it strikes a nice balance.

✱ Often these would be trans women rather than cis men. However figuring out the right categorization is tricky for all sorts of reasons. I’m using the term ‘traps’ because it is the most convenient term I know of which encompasses everyone in the group in question regardless of gender identity, and because this is the term the book uses for this section. However you should be aware that the term is usually considered offensive within the trans community.

Evaluation

Even if the book gets some things wrong, might it still be getting the big picture right? Should you read it? Let’s start with whether it gets the big picture right.

I am sympathetic to the idea that sexuality often plays a big role in transition. However, as you can see by the pseudo autogynephilia vs true autogynephilia distinction I came up with, I think Phil gets many of the details wrong. But it doesn’t seem that those specifics are what most people object to.

From asking around, I’ve found that most people believe in a theory that if people repress their desires, then those desires may come out sexually. I call this theory “masochistic CEO theory” because the archetypal example is an overworked CEO who goes to a dominatrix to release control after being overstressed at work.

If you believe in masochistic CEO theory, then the idea that something like autogynephilia plays a causal role in transitioning is probably very questionable, because people have done almost nothing to rule out the reverse causality, that repressed transgender identity causes autogynephilia-like sexuality. I personally don’t believe in masochistic CEO theory because I have never seen evidence for it and it doesn’t align with my theory of why sexuality exists or how sexuality works.

Other than autoheterosexuality, there are basically two alternative positions in the debate of how transness works. One is the feminine essence narrative (for MtFs; I suppose the corresponding FtM version could be called the masculine essence narrative). In this narrative, trans people transition because they are in some mental sense really like the opposite sex, and this inevitably leads to gender dissatisfaction. This is the narrative the book is in response to:


If someone’s deepest, most heartfelt wish was to be the other sex, which of the following explanations for their gender feelings would feel more emotionally satisfying?

They want to be the other sex because:




	In truth, they are actually more like the other sex in mind and spirit, but a mistake in development led them to have the wrong anatomy.

	They have an autosexual version of heterosexuality that makes them happier when they feel similar to the other sex or embody traits they associate with it.




It’s a no-brainer, right? The first one is obviously more emotionally satisfying.

This is why hearing about autoheterosexuality is so upsetting to many trans people. It suggests to them that their desire to be the other sex is ultimately because they are not that sex. Furthermore, their drive to be the other sex comes from a type of heterosexuality—the least queer kind of sexuality.

The autoheterosexual explanation can undermine the hard-earned sense of identity they’ve painstakingly constructed over years. Many loathe the concepts of autoandrophilia and autogynephilia, as well as the two-type typology that categorizes them as autoheterosexual if they aren’t solely same-sex attracted.

However, only a minority of autoheterosexuals transition to live as the other sex.

What about the rest of us? Don’t we deserve a fair shot at making sense of our experiences?



If either theory is true, it may eventually be provable using neuroscience to identify autogynephilia or brain feminization and show the direction of causality. This means that we can use prediction markets about future neuroscience findings to establish a consensus. There is currently a market about this on Manifold Markets, which at the time of writing gives the theory 21%-23% probability, much more than the 12% probability of the feminine essence narrative:

[image: ]

(This is a thinly traded market. If you know anything about the topic, please trade to improve the probabilities!)

However, it appears that the most popular answer (at least for now) is that neither feminine essence nor autogynephilia theory is correct. I don’t think I’ve seen any satisfying alternate theories despite thinking about this subject a lot, so it is basically the “we don’t know yet” option.

And that makes it hard to evaluate, because it would require us to come up with fundamentally new ideas about gender identity, and I don’t know how those ideas would change my mind on existing issues.

But should you read the book? Phil suggests that instead of phrasing it as a yes/no question, I should think of it in a more open-ended way: If a person is autogynephilic or autoandrophilic, then what could they be asked to read to develop a better understanding of themselves?

The fact is, I don’t know of any great alternative writings on the topic. From that perspective, it is possible that Phil’s book is the “least bad” option, giving an overview of things from a sympathetic point of view. My fear is that the many flaws create confusion, and that the often strange or misleading arguments will lead critics to (rightly) conclude that this book is in bad faith. But I can’t deny his point that there is a lack of good alternative resources.

(If you know of any alternative resources, then please post them in the comments.)

So, if the topic seems relevant to you, then yes, it may be a good idea to read the book. Just beware of taking it too seriously, or you will probably end up caught on one of its many mistakes. Make sure to read widely (the book contains some references to get you started), and also make sure to be aware that the science in this area is overall very questionable.

Phil has this idea that his book will lead to a revolution, where many people come out as autogynephilic or autoandrophilic, and people discover the many applications of autoheterosexuality theory. I am skeptical of this.

Most of the direct applications of the autoheterosexuality concept “cut across” the category of autoheterosexuality, separating it in two. For example, autoheterosexuals who don’t transition need some name for their situation, and at times I’ve seen them identify as having “just a fetish”, which seems to me like a natural idea that they would spontaneously come up with, even without any activism.

But the notion of “I am not trans, I just have a fetish” is memetically similar to the concept of “I do not have a feminine essence, I am autogynephilic”, to the point where in my experience people have a hard time distinguishing between the two. And the distinction is critically important if we want to treat autoheterosexuality as the primary explanation of transness, because in that case we cannot treat the notion of autoheterosexuality as the opposite of being trans.

Phil tries hard to work against this in his book. However I think he will fail because he is working against natural memetic evolution. For example, it doesn’t seem to me that it is useful for people’s primary identity label to be one that lumps together private transvestites with public transsexuals, because it doesn’t relate to people’s lives. Instead I expect people to end up categorizing based on lifestyle.

Years ago, I was challenged to come up with practical applications of autoheterosexuality theory. I never succeeded. I am reminded of the post Extreme Rationality: It’s Not That Great. Aspects of autoheterosexuality theory may if you are lucky bring some clarity-of-mind benefits, but nobody has been able to come up with convincing applications that help you in practice. Still, since you’re reading this review on Astral Codex Ten, you may appreciate the clarity-of-mind benefits anyway.

I also think fans of autogynephilia theory make their own research mistakes because they try hard to avoid distinguishing between autogynephilic cis men and gynephilic trans women. They generalize things inappropriately back and forth between trans women and autogynephilic cis men, without checking whether the generalizations are valid.

For instance, many autoheterosexuals seem to end up with an intuition that their feelings can be repressed through romantic relationships, Phil claims it has been found to not work. He may be right about the conclusion of it not working, however the primary evidence is based on trans women’s experiences, and since trans women by definition didn’t end up repressing, it would seem that if it sometimes works, you wouldn’t have heard about it through the methods he used.

Some of the most egregious flaws

This is a list of some very basic facts which I think affect how you interpret lots of other facts and which I think the book either gets wrong or does not sufficiently inform people about.

Meta-attraction: There is a phenomenon called meta-attraction, where autoheterosexuals develop a sort of desire to have homosexual sex, which is distinct from standard homosexuality. That is, an autogynephilic male might be interested in crossdressing and then having sex with males. I basically buy that it exists and is distinct from ordinary androphilia.

However, the concept of meta-attraction can end up being a form of gaslighting; on the one hand, the book emphasizes that meta-attracted autogynephiles are not truly attracted to men’s bodies, but instead fantasize about them as ‘faceless men’ who might as well be disembodied penises.

But on the other hand, the book emphasizes that it can be difficult to tell the difference between meta-attraction and classical attraction. These seem hard to square to me, and in my impression when communities apply the concept of meta-attraction, it is often done in a gaslighty manner, where they tell people that they are deluded about their sexual experiences.

Homosexuality and gender identity: The book vaguely implies that there is a connection between homosexuality and gender dissatisfaction, while neglecting to mention that typical gay men are as happy about being male as straight men are.

This problem feels especially noticeable in the chapter on juvenile transition. The book argues that when minors transition, they are usually homosexual rather than autoheterosexual.

However, if homosexual males typically end up perfectly happy with being male*, why is transition a good idea for them? Do the ones who end up transitioning have a fundamentally different condition than ordinary homosexuality? Do they transition because of factors like bullying, which might be better addressed by other means?

I don’t know, and these are the questions that make me most ambivalent about transition for minors, but they aren’t addressed.

Heritability: The book discusses heritability in a way that is basically invalid, due to the phenotypic null hypothesis. It treats heritability as a proof that things are biological, when really basically everything is heritable in a tautological way.

Apophenia: The book often makes very questionable inferences, involving linking things that are barely even related.

For instance, you may have heard that there is a very large sex difference on the people-things dimension of work interests, which means that men are more interested in jobs such as carpentry which involve working with things, while women are more interested in being social workers or similar, which involves working with people.

Phil makes the leap that this also makes men more sexually attracted to objects such as clothing, potentially explaining the sex difference in transvestic fetishism.

I would be extremely surprised if Phil turns out even remotely close to right in this prediction. And this is not the only case of similar apophenia.

Motte-Bailey in the romance hypothesis: One controversial concept within autogynephilia theory is called the “romance hypothesis”.

The motte version of this theory is a response to people arguing that autogynephilia theory must be wrong, because you would predict that as trans women start antiandrogen therapy, their reduction in libido should make them stop wanting to transition. Here, the romance hypothesis asserts that autogynephiles develop an emotional attachment to being female, analogous to romantic love, which causes them to want to stay women, even without lust.

I think many trans women’s experiences can be shoehorned into the motte theory, and so it is hard to argue against. Though because it states things so weakly, it can also be hard to argue in favor of it.

To defend the romance hypothesis, Phil argues that it has been observed for decades, citing researchers such as H. T. Buckner, who finds that transvestites treat their crossdressed selves as a sort of girlfriend. This includes buying gifts for themselves, talking about themselves in a dissociated/dualized way, etc.. Phil also cites the example of Lou Sullivan, a trans man who would speak of his union between his male and female self, and sing about his self-love:


Seven years prior to his gender transition, Lou Sullivan touched on this theme of internal union in his diary. Just before he got his first leather jacket and began to commit more deeply to transvestism, he wrote: I love to blend female and male—I think of myself as two people finally coming together in peace with each other. Of my other half, I sing, ‘Nobody loves me but me adores you!’”



This is the bailey version of the romance hypothesis: that autogynephiles create a female identity and in a very literal sense treat this female identity as a girlfriend that they are dating. The issue I have with this bailey version is that it doesn’t seem like the way the supposedly-autogynephilic trans women I know relate to themselves, so rather than being evidence for autogynephilia theory, it more seems like evidence against it.

✱ Unlike autogynephiles, who are usually at least somewhat skewed towards wanting to be women, even if they don’t transition.

Philosophy of science

My review has been quite critical of the book. I am concerned that this might make people falsely think that Phil doesn’t know anything about what he is writing about, so I want to address that here, as well as getting into some more general questions of science.

Phil is very enthusiastic about this research area, and is very well-read in a lot of old-school gender research. He’s somewhat biased in his selection of research, but much less so than the proponents of feminine essence theory that I have seen.

While writing this review, I had the thought that the real problem is that Phil believes in science. And the problem with science is that it is often a fractal of wrongness.

Let’s take an issue where Phil agrees with me: autoandrophilia is real. But if autoandrophilia is real, then why didn’t the scientists he cites emphasize it as much as they do with autogynephilia?

I think the answer to this question is messy, but likely involves many of the following concepts:


	Because autoheterosexuality was for a long time named “transvestic fetishism”, researchers thought it was about the clothes,* and autoandrophilia is somewhat less transvestically focused than autogynephilia is, so they would be less likely to notice it.**

	Autoandrophilia is somewhat rarer than autogynephilia, so they would have been less likely to notice it.

	Researchers have long had a preconception that unusual sexual motivations are a male-only thing, so they would have been less likely to notice it.

	Many studies have been performed on autogynephiles, but few studies have been performed on autoandrophiles, so they would have been less likely to notice it.

	Women face stronger gender norms than men, so the autoandrophiles who transition will likely also have masculinity as a secondary motivator, making it less unclear whether autoandrophilia is even needed as an explanation, and therefore making them less likely to notice it.



Basically, the way I see it is, researchers were not paying enough attention to notice autoandrophilia. But in my opinion, autoandrophilia is sort of obviously a thing. If researchers are not paying attention to really notice it, then there are lots of other things that they also fail to realize. (In this perspective, it’s almost no wonder the prediction market participants expect the true answer to be a theory that hasn’t been put forth yet.)

There’s a lot of places in reading the book where I’ve been ambivalent. For example, consider furries. Furries are a community of adults who are enthusiastic for anthropomorphic animals. They often make artwork (especially, at least according to stereotypes, porn) of anthropomorphic animals, and one of their main hobbies is “fursuiting”, where they dress up as animals.

In the book, Phil suggests that furries have an erotic target location error, analogous to autoheterosexuality, where they have a sexual attraction to anthropomorphic animals, and then this attraction in some sense becomes self-directed.

To support this, Phil draws on some surveys (e.g. The “Furry” Phenomenon) which find that a lot of furries report sexual attraction to anthropomorphic animals, sexual attraction to being an anthropomorphic animal, and that the kind of anthropomorphic animal they are attracted to being is commonly the same as the kind they are attracted to as partners.

However, when I look at the furry surveys, I notice a lot of oddities that makes it questionable whether it is analogous to autoheterosexuality. For instance, in the case of autogynephilia, most men are gynephilic (attracted to women) but only a few are autogynephilic. But with furries, most furries are both attracted to anthros as partners and most furries are attracted to being anthros. If the mechanisms were the same, shouldn’t the pattern for furries be the same as the pattern for gynephiles? (With most furries being attracted to anthros as partners, but not to being anthros themselves.) And this is not the only example of internal contradictions in the theories about furries.

Does it seem plausible that there’s something going on with furries that is analogous to transness? Yes. But also, maybe it’s not analogous, maybe the similarities are superficial. I think it’s worth collecting more information on it, but also I can’t blame people for not engaging with his theories about furries, when those theories contain so many weak arguments and internal contradictions, and so little data.

And speaking of data, it is my impression that a lot of the characterization of what autogynephilia is like was created by stitching together anecdotes from trans women. But I worry that people are more likely to share unusual or extreme anecdotes, which would skew the characterization of autogynephilia towards the unusual or extreme end. And as mentioned earlier in the review, I worry that trans women may have other characteristics (either systematically or by coincidence) which get misattributed as inverted attraction to women.

I don’t think these problems are unsolvable. You’d go a long way by just taking all the autogynephilia stereotypes you’ve come up with, collecting data on them in a large general population sample, and performing factor analysis of this data. This would automatically disentangle coincidence from correlation, and it would be able to tell whether the stereotypes are getting at a single unified thing, or a mishmash of independent characteristics. This is fairly standard methodology, but researchers who work on autogynephilia seem strangely averse to doing it.

But I don’t think the negativity of this review can be entirely blamed on the research in these areas being weak, rather than on Phil. As you saw earlier in the review (such as with the arguments about direction of causality), I thought some of his own arguments were very bad. This can’t just be a data error.

I find this to be a deeply anti-rational approach, and I think is not viable if we want to do incremental science. Local Validity is a Key to Sanity and Civilization. If we accept poor and invalid arguments as long as they lead to the “right” conclusion, we will end up immersing ourselves into a thick mist of invalid and misleading arguments. This will be confusing, and when new surprising evidence comes along, I think the habit of making incorrect arguments will lead to making incorrect arguments about that evidence too. I have tried talking to some of the people doing research in this area, and I find this to be a serious problem in practice, which prevents them from doing course-corrections when needed.

✱ This also suggests another critique: since autoheterosexuality is not about the clothes, the fact that scientists thought so is indicative of a pretty serious problem with science.

✱✱ This argument is also made by Phil in the book.




Bad Blood: Secrets and Lies in a Silicon Valley Startup by John Carreyrou

Elizabeth Holmes is a political prisoner.

Now that I’ve gotten your attention with a click-baitey-enough lead, allow me to attempt to qualify my answer in a manner that, I hope, will redound to my sanity in your eyes.

As an engineer myself, I have enough experience to have absolutely no doubt about the following:


	That Elizabeth Holmes’s “product” was an absolute pile of garbage, despite her seemingly sincere submissions to the contrary;

	That this was partially, but not entirely, the result of the fact that the nature of her personality perpetuated and maintained an egregiously toxic work environment wherein, even if there did exist a spark of ingenuity that could, cultivated, have conceivably effected her dream, it would have immediately been snuffed out.



I assume these facts to be true, because I have lived this experience enough times that it is not at all alien to me, such that I cannot in principle say that Elizabeth Holmes deserves to be in prison any more than any other startup founder. In other words, if she needs to go to prison, then the greater part of California, at least, needs to go to prison if our legal system is to maintain any shred of principled decision-making.

I.

My argument relies heavily on a phenomenon that, though you may understand it on a rational level, you won’t be able to grok it but by analogy and comparison.

The Gell-Mann Amnesia Effect: Even if you are not familiar with it by name, you are familiar with it by experience: You are mindlessly scrolling through a news feed and you see something that is obviously fake news—and you were able to immediately understand it was fake precisely because you happen to be an expert in the niche that story happened to be talking about. Nevertheless, you read on through the news, somehow not realizing that the fact that the news was able to be that obviously wrong on something so obvious means that it has lost all credibility.

Something similar happened to me while reading Bad Blood such that I have no reservations claiming to be an authority on the book insofar as to put my honor on the line in presuming to write a book review thereabout:


The firings caused Justin to further sour on Theranos. The staff turnover was like nothing he’d ever experienced before and he was troubled by what he saw as a culture of dishonesty at the company.

The worst offender was Tim Kemp, the head of the software team. Tim was a yes-man who never leveled with Elizabeth about what was feasible and what wasn’t. For instance, he’d contradicted Justin and assured her they could write the Edison software’s user interface faster in Flash than in JavaScript. The very next morning, Justin had spotted a Learn Flash book on his desk.



After reading this, I was unable to maintain any suspension of disbelief in this journalism. Take a moment and see if you can identify why this is clearly fake news. It may not be obvious—or, if it is, it isn’t obvious to me who am an engineer (in which case there are at least two reasons to know that this is fake).

Now the answer: there are a million reasons why a person who isn’t a “yes-man” would have a “Learn Flash” book on his desk:

Virtually all commercial software development nowadays takes place over IDEs (“Integrated Development Environment”): The whole point of an IDE is to simplify an otherwise onerous process of configuring programming environments (which basically means setting up all the settings and parameters so you can start to lay the code that will effect your vision, and this almost always takes a lot of time). Modern IDEs have many features we take for granted: for example, it has autocompletion—software that will predict, and provide explanatory templates for, the code you plan to write.

Why is autocompletion important? This is why:
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	default (1)	string();
	copy (2)	string (const string& str);
	substring (3)	string (const string& str, size_t pos, size_t len = npos);
	from c-string (4)	string (const char* s);
	from sequence (5)	string (const char* s, size_t n);
	fill (6)	string (size_t n, char c);
	range (7)	template <class InputIterator> string (InputIterator first, InputIterator last);


These are seven different ways to construct a “string” which is just an assortment of characters—one of the most basic objects in a programmer’s toolkit. Could you remember what each term means and when to use which?

If you were an engineer you could learn the concept behind each one and then go “oh, that makes sense”—but, unless you’re some savant (and, believe it or not, not all engineers are savants—in fact, most are not), there is no way you could remember the exact order and meaning of all those things separated by commas in the parentheses.

I have chosen to show the syntax for string construction, because strings are one of the most common and simple objects available to a programmer.  How much more abstruse, then, is virtually everything else you might want to do with a programming language?

We take for granted modern “assistive technologies” to help us write code, but that hasn’t always been the case. Remember that Theranos was in the mid-2000s. Could anyone say for sure whether there were any reference texts for Flash there were online? And, if there were, were they hard to navigate? Were there any Flash IDEs that have the same convenience as modern IDEs? Maybe, but I doubt it. For all you know, the “Learn Flash” book could have been the best reference guide that was available at the time.

The point here is not that I’m right. The point here is that there are many reasons for why someone who is competent in Flash would find it necessary to keep a “Learn Flash” book on his desk—many reasons which aren’t due to “a yes-man who never leveled with Elizabeth about what was feasible and what wasn’t.”

II.

“Engineer” comes from the same etymological root as “ingenuity.” But, as an engineer, I am here to tell you that this is a fraud—and the fact that this fraud has managed to entrench itself in English etymology is a testament to the power of saliency bias.

Saliency bias is our propensity to give more weight to evidence that is visible while giving more weight to evidence that is not visible. An obvious example would be to take the fact that a disproportionate number of violent criminals are black to infer that an individual black is more likely to be a violent criminal; but this ignores the vast majority of blacks who are not violent criminals, and when these law-abiding blacks are properly factored into the analysis, it may very well that the a posteriori probability that an individual is a violent criminal given that he is black may not be significantly more than the a priori probability.

The same is true for engineering. It’s far too easy to look at a skyscraper, or a bridge, or a computer, and think: “Wow, what ingenuity!” But your salience bias blinds you to all the hidden evidence.

The fact that everything around you works is not the result of some sort of innate “ingenuity” that engineers have; rather, it’s the result of massive amounts of trial-and-error, where virtually all trials end in “failure” and all the “successes” we keep and build upon. Human beings did not suddenly build skyscrapers: many, many years ago, we built huts, and over the millennia we attempted to build even bigger huts—but most huts collapse. If you’re dazzled by downtown New York City, that’s only because you’re ignoring the soles of your feet, on which are strewn microscopic flecks of rubble from all the buildings that collapsed long before they reached anywhere near that height.

It is thus not surprising that “accidental discoveries” are common in the world of engineering. Legend has it that the microwave oven was invented during the process of trying to develop some form of radar. And, absent some evidence to the contrary, I do not believe that what drove the development of the transistor was a desire to share endless pornographic material around the world.

Thus the fact that some people by chance just happen to find something that changes the world does not elevate them, in some moral sense, above those that grasp only dust, for the latter furnish necessary trials in our journey across the Law of Large Numbers to technological progression.

III.

But the route to progress is rocky. There are inevitably bumps along the way. And when there are, because no one knows what she’s doing (and the one who says she does is the biggest liar of them all), all our efforts and energy are devoted to the question of whom to blame.

Many screw-ups are benign and the lack of charity behind the charges is venial (e.g., “You’re the manager of a tech group, yet you have difficulty logging onto Zoom?”). But then, on the other hand, you get Elizabeth Holmes.

I admit that the only reason I’m not immediately going on a “Free Elizabeth” crusade is because I get a lot of Schadenfreude out of her situation, a sort of satisfaction at seeing the principle of “sow the wind, reap the whirlwind” applied in real life. But I also admit that I cannot, in a principled manner, condemn her without condemning every engineering endeavor ever.

They say that the vast majority of startups fail. The only reason, then, that Elizabeth’s case got to the point it did was that she managed to piss off a lot of very influential men—like Henry Kissinger.

And this is, above all, why Elizabeth’s story is not only not alien to me, but also why I have zero sympathy for her: I know for a fact that if I were an old, rich, powerful man and a beautiful(ish) woman promised me the world, only to bamboozle me—you bet I absolutely would use all my resources and power to destroy her life.

Though many patients claimed to be irrevocably hurt by her actions, the jury did not find Elizabeth Holmes guilty of any criminal action toward patients. She was found guilty only of defrauding investors. Don’t look too closely—else you’ll see in this story an indictment of our society larger than that of any individual woman.






Bad News: How Woke Media is Undermining Democracy

Tony calls 911 twenty minutes before he dies. He tells the dispatcher that he’s schizophrenic and hasn’t been taking his medication. He says he’s afraid for his life. Then he hangs up the phone and runs into traffic.

A security guard sees him and runs after him. He places him in handcuffs and waits until the police arrive a few minutes later when the body camera footage begins.

“Help me!” Tony calls out.

“Hey, get on the ground,” Officer Dillard says.

“You’re gonna kill me! You’re gonna kill me!”

Another officer grins. “Yeah,” he says.

Dillard kneels on his back.

“Will you let me go, please?” Tony says. Tony begs for his life and says over and over that they’re going to kill him. Dillard continues to kneel on his back until he begins making unintelligible sounds into the grass. Then he stops moving after eleven minutes.

“Tony, you still with us?”

Tony doesn’t respond.

Dillard stays kneeling on his back while other officers peer down at Tony.

“Tony. Tony!”

“He’s out cold.”

“What the fuck? Is he asleep?”

The officers gathered around him start joking.

“It’s time for school. Wake up!” They laugh. Dillard continues to kneel on Tony’s unconscious body.

An officer mocks him in a child’s voice, “I don’t want to go to school! Five more minutes mom!”

“First day you can’t be late. Tony, we bought you new shoes for the first day of school, come on! Made breakfast. Scrambled eggs, your favorite.”

“With waffles!” Another chimes in.

“Waffles!”

“Rooty tooty fruity waffles.”

Dillard kneels on his unresponsive body until the paramedics arrive and they place him on a gurney. His body is limp. His eyes are partially open and glassy. “He ain’t dead is he?” Dillard says.

“No, he just looks it.”

“He didn’t just die down there did he?” Dillard looks back at the grassy spot where he held him down.

“I don’t think he did.”

“Is he breathing?” Dillard puts his hand on Tony’s chest and shakes. Tony stays limp.

The paramedics take Tony away.

Dillard seems worried but the other officers grin into Dillard’s body camera. They slowly walk over to the ambulance still joking and laughing the hardest they have all night.

Tony lies on a gurney in the back of the ambulance. One paramedic is sitting in the back, wearing purple gloves. Another is standing next to Tony. He looks back and says, “He’s not breathing.”

“He’s not breathing?”

“Nope.”

“Oh shit.”

Another officer calls into the ambulance, “I’ve got his mom on the phone and she knows all his stuff.”

A paramedic points at Tony. “He’s dead.”

Tony Timpa

Tony Timpa died on August 10, 2016, two years after protests over Michael Brown, Eric Garner, and Tamir Rice. Given the national discourse in the United States on policing, you would think that Tony Timpa’s death would get significant news coverage. But his death, as a white victim, went largely unreported in the national news. Four years after Tony Timpa’s death, George Floyd was killed in an eerily similar way. An officer knelt on him while he was pleading for his life, continuing to kneel after he went unresponsive. But the reaction was very different. Millions of people protested in the streets. Some turned into riots with 19 dead in the first 14 days. In Seattle, Antifa locked police officers in a building and then set the building on fire to try to burn them alive. President Trump was briefly safeguarded in an underground bunker. Eventually, six blocks of Seattle were conquered by a warlord and ruled as an autonomous fiefdom called CHAZ.

George Floyd’s death was ruled a homicide. The officers were charged and found guilty. Less than a year after he was murdered, his family was paid $27 million by the City of Minneapolis in a wrongful death settlement. Tony Timpa’s death was also ruled a homicide. However, the officers were not even charged, let alone found guilty. As of April of 2023, nearly seven years later, the family has so far received zero dollars in settlement.

As a white victim of police violence, Tony Timpa was not an aberration. White men are overrepresented among victims of police violence, making up 29% of America, but 44% of the victims according to the Washington Post Police Shootings Database. But it’s not only white victims who are ignored. Asian victims are ignored as well: Tommy Le, Christian Hall, and Angelo Quinto.

The difference in media coverage between these two deaths is staggering. The New York Times ran over four and a half thousand articles about George Floyd by April of 2023, but only five mentioning Tony Timpa. But how is it even possible for a white victim to be ignored in a country that the media itself so often portrays as white supremacist? Black Americans make up 13% of the American population, but are overrepresented among victims of police violence, making up roughly one quarter of the deaths. It is not a contradiction to say that A) It’s a problem that Black Americans are overrepresented among the victims of police violence and B) It’s a problem that three quarters of victims are ignored by the media because of the color of their skin. So how did the media become so hyper-fixated on George Floyd’s death and virtually ignore Asian and white deaths?

This racialization of media reporting is what Batya Ungar-Sargon covers in her book, Bad News: How Woke Media is Undermining Democracy. While books criticizing wokeness have proliferated recently, almost all of them come from a conservative perspective. What distinguishes Bad News from the others is Ungar-Sargon’s perspective as a progressive with about the most leftist credentials you can get. She has a PhD in English Literature from Berkeley — one of the most liberal campuses in the country — and her doctoral dissertation makes an Andrea Dworkinesque argument that consensual sex under patriarchy is rape: “The pre-modern alternative story—that traditional, patriarchal society had plenty of coercion which was eradicated under the magical sign of consent—is revealed for the fiction that it is” (Coercive Pleasures, 28). Her criticisms of the media cannot be dismissed as that of a right-wing reactionary. She calls herself a “vulgar Marxist” and her book is very much a Marxist project. It is this leftist perspective — along with her meticulous research, statistically grounded arguments, and very quotable prose — that makes her book worth reading over all the others criticizing wokeness, cancel culture, and identity politics.

Bad News shows how the technologies producing the newspapers influence the business model of journalism, and the business model controls the content of the newspapers, which finally shapes the dominant political narratives of the time. The book argues that our current technology for consuming and producing journalism — social media — has biased the coverage in favor of the wealthy laptop class, which uses racialized woke narratives to consolidate their power. Focusing on America’s historical racism and ignoring America’s contemporary classism allows journalists to cement the power of the upper class while portraying the (liberal) upper class as virtuous and the lower class as evil for not being as woke as they are. This allows them to morally justify their power: “There is a lot of contempt and even disgust for the working-class aesthetic and culture associated with people who haven’t gone to college. And that contempt is all too often clothed as antiracism” (Bad News, 231).

Journalism’s portrayal of America as an irredeemably white-supremacist nation ignores the glaring class inequalities in the country to the extent that this narrative becomes a form of class warfare. Ungar-Sargon repeatedly makes sure to not avoid America’s historical and current racism, but rather argues that it is dwarfed by class issues. By “woke” she means the belief that race is the primary boundary between the have’s and the have not’s, with a particular focus on intersectionality. She pushes back on the idea that race is the dividing line between the privileged and unprivileged in contemporary America:


“As is so often the case with wokeness, the theory’s ballooning popularity coincided with the growing mountain of evidence that it was wrong, at least factually. A study from 2020 published in the Quarterly Journal of Economics found that while black men earn substantially less than white men from a similar economic background, black women earn slightly more than comparably endowed white women. Black women are also more likely to go to college than white men from similar backgrounds…white men often fare worse than women of color, in direct contravention of intersectionality’s predictions; according to the most recent census data, Iranian, Turkish, and Asian American women all outearned white men” (Bad News, 154 - 155).



A New Populism: Penny Press Journalism

Bad News starts with the history of the penny press in America in the nineteenth century and describes how the industry responded to radio and television in the twentieth century, and the impact these technologies had on the stories that journalism covered. The largest part of the book is focused on the response of the industry to social media. A major point of the book is to contrast the populism of nineteenth century penny presses with the elitism of twenty first century social media journalism.

Bad News begins with the biography of Benjamin Day, an early pioneer of the American newspaper penny press. In 1833, newspapers were priced as a luxury good. It was difficult to buy a single paper, and it was only realistic to buy them through an annual subscription, which cost as much as a used car today. These newspapers were read by, and written for, the upper class. They focused on elite interests like politics and business and international affairs. At the time, America was the most literate country in the world, and penny presses for religious material and gallows confessions were already profitable. But Benjamin Day was the first to begin selling newspapers for a penny. In contrast to the newspapers targeting elite audiences, he focused on selling the papers individually on the streets rather than making the business model a subscription service, since his audience likely didn’t have the excess cash to invest in an annual subscription.

We quickly see that the coverage of the newspaper and the business model of the newspaper are inextricably linked. It gave voice to unions and working class concerns and focused on the crime that the lower classes faced. But this drew criticism from the wealthy critics who alleged that the penny presses were sensational in their focus on crime. Ungar-Sargon sees this criticism through a Marxist lens: “The charge of sensationalism would be the first time a class concern—protecting elites from having to reckon with the realities of lower-class life—would be clothed as a journalistic critique” (Bad News, 42). But, penny presses sometimes were sensational. Their business model demanded it. When they shifted to individual sales, rather than an annual subscription, it forced these penny presses to have nineteenth century versions of clickbait.

The Rich Strike Back

However, a new business model came to challenge these papers: the New York Times. The revenue model was focused on advertising rather than subscriptions or individual sales. Rather than trying to outsell the penny presses, the founder, Henry Raymond, just had to convince advertisers that his paper was a conduit into the minds and pocketbooks of the wealthiest consumers in the city.

Once again, we see how the business model shapes the content of the paper. The Times announced that it would be written for “good society” and part of the strategy of attracting wealthy consumers was focusing on national, rather than local stories, as well as a substantial business section. The serious tone of the paper was reinforced by a ban on comics and photographs, leaving a monotonous look that earned the paper the nickname the “Grey Lady.” An early slogan for the paper was “It Does Not Soil the Breakfast Cloth” — not so subtly indicating that the target audience had a tablecloth for breakfast at a time when butlers spent their mornings using a clothing iron on the newspapers so the ink wouldn’t stain the fabric.

Knowing about international affairs is a luxury only afforded to people who have the time to read about international affairs — that is the people who don’t have to worry about their family not having enough to eat at dinner. This luxury knowledge became a signifier of wealth and it was this class signifier that the New York Times really offered its readership, much as anti-racism is a class signifier of wealth today.

Journalists become Influencers and Newspapers become Data Brokers

The technological shift Bad News focuses on the most is the shift to social media. As news shifted to being consumed online rather than in print, newspapers were faced with a challenge: digital ads are much cheaper than print ads, and so bring in much less revenue. To compensate they paywalled their content and began to charge subscriptions. As we saw with the penny presses, switching to a subscription-based model tends to bias content towards wealthier readers.

The switch to a digital model brought other changes as well. Papers shifted from simply selling a paper, to increasing engagement — the time spent on the site. Rather than simply convincing someone on the street to buy a copy of the paper or a subscription to a paper, they were now financially incentivized to make sure that they spent as much time as possible reading the paper after they bought it. Like most of our online consumption, newspapers began organizing their content by recommendation engines to hook the reader into clicking on the next article. The New York Times created a Data Science Group, and then trained a sentiment analysis model to predict the emotional reaction to stories, which then "sells this insight to advertisers, which can choose from eighteen emotions, seven motivations, and one hundred topics they want the reader to be feeling or thinking about when they encounter an ad.” (Bad News 126).

The change has not simply been digital consumption, but to social media consumption, and Bad News once again notes the impact this technological shift has on the content of the newspaper. Prior to social media, journalists and the people selling the paper were siloed from each other. Journalists wrote to impress other journalists and ignored the revenue. But in the age of social media, the journalists themselves became the salespeople. In this new paradigm, the journalists were also the paperboys distributing the stories they wrote. The content becomes even more driven by capitalism. The wall between the journalists and the salespeople breaks down: “the incentives of journalists wanting their stories to go viral and business executives selling subscriptions, and then memberships, were completely aligned” (Bad News, 125).

In the new business model, the news is increasingly customized to appeal to the Twitter hive mind. On social media “journalists cast themselves as the stars of a Manichaean drama, a process very much rewarded by an industry that measures success in terms of buzz, clicks, and attention” (Bad News 105). Twentieth century journalism emphasized objectivity, where the reporter describes different sides of a debate with an attempt at impartiality. In an age of social media, reporters see themselves as activist influencers, who are part of the story. They’ve shifted from writing in the third person to the first person. And in a mode of communication where the audience can easily tweet back, then this encourages para-social relationships. It’s not that there are no longer impartial reporters writing in the third person, it’s that the reporters writing themselves in as characters are building the most aggressive audiences.

This has become complicated for the businesses though. When the newspaper is dependent on the same employees for both generating content and generating revenue, it puts the journalists in charge. These journalists have been selected in a way that only allows wealthy students to succeed: “unless you come from the kind of background that can pay $70,000 for a vanity degree, you need not apply” (Bad News, 70). In the age of social media, journalists have become influencers from wealthy backgrounds:


“Once a blue-collar trade, journalism has become something akin to an impenetrable caste. And what journalists have done with that power, perhaps inadvertently, is to wage a cultural battle that enhances their own economic interests against a less-educated and struggling American working class. Once working-class warriors, the little guys taking on America’s powerful elites, journalists today are an American elite, a caste that has abandoned the working class and the poor as it rose to the status of American elite. And a moral panic around race has allowed them to mask this abandonment under the guise of ‘social justice’” (Bad News, 6).



To show just how bizarre the woke narrative on police violence is, let’s look at some of the statistics around the problem. One tenet of the woke narrative is that you should normalize the victims of police violence by population, which leads to the conclusion that Black Americans are two and a half times more likely to be victims than white Americans. Which is true: Black Americans make up 13% of the US population but about one quarter of the victims. A second tenet is that only a profoundly bigoted person would ever suggest that the discrepancy is due to Black Americans perpetrating more crime, because that would be victim blaming. A third tenet is that this discrepancy of 2.5x is a tragic social injustice that needs to be urgently rectified until the populations are equally victimized.

But if a 2.5x gap is an urgent matter of social justice, then what does that say about the fact that men are killed at twenty four times the rate as women? Now you might say, but men commit more crime, putting them at greater risk for lethal interactions with police. But of course, that’s a deeply bigoted statement when applied to the racial discrepancy, but is perfectly woke to explain the 24x gender discrepancy. But it’s true, men commit vastly more violent crime than women, eight times as many homicides. So rather than normalize by population, you might say, let’s normalize by perpetration of homicide. Now remember that a 2.5x discrepancy is an urgent matter of social justice and evidence of a deeply bigoted country. When you normalize by murder offender rate, you find that men are still overrepresented by a 3x rate relative to women. It’s not like anyone is going to care about that gender gap, but more problematically for the woke narrative is that the racial gap flips: white Americans become overrepresented 3x relative to Black Americans.
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In an interview with FiveThirtyEight, Danielle Kilgo lamented the lack of media coverage for Black female victims, saying “One of the biggest explanations for this is that we don’t just live in a racist society, we also live in a sexist and patriarchal one.” And yet, the New York Times ran 750 articles mentioning Breonna Taylor by April of 2023, but only five mentioning Tony Timpa.

The theory of intersectionality posits that being Black and female is a double disadvantage in our society. We saw earlier how Ungar-Sargon pushed back on this, saying “the growing mountain of evidence that it [intersectionality] was wrong, at least factually.” The statistics show that when normalized for crime, the intersection of white and male is most at risk to police violence and Black and female is the least at risk. But, you might say, all the normalization we did above is too much, too complicated, instead let’s just see the raw numbers from an intersectional perspective:
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If you find any of this surprising, first you should wonder why the media has reported these things in such a distorted way. And second, reproduce it yourself. The police shootings are available at Washington Post Police Shootings Database and the homicide statistics available at the FBI. Don’t just take my word for it. You can select for any year from 2015 onwards or aggregate them together to find a larger sample.

Martian White Supremacists

On January 7, 2023, Tyre Nichols was pulled out of his car and beaten to death by five police officers. Nichols’ death had a lot in common with George Floyd’s murder. The brutality and cruelty of his death. The way the police ignored his cries for help. But one big difference was the skin color of his killers. The media went into overdrive to assure us that the culprit was the same: white supremacy. A Black chief of police, an all Black unit, and somehow the problem is still white supremacy. Despite the fact that every person involved was of the same race, the media was determined to racialize the narrative.

Elie Mystal, in The Nation, wrote:


“You could drop a Martian in the middle of a local prosecutor’s office and, unless they actively and consciously looked for ways to subvert and sabotage the system, they too would soon start charging Black suspects with stunning haste while using their discretion to aid and appease white wrongdoers.

And if you dropped that same Martian into a patrol car, it wouldn’t take long before they got out of that car and started cracking Black skulls.”



How would you ever disprove such a belief?

Mystal does make a statement that is potentially falsifiable. He says that the police would never kill an innocent white male because “…the cops know that a white male in that situation can call out to anybody from ‘CNN’ to ‘lawyer,’ and somebody might materialize out of thin air to stop them.” This is a provably false statement. Tony Timpa did call out. No one materialized. Only his mother called and he was already dead.

Ungar-Sargon sees these woke beliefs as a luxury good. What the New York Times is selling is not just information, it’s a status symbol that comes at the cheap cost of a subscription. She notes that the wokest headlines and the luxury ads run side by side because what Armani and anti-racism have in common is that they’re both luxury goods for elites who never worry about whether police violence or local crime is actually fixed or not:


“These headlines don’t exist in tension with the Armani ads they appear on top of; they are the content Armani has paid tens of thousands of dollars to embed beneath. The October 2020 edition of the Times’s luxury magazine, T, had a picture of activist Angela Davis on the front cover—and an ad for Cartier on the back cover. Because they are two sides of the same coin.” (166)



So why was the media so silent about Tony Timpa’s death? Because contemporary social media journalism is starkly different from the nineteenth century penny press populist journalism. The combination of the current business model, the technology that it’s consumed on, and the price of a journalism degree means that it’s written by an elitist group far removed from the problem of police violence and writing for a wealthy audience that purchases these ideas as a status symbol. Solving a problem requires you to accurately describe it. The danger of racializing a problem that clearly cuts across racial boundaries is that you don’t actually solve it. Which doesn’t really matter to you personally if you’re wealthy and don’t come into contact with the police. That’s for the peasants to worry about.

Bad News

I once heard a metaphor for why the phrase “All Lives Matter” is offensive and potentially hate speech. Imagine you’re sitting at a table and they pass around the platter of food. Everyone takes their fill. Then it gets to you and it’s empty. You say, “I deserve to eat.” Someone says to you, “Don’t be selfish, we all deserve to eat.”

It’s a useful metaphor to show that if you’re asking for equal treatment, how cruel it is to call that selfish. But let’s plug in some accurate statistics.

Someone passes a plate of food around a large table with dozens of people at it. At the table sit Don Lemon, Van Jones, and Taylor Lorenz. At the end of the table are two poor white men, a Hispanic man, and a Black man. When the plate gets to the first poor white man it’s nearly empty. The rich people say, “You need to take less so that Black man can eat.”

So the poor white man only takes a spoonful and gives the plate to the other three men.

The Black man looks at his plate and then looks around the table at all the people with full plates and says, “I deserve to eat.”

Don Lemon, Van Jones, and Taylor Lorenz all nod. “Yes, he does,” they say. They bang their fists against the table and yell, “He deserves to eat!”

One of the hungry white men says, “We all deserve to eat.”

Don Lemon gasps.

Van Jones turns to the poor white man and says, “You’re only saying that because you’re a racist bigot.”

Taylor Lorenz says, “I know that I only have a full plate because of my white privilege.”

Don Lemon nods vigorously. “Look how aware she is of her white privilege. She’s so virtuous.”

Taylor Lorenz smiles smugly. “What’s important is that we teach him about his white privilege. Then maybe that black man wouldn’t be hungry.”

The four hungry men look down at their empty plates.

Taylor Lorenz belches.




"Being You" by Anil Seth

The Real Problem

As long as there have been philosophers, they have loved arguing about what life really is. Plato focused on nutrition and reproduction as the core features of living organisms, while Aristotle claimed that it was ultimately about resisting perturbations. In the East the focus was less on function and more on essence: the Chinese posited ethereal fractions of qi as the animating force, similar to the Sanskrit prana or the Hebrew neshama. This lively debate kept rolling for 2,500 years — élan vital is a 20th century coinage — accompanied by the sense of an enduring mystery, a fundamental inscrutability about life that will not yield.

And then, suddenly, this debate dissipated. This wasn’t caused by a philosophical breakthrough, by a clever argument or incisive definition that satisfied all sides and deflected all counters. It was the slow accumulation of biological science that broke “LIFE” down into digestible components, from the biochemistry of living bodies to the thermodynamics of metabolism to genetics. Philosophers may still quibble about definitions and about how to classify a virus that possesses some but not all of life’s properties, but these semantic arguments aren’t the main concern of biologists. Even among the general public who can’t tell a phospholipid from a possum there’s no longer a sense that there’s some impenetrable mystery regarding how life can arise from mere matter.

In Being You, Anil Seth is doing the same to the mystery of consciousness. Philosophers of consciousness have committed the same sins as “philosophers of life” before them: they have mistaken their own confusion for a fundamental mystery, and, as with élan vital, they smuggled in foreign substances to cover the gaps. This is René Descartes’ res cogitans, a mental substance that is separate from the material. Cartesian dualism, though occasionally disguised, is at the heart of the best known “paradoxes” of consciousness. P-zombies are beings materially identical to humans but lacking this special res cogitans sauce, and their conceivability requires accepting substance dualism. The famous “hard problem of consciousness” asks how a “rich inner life” (i.e., res cogitans) can arise from mere “physical processing” and claims that no study of the physical could ever give a satisfying answer.

Seth responds: that’s fine, we’ll just study this “rich inner life” directly. After all, phenomenological experience is what’s directly available to any of us to observe.

As with life, consciousness can be broken into multiple components and aspects that can be well understood in the sense that we can explain, predict, and control their arising. And after we’ve achieved it, this understanding of what Seth calls “the real problem of consciousness” directly answers or simply dissolves enduring philosophical conundrums such as:


	What is it like to be a bat?

	How can I have free will in a deterministic universe?

	Why am I me and not Britney Spears?

	Is “the dress” white and gold or blue and black?



Or at least, these conundrums feel resolved to me. Your experience may vary, which is also one of the key insights about experience that Being You imparts.

[image: ]

The original photograph of “the dress”

Seeing a Strawberry

On a plate in front of you is a strawberry. Inside your skull is a brain, a collection of neurons that have direct access only to the electrochemical state of other neurons, not to strawberries. How does the strawberry out there create the perception of redness in the brain?

In the common view of perception, red light from the strawberry hits the red-sensitive cones in your retina. These cones are wired into other neurons that detect edges, then shapes, and finally these are combined into an image of a red strawberry. This view is intuitively appealing: when we see a strawberry we perceive that a strawberry is right there, and the extant strawberry intuitively seems to be the sole and sufficient cause of our perception of redness.

But if we study closely any element of this perception, we find the common sense intuition immediately challenged.

You may see a strawberry up close or far away, at different angles, partially obscured, in dim light, etc. The perception of it as being red, roughly conical, and about an inch across doesn’t change even though the light hitting your retina is completely different in each case: different angles of your visual field, different wavelengths, and so on. In fact, you will perceive a red strawberry in the absence of any red light at all, as in the following image that contains nary a single red-hued pixel in it:
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You can zoom in to check, the red-seeming pixels are all gray with R<G, B

You (well, some of you) can simply visualize a red strawberry with your eyes closed, or in a dream, or on acid. People can perceive redness through color-grapheme synaesthesia, including people who have been blind for decades. You easily perceive magenta, a color which has no associated wavelength at all, while the same exact wavelengths coming from different parts of the same image can produce perceptions of entirely different colors as in Adelson’s chessboard illusion. Wherever the perception of color is coming from, it is certainly not the mere bottom-up decoding of wavelengths of light.
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And again, this redness is somehow perceived by a collection of 86 billion neurons, none of which come labeled “red” or “strawberry” or even “part of the visual system”. They just are. So it’s worth asking: how could you derive strawberries if all you had access to are the states of 86 billion simple variables and no prior idea of the connection between them?

After observing patterns of neurons firing for a while, you will notice that the states of some neurons are entirely determined by the states of others, while some aren’t fully predictable based on the rest of the brain. These independent neurons have non-random patterns — you may notice that some of them tend to fire together, for example. You will infer that there are hidden causes outside the brain that affect these, and consider the state of independent neurons to be a sensory input effected by these hidden causes. To make sense of your senses, you must model this hidden world external to the brain.

Perhaps these sensory neurons that fired together are red-sensing cones in your retina. Their congruence implies that the hidden cause of their firing (let’s call it “colored light”, although it isn’t labeled as such in the brain itself) comes from continuous “surfaces” that reflect a similar hue throughout, rather than color being distributed randomly pixel by pixel throughout space. Your model doesn’t contain the labels “colored light” and “surface” but it does contain objects with the property of stably and homogeneously colored surfaces.

You also notice that if some blue-sensing cones suddenly activate (perhaps you went from a warmly illuminated room to stand under a blue sky) this dampens the activation of the red-sensing ones elsewhere. Thus, the best model that predicts the state of all your retinal neurons is that surfaces have a fixed property that affects the relative activation of your cones. “Red” is your model of a property of a surface that activates red-sensing cones if illuminated by warm light but will activate all cones similarly (as a gray surface would normally) if the illuminant is cool. This explains the red-appearing gray strawberries in the greenish image above, and the general property of “discounting the illuminant” in human vision.

We have also solved the mystery of “the dress”: if you perceive it as white and gold it’s because your brain models it as being illuminated by a blue light — perhaps you trained it by shopping for clothes often in outdoor bazaars. If you see it as blue and black you automatically imagine it in a warmly lit indoor space. Spend more time outdoors and you may start to perceive it differently!
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The important point here is that “redness” is a property of your brain’s best model for predicting the states of certain neurons. Redness is not “objective” in the sense of being “in the object”, it only exists in the models generated by the sort of brains which are hooked up to eyes. It feels objective because 92% of people will share your assessment (8% are colorblind) as opposed to ~50% agreement on the dress, but they have the same status of being generated by your brain. We intuitively separate “objective” properties of a strawberry (red, real, occupying a volume) from “subjective” ones (good in salads, evocative of spring) but all of these are properties of your brain’s predictive model of strawberries, they’re not out there to be perceived in a brain-independent way.

These models are “predictive” in the important sense that they perceive not just how things are at the moment but also anticipate how your sensory inputs would change under various conditions and as a consequence of your own actions. Thus:


	Red = would create a perception of a warmer color relative to the illuminant even if the illumination changes.

	Good in salads = would create perceptions of deliciousness and positive affect if consumed alongside arugula and goat cheese.

	Real = would look like a strawberry from a different angle if you walked around it, and would generate perceptions of solidity and weight if you picked it up. An image of a strawberry on a screen generates almost the same visual input as a physical strawberry, but you perceive it as very different (unreal) because you predict different consequences to trying to grab it.



This, in broad strokes, is the predictive processing theory of perception, which Scott himself discovered to his great delight back in 2017. But Being You doesn’t just lay out the how of predictive processing, it also answers the how come and the so what.

Cybernetic Organism

Why is our brain “trying to predict its sensory inputs”? What does it even mean for it to have a goal?

Seth draws the insightful comparison to cybernetic systems, systems that control some variable of interest using feedback loops. These range in complexity from a thermostat that turns a heater on and off to regulate temperature in a room to an ecosystem where plant and animal populations are balanced through complicated interactions. A conspicuous feature of cybernetic systems is that they usually appear to have a “purpose”, like a self-guided missile aiming at a target or your thermostat aiming at a temperature goal.

An important insight about cybernetic systems was formulated by William Ashby and Roger Conant, stating that "every good regulator of a system must be (or contain) a model of that system". A thermostat that has access only to a thermometer will do a worse job at regulating a room’s temperature than one that has access to weather forecasts, the properties of the room and the heater, and its own tolerances and inaccuracies. The more mutual information there is between the regulator and its environment, the better it can exert control over it.

Your brain is a cybernetic regulator controlling your body into the state of being alive.
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The Terminator from Terminator 2 by TriStar Pictures, a cybernetic organism of a more metal variety

This is a consequence of evolution and, more broadly, thermodynamics. Being alive is a very low entropy state — your body temperature is in a narrow range around 98.6°F, your organs are neatly arranged — in a high entropy world that inexorably tries to dissolve you into room-temperature mush. You can’t persist long in your special state of living by being passive, you have to actively regulate every aspect of yourself and your environment that impacts your vitals. You have to take action. As Ashby and Conant said, to regulate yourself and your environment you must comprehensively model both, and in particular the consequences of your actions on both.

Thus, while all of your perceptions are subjective in the sense that they are features of your mind’s map and not of any independent territory, they are not arbitrary or subject to your whims. The core of your model is an unmodifiable prediction, a fixed “hyperprior”, of remaining alive. Its subjective flavor is the basal inchoate sense of simply being a living organism, and the survival instinct that overrides all other perceptions when the prediction of staying alive is threatened with disconfirmation. One level above that are predictions of your body’s vitals, from its basic integrity to control of variables like heart rate or blood sugar and oxygenation. Your most important and vivid perceptions — embodiment, pain, emotions, moods — are interoceptive experiences that have more to do with your body than with the world outside.

Finally, exteroceptive sensations are your model of the outside world, primarily as you can act upon it to impact your body. The strawberry comes with an immediate perception of edibility along with redness, since eating stuff is an action potentially available to you, and since discriminating between edible and inedible things is vital to staying vital.

Self Image

To summarize so far: the contents of your consciousness, your perceptions, are features of a best-guess model concocted by your brain to predict its own present and future states. It’s driven by an overriding prediction of staying alive, which impacts your brain through a rich and vivid channel of interoceptive sensation.

While it’s easy to see how perceptions like redness, hunger, and edibility fit into this picture it may not seem immediately applicable to more complex conscious experiences that have to do with your selfhood. This is the biggest section of the book, disentangling selfhood into components such as ownership of a body, a first person view, a continuous narrative history, a sense of volition, and more. It details how all these are explained through the lens of a generative model keeping your body alive, and also the clever experimental setups used by Seth and his fellow scientists to understand each one (and mess with it at will). I can’t do this section full justice in a brief review, but we can take a whirlwind tour of what it means not just to be but to be you.

Body Ownership

To a collection of neurons locked inside a skull, the rest of the body is as much “out there” as any other object. And yet, it doesn’t feel that way: you have a strong sense of the exact extent of your body and police this boundary rigorously. You apply this even to something like saliva, which turns from a normal part of your body into a yucky foreign substance the moment it crosses an invisible line somewhere in the vicinity of your teeth.

The main determinant of what feels like your body is that your body elicits interoceptive sensations that match external ones. This can be demonstrated by the rubber hand illusion: a detached rubber hand feels like a mere object if you just look at it, but if it is stroked with a brush at the same time as your real hand the consilience between seeing and feeling the strokes creates a strong feeling that it is part of you. You will instinctively flinch in horror if “your” rubber is suddenly threatened.
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Illustration of the rubber hand illusion experiment from The Scientist magazine

Your map of the world is chiefly a model of the sensory consequences of your actions, and these sensory consequences are what distinguishes your body from everything else.

First-person Perspective

The experience of observing the world from a single point somewhere between your eyes and slightly behind your forehand comes from your generative model of vision. As you move around the world, this first-person POV is the prediction that surfaces will be visible if they are facing that point with no obstruction, and not visible otherwise.
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Illustration from Steven Lehar’s “The Boundaries of Human Knowledge” demonstrating that although you model objects as occupying volume, you are also aware that you are only seeing a 2D surface that faces a single point

But as we’ve seen, visual-based perceptions aren’t as fundamental and stable as embodied ones. In a 2007 experiment, subjects saw through a VR set a real-time video of their own body filmed from a few feet behind their back. When they were stroked with a brush and saw this happening synchronously in the video feed, they reported feeling that the “virtual” body standing a few feet in front of them was in fact theirs and that they were observing it from a third-person POV.

Of course, people have forever reported having “out of body” experiences. These experiences are almost certainly true, even if explaining them via demonic possession or astral projection is clearly bunk. In a survey I ran myself, 27% of responders said that they see themselves in the third person when visualizing entering a familiar room. Coincidentally, this is similar to the percentage of people who apply makeup daily, an activity that involves looking at yourself in the third person (through a mirror) for some time while stroking yourself with a brush.

Narrative Self

An important component of selfhood is having a narrative about yourself, your continuous life history and the type of person you are. This self-story is not strictly necessary for a lot of normal functioning; Being You recounts the story of a music producer suffering from total amnesia who lives permanently with no memory beyond the last few seconds. And yet he is able to play the piano perfectly and even rekindle love with his wife.

What is your narrative self predicting and controlling? Most likely: your social self, how other people perceive you, predict you, and treat you. This is of course of vital importance to social creatures like us! Many readers of Scott will be familiar with this idea from Robin Hanson’s The Elephant in the Brain, a book that meticulously demonstrates that our story of who we are and why we do the things we do often has little to do with our real motives and a lot to do with securing assistance from others and avoiding punishment.

Free Will

For many people, the aspect of selfhood they cling to most tightly is their volition, the feeling of being the originator and director of their own actions. And if philosophically inclined, they may worry about reconciling this volition with a deterministic universe. Are you truly exercising free will or merely following the laws of physics?

This question betrays that same dualistic map-territory confusion that asks how the material redness of a strawberry could cause the phenomenological redness in your mind. Redness, free will, belief in deterministic physics — these are all features of your generative model. There is no “spooky free will" that violats the laws of physics in our common model of them, but the experience of free will certainly exists and is informative.
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Imagine that you are making a cup of tea. When did it feel like you exercised free will? Likely more so at the start of the process, when you observed that all tea-making tools are available to you and contemplated alternatives like coffee or wine. Once you’re deep in the process of making the cup the subsequent actions feel less volitional, executed on autopilot if making tea is a regular habit of yours. What is particular about that moment of initiation?

One is the perception that you are able to predict and control many degrees of freedom: observe and move several objects around, react in complex ways to setbacks, etc. This separates free will from actions that feel “forced” by the configuration of the world outside, like free falling from a height, and reinforces the sensation that free will comes from within.

The experience of volition is also a useful flag for guiding future behavior. If the universe were arranged again in the same exact configuration as when you made tea you will always end up making tea. But the universe (in particular, the state of your brain) never repeats. The feeling of “I could have done otherwise” is the experience of paying attention to the consequences of your action so that in a subjectively similar but not identical situation you could act differently if the consequences were not as you predicted. If the tea didn’t satisfy as expected, the experience of free will when you made it shall guide you the next day to the cold beer you should have drank instead.

Being a Map

Being You is an science book, covering the results of research in various fields and presenting a comprehensive model of what your phenomenology is and how it works. But I suspect that it’s impossible to read it without it actually changing what being you is like — if all you are is a generative model of the world then enhancing this model with new insights will surely affect it.

For one, the decoupling of conscious experience from deterministic external causes implies that there’s truly no such thing as a “universal experience”. Our experiences are shared by virtue of being born with similar brains wired to similar senses and observing a similar world of things and people, but each of us infers a generative model all of their own. For every single perception mentioned in Being You it also notes the condition of having a different one, from color blindness to somatoparaphrenia — the experience that one of your limbs belongs to someone else. The typical mind fallacy goes much deeper than mere differences in politics or abstract beliefs.

The subjective nature of all experience also offers a way to purposefully change yourself that falls between utter fatalism and “it’s all in your head” solipsistic voluntarism. Your brain is always making its best predictions; these can’t be changed by a single act of will but can be updated with enough evidence. Almost everything you know and perceive was inferred from scratch, and what was trained can be retrained. If you want to build habits, just observing yourself doing the thing for whatever reason is more useful than any story or incentive structure you can come up with. In particular, do things with your body to learn them, that’s the part of the universe your brain pays the most attention to.

The intimate connection of our consciousness to our living body also implies that we shouldn’t blithely assume that it can be easily disembodied. Robin Hanson posits digital emulations that have a similar basic consciousness to biological humans, like an emulated Elon Musk who shares a sense of selfhood with the biological version and enjoys virtual feasts or Ferraris. But it is not clear at all that such a being could even exist in principle. A digital mind that lacks a body it is trying to keep alive, that has entirely different senses than our interoceptive and exteroceptive ones, and that has an entirely different repertoire of actions available to it will have an entirely alien generative model of its world, and thus an entirely alien phenomenology — if it even has one. We can guess what it’s like to be a bat: its reliance on sonar to navigate the world likely creates a phenomenology of “auditory colors” that track how surfaces reflect sound waves similar to our perception of visual color. It's much harder to guess what it’s like, if anything, to be an “em”.

In general, the fact that our consciousness has a lot to do with living and little with intelligence implies that we should more readily ascribe it to animals and less readily to AI. Eliezer seems to think that selfhood is necessary for conscious experience, and that babies and animals aren’t sentient. But selfhood is itself just a bundle of perceptions, separable from each other and from experiences like pain or pleasure. An animal with no selfhood cannot report “it is I, Bambi, who is suffering”, but that doesn’t mean there is no suffering happening when you harm it. And as for AI, I believe that Eliezer and Seth are in agreement that world-optimizing intelligence and what-it’s-like-to-be-you consciousness are quite orthogonal.

But there is something interesting still about intelligence: how is it that reading a book of declarative knowledge can change how I perceive the world, how I think of my own self, how I relate to my mortality? This all happened to me after reading Being You and again upon rereading it. Yet almost everything the book talks about is the domain of “system 1”, our intuitive and automatic perception. I had the chance to ask this of Seth personally and he sent me a link to a paper on how “system 2” function relates to perceiving the contents of working memory. But it still feels to me that there is something magic about our ability to reason explicitly and how it fits into this new understanding of consciousness.

Since you are reading this review you are likely interested in the same things as well. I highly recommend that you read Being You, and then that you spend a good while thinking about it.




Black Skin, White Masks

I.

Let us examine a young man on the Antillean isle of Martinique. There is something special about him. A sparkling nimbus hangs over his head, and everyone can see it. He is more real than the things around him. He feels again like a child on the cusp of adulthood. Something is about to immanentize around him. What is the cause? Only this: he is bound for Paris. All of Fort-de-France crowds at the port to see him off on his journey to the motherland. He sets sail towards the dawn, and waves goodbye to this little island home, which is already growing smaller and less important as Paris nears.

Along the way, he passes another ship on the same route. Let us examine the man on his way back. All of Fort-de-France has gathered to see him, but the dock is empty. They are hiding behind the treeline, to watch him unawares and see if it is really their old compatriot descending to earth or if he has become something else.

He has returned—in the fashion of the far-journeying protagonists of the Arabian Nights—as a merchant. How wide his stock and deep his trade! It all started very innocently. When first he landed in Le Havre, he found himself a poor man in spite of decent clothes and a full wallet. His was a poverty he could not easily describe, though he felt it first in a suddenly acute lack of R-s. He wished to go to a bar and order a beer, but found he only had the funds to go to a bah and ohdah a beeya. This would not do, he thought, and so he spent many laborious hours with his mentors, Stendhal and Proust and Flaubert, acquiring a store of R-s which he spent liberally.

By the time he returned to Fort-de-France, wise investment had garnered him a fine supply of such phonemes, and he made a good living thereafter by selling them to his countrymen on  their own journeys to the motherland. Alas, the profligates who had not worked for their own R-s often spent them poorly; just think of one who, stepping into that very same bar in Le Havre, feeling himself to be a proud and well-equipped man about town, cried out ‘Waiterrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrrr!’ and, having thus spent his entire supply, found he no longer had enough for a beer, so he turned tail and fled straight back to Martinique.

He dealt also in comic books. His most popular offering told the adventures of a French explorer penetrating into deepest, darkest Africa, encountering the dreadful Senegalese. The Martinican children devoured these stories, and throughout the streets one could hear them shouting and playing ‘Gauls and Negroes.’ Soon there was talk among the middle schoolers of mounting their own expedition to that darkest land, but it was abruptly canceled as the youngest children were struck with horrific nightmares of fangs gleaming from out of shadows.

But for all his success in matters of business, he was unlucky in love; the woman to whom he had been betrothed before he began his journey was nowhere to be found. In fact, she was there, hidden from his sight, for she knew that if she laid eyes on him she could not help but fall back into his arms. But she had to be sure. This mystical transformation obtained only by a pilgrimage to France had to be authenticated, and so the community exposed him to endless scrutiny as to the nature of his time in the motherland. Did he see the monuments and order in the cafés? Did he have authentic French slop poured on him from a third story window? Was he accosted by—could it be—a mounted police officer? Joy of joys!

But if this alchemy fails to work its magic, if he has not returned as a purified, superior being, then he must be brought to ground at once: if he tries after that to maintain his Parisianism he will be a joke to the village children forevermore, and his lover cannot bear that. Unfortunately, it was so. For a long time our man kept his perfumed European airs, and was the talk of the town. He grew so successful that he received an invitation to a party of the upper crust in Didier. They were an enlightened caste who had experienced the sublime motherland. Each one felt as though they were pushing against some spiritual membrane, on the other side of which was an imperceivable pre-conscious completion. At any moment they could burst through into that nearest heaven, so long as they remained strictly French.

The doom that came to Didier was a Frenchman: a real, honest-to-God Frenchman in the government service. What miserable fortune! The moment he stepped through the doors all of their delicate airs were blown out like candles. When they met his gaze they felt the weight of eighteen million images smothering them, an opaque molasses through which their words could not swim. They beheld like Adam and Eve the color of their skin. Had it changed? Something had changed. It had become a fact about them. They saw in that eye the Judge before whom was open the Book of Life, in whose pages their names were not written. This was the eye that beheld and fixed their sparkling souls in place, and which did not see them.

II.

Frantz Fanon was born in Martinique in 1925, one of eight children of a customs officer and a shopkeeper. As a teenager, he saw the abuse of locals by the Vichy regime during World War II, and when the regime was overthrown there in 1943, he enlisted in the French Liberation Army and fought in Alsace and Colmar. When the Nazis were defeated and the cameras came around, Fanon and his countrymen were nowhere to be seen; they had been sent away from their units to be repatriated back to Martinique.

Fanon returned to France shortly afterwards, baccalaureate in hand, to study medicine and psychiatry in Lyons. His doctoral dissertation was rejected and published as a book, Black Skin, White Masks, in 1952. He died not ten years later, after a career as an author and  revolutionary in Algeria against the French, seeking treatment for leukemia in the US. It is widely believed that his death, of double pneumonia, was accelerated by the CIA.

III.

This was supposed to be a review of Sigmund Freud’s On the Interpretation of Dreams. I got obsessed with Teach’s Sadly, Porn[1] and wanted to go back to the source and see if his dream-interpretations made any sense in the Freudian tradition, and if that tradition was worth studying. Only problem is… well, Freud. While the chapters on distortion in dreams were fascinating, I couldn’t take it very seriously. It reeks of the nineteenth century, of a time and place too far away. I had consigned myself to trudge through it and write a stale review, when I got turned on to Frantz Fanon’s Black Skin, White Masks, which scratched my itch for something a little closer to home, more urgent. It too is a work of psychoanalysis. Specifically, of racial psychoanalysis. That sounds horrible. Freud with calipers. But Fanon had something I’ve been chasing down for a while: a really, genuinely human outlook, a voice which speaks platitudes about equality and brotherhood and gives them substance and muscle.

Freud asks ‘What does woman want?’ There was a time, in my spotty and insecure days, the days of the great feminist clashes of the culture war, when such a question would have interested me, but no longer. Fanon asks ‘What does a man want? What does the black man want?’ He asserts that the black man is not a man, that the two camps of color, like the Blues and the Greens of Roman antiquity, are quite fluid, and that what must be done is to set man free—from himself, if necessary.

IV.

Dr. King Schultz: Actually, I was thinking of that poor devil you fed to the dogs today, d’Artagnan. And I was wondering what Dumas would make of all this.

Calvin Candie: Come again?

KS: Alexandre Dumas, he wrote the Three Musketeers.

CC: Yes, of course, Doctor.

KS: I figured you must be an admirer, you named your slave after his novel’s lead character. If Alexandre Dumas had been there today I wonder what he would have made of it.

CC: You doubt he’d approve?

KS: Yes, his approval would be a dubious proposition at best.

CC: Soft-hearted Frenchie.

KS: Alexandre Dumas was black.


	Django Unchained (2012), Quentin Tarantino



Candie, a Mississippi slaver and francophile, is caught out. He does not know that one piece of classic French literature was written by a black man, the grandchild of a Haitian slave, and the audience delights in seeing his sense of racial superiority pop like a balloon. But that moment does not linger, otherwise it would be difficult to ignore that this defiance of a slaver… comes as a result of slavers. They were not ‘soft-hearted Frenchies’ that subjugated the Antilles, that slaughtered its inhabitants and repopulated the islands with slaves from West Africa to harvest its bounty. Only after Dumas’ death, well after Django burned down Candyland, did the French Empire extend any citizenship to these islands, including Fanon’s home of Martinique.

Candie is an American, and francophilia in Americans (post-1800) is humorous. But in the Antilles, especially among black Antilleans, francophilia was mandatory.

Observe the character of Jean Veneuse, the protagonist of Martinican poet René Maran’s novel A Man Like Any Other (Un homme pareil aux autres). Veneuse was born in the West Indies and conveyed to France to study in a boarding school there. Isolated and lonely, he turns to his books. He becomes, of course, exquisitely French, so French he’d give Calvin Candie a heart attack, so French that his friends comment on how totally French he is, so French and not at all—what? Not what? Not black, and most certainly not a Negro.


Perhaps you are not altogether aware of the fact. In that case, accept the fact that you are a Frenchman from Bordeaux. Get that into your thick head. You know nothing of your compatriots of the Antilles. I should be amazed, in fact, if you could even manage to communicate with them. The ones I know, furthermore, have no resemblance to you.

In fact you are like us—you are “us.” Your thoughts are ours. You behave as we behave, as we would behave. You think of yourself—others think of you—as a Negro? Utterly mistaken! You merely look like one. As for everything else, you think as a European.

p.68



It’s enough to give a man a neurotic complex; between that and his sexual hangups, he is utterly European. For, you see, Jean Veneuse is in love with a white woman, mademoiselle  Andrée Marielle, and he has tied himself in knots about it. The friend writing the letter excerpted above encourages him to declare his love and demand her hand in marriage. After all,


Andrée Marielle, whose skin is white, loves Jean Veneuse, who is extremely brown and who adores Andrée Marielle.



See! He’s just really tan, not at all like… well, the savages. Everyone knows that ‘Negros’ are backward, tom-tom toting cannibals, but that’s hardly any reason to be bigoted towards someone who merely happens to physically resemble them! Get with the times![2]

My Teach-poisoned brain had no difficulty when Fanon started psychoanalyzing Jean Veneuse, whom he diagnoses as an abandonment-neurotic who…


…feeds his feeling of irreparable loss with everything that he continues to lose or that his passivity makes him lack.

…Therefore, with the exception of such privileged sectors as his intellectual life or his profession, he cherishes a deep-seated feeling of worthlessness.

p.78



If this were a contemporary work we would jump to Veneuse’s (aka Maran’s) race, but Fanon intercepts us.


Well, it is clear to me that Jean Veneuse, alias René Maran, is neither more nor less than a black abandonment-neurotic. And he is put back into his place, his proper place. He is a neurotic who needs to be emancipated from his infantile fantasies. And I contend that Jean Veneuse represents not an example of black-white relations, but a certain mode of behavior in a neurotic who by coincidence is black.

p.79

And I should like to think that I have discouraged any endeavors to connect the defeats of Jean Veneuse with the greater or lesser concentration of melanin in his epidermis.

p.81



Let us not forget that at the time of writing Fanon has spent years immersed in psychiatric training, and the question at the forefront of his mind is deeply pragmatic: how do you render psychiatric treatment to colonized people? What, psychologically, is the outcome of colonization? How is the colonized psyche different from that which is not?

Fanon spends a lot of the work arguing against psychological race-essentialism. His main target is the French psychiatrist Octavio Mannoni, who is almost a caricature of racist psychiatry:


Wherever Europeans have founded colonies of the type we are considering, it can safely be said that their coming was unconsciously expected—even desired—by the future subject peoples. Everywhere there existed legends foretelling the arrival of strangers from the sea, bearing wondrous gifts with them.

p.99



Mannoni contorts himself to explain how societies like the Malagasies of Madagascar welcome European explorers honorably in terms totally disconnected from human relations: no, it cannot be that they had good will for their fellow man, it was a dependency complex lurking in the unconscious. People of color will inevitably be colonized on contact with whites, and it is impossible to colonize white people.

Fanon is having none of it. Colonization can happen to anyone, and he objects to it in all forms:


“All forms of exploitation are identical because all of them are applied to the same “object”, man. When one tries to examine the structure of this or that form of exploitation from an abstract point of view, one simply turns one’s back to the major, basic problem which is that of restoring man to his proper place. Colonial racism is no different from any other racism.”

p.88



But at the same time, things didn’t turn out that way, and it’s very important to him to lay out why.


“In the Antilles, as in Brittany, there is a dialect and there is the French language. But this is false, for the Bretons do not consider themselves inferior to the French people. The Bretons have not been civilized by the white man.”

p.28



There is a psychic process that accompanies colonization, one which is distinct (perhaps that which distinguishes colonization) from sundry other forms of conquest and violence. It is the matter of the collective unconscious. If only Jung were right and it was transmitted through inherited brain matter, then colonization would be impossible and this book would be unnecessary! But Fanon locates the collective unconscious in the social canon, in that store of sayings and stories which inform one’s cognitive development, the training data of the human mind.

Hear him describe it.


Through the collective unconscious the Antillean has taken over all the archetypes belonging to the European. The anima of the Antillean Negro is almost always a white woman. In the same way, the animus of the Antilleans is always a white man. That is because in the works of Anatole France, Balzac, Bazin, or any of the rest of “our” novelists, there is never a word about an ethereal yet ever present black woman or about a dark Apollo with sparkling eyes … But I too am guilty, here I am talking of Apollo! There is no help for it: I am a white man. For unconsciously I distrust what is black in me, that is, the whole of my being.

p.191



The Antillean partakes of the same collective unconscious as the European: the same value structures, the same fantasies. No wonder Martinican children devour the same comic books about proudly Gallic explorers descending into deepest, darkest Africa, no wonder they are shocked when they realize others perceive them as savages and not explorers. “You think as a European.” How true that turned out to be! Jean Veneuse can rest easy. Like the Buddhist doctrine of tathagatagarbha, it was already present and available to him, closer to him than the veins in his forehead, only needing to be grasped. The whiteness was inside him all along.

Hooray?

But what would Jean Veneuse say to this? Could he accept it? I may speculate idly about sending Veneuse on pilgrimage to a postcolonial guru in the wild heart of Lyons who would teach him to recognize the nonduality of form and emptiness and show him new ways to interact with his value system, but this is too fanciful for Fanon. His colonial subject suffers under a malaise that cannot be named, and antidotes are scarce.

V.

Fanon does not endorse dependence and surrender, as the novelist Mayotte Capécia does. In her book I Am a Martinician Woman (Je suis martiniquaise), Fanon reads a straightforward desire to become white: she loves a man for no other reason than that he is what she wants to be, and having him can bring a bit of it into her life.


It is in fact customary in Martinique to dream of a form of salvation that consists in magically turning white. A house in Didier, acceptance into that high society (Didier is on a hill that dominates the city), and there you have Hegels’ subjective certainty made flesh.

p.44



Neither is he enthused by the trend (perhaps more prevalent today than ever before) of locating a black identity in some distant land, which becomes a fantasy, a reservoir of that which was already empty.


Segou, Djenne, cities of more than a hundred thousand people; accounts of learned blacks (doctors of theology who went to Mecca to interpret the Koran). All of that, exhumed from the past, spread with its insides out, made it possible for me to find a valid historic place. The white man was wrong, I was not a primitive, not even a half-man, I belonged to a race that had already been working in gold and silver two thousand years ago.

p.130

The discovery of the existence of a Negro civilization in the fifteenth century confers no patent of humanity on me. Like it or not, the past can in no way guide me in the present moment.

P.225



And, as devoted as he is to Aimé Césaire, he doesn’t seem optimistic about turning the tables and valorizing a mystic blackness.


I am white: that is to say I possess beauty and virtue, which have never been black. I am the color of the daylight… I am black: I am the incarnation of a complete fusion with the world, an intuitive understanding of the earth, an abandonment of my ego in the heart of the cosmos, and no white man, no matter how intelligent he may be, can ever understand Louis Armstrong and the music of the Congo. If I am black, it is not the result of a curse, but because I have offered my skin, I have been able to absorb all the cosmic effluvia. I am truly a ray of sunlight under the earth…

p.45



This is, in part, because psychiatry has always aimed itself at the middle class, and Fanon locates colonial alienation primarily in them. The unknowable and wordless magic, the oneness with a natural world, is something his patients are looking at from the outside; it remains a totem, a fetish, regardless of how you flip the value structure.

As much as Fanon is an ancestor of contemporary postcolonial thought and as much as many of his ideas would be at home at the radical end of contemporary race politics (his desire for magazines, songs, and history books made specifically for black children stands out) he already rejected in 1951 many stances and methods in present use.


Am I going to ask the contemporary white man to answer for the slave-ships of the seventeenth century? Am I going to try by every possible means to cause Guilt to be born in minds? … I am not the slave of the Slavery that dehumanized my ancestors.

p.230



Fanon got famous in France, and especially in the United States, for his rhetoric of resistance and violence. That rhetoric finds its context in the colonial massacres in Africa and Asia still being perpetrated by the European powers in the latter half of the twentieth century. In that context, he says, there is no option but to fight. He does not extend the same recommendation to black people in France or the Antilles.

VI.

When I first mentioned I was reading Fanon to a friend of mine, he was quite surprised, and mentioned a quote from Fanon, about how ‘killing a European is killing two birds with one stone’ because it both kills an oppressor and frees an oppressed. It turns out that quote is not Fanon’s but Sartre’s, from the foreword to another work by Fanon, The Wretched of the Earth.

There is a great deal I have left out of this review. Fanon’s extensive discussion of sexuality with regards to race, the more openly psychoanalytic parts, his discussion of Hegel, and many other sections which verge on the impressionistic and mystical. I have been chasing down this question with such a narrow view that I have cut Fanon into a more convenient shape. I hope that he would forgive me.

I have let him speak for himself, perhaps at the cost of my own voice. Just a few years ago, I could not have tolerated Fanon’s method. I would have called it unfocused and pseudo-scientific, and emphasized how we replicate our own biases in the forking maze of psychoanalysis. Something hides behind the text, inside of its structure. Today it calls to me. Beauty arises here, not in spite of these hidden things, but because of them, in a way that the rationalist language I had grown too comfortable using does not adequately describe. Is there a place where these two things can meet?

I had gone into this book expecting a great deal more rage. I would have found it there, if Fanon had written it a few years earlier, but as he says in the introduction,


This book should have been written three years ago … But these truths were a fire in me then. Now, I can tell them without being burned. These truths do not have to be hurled in men's faces. They are not intended to ignite fervor. I do not trust fervor.

p.11



Neither do I trust fervor. Fanon will not shy away from violence, but neither will he give into bloodthirst, nor will he entertain the fantasy that there need be just one more spasm of racial violence to even the scores, and then all the teams can just go home. There is only one solution I find here, and he repeats it from the beginning to the end.[3]


In the absolute, the black is no more to be loved than the Czech, and truly what is to be done is to set man free.

p.11

Have I no other purpose on earth, then, but to avenge the Negro of the seventeenth century?

In this world, which is already trying to disappear, do I have to pose the problem of black truth? Do I have to be limited to the justification of a facial conformation?

I as a man of color do not have the right to seek to know in what respect my race is superior or inferior to another race.

I as a man of color do not have the right to hope that in the white man there will be a crystallization of guilt toward the past of my race.

I as a man of color do not have the right to seek ways of stamping down the pride of my former master.

I have neither the right nor the duty to claim reparation for the domestication of my ancestors.

There is no Negro mission; there is no white burden.

I find myself suddenly in a world in which things do evil; a world in which I am summoned into battle; a world in which it is always a question of annihilation or triumph.

p.228



Once the active, ruinous violence has stopped (no mean feat that) there shall be neither shame nor guilt nor reparations nor repatriations nor revenges. There can be only the declaration that humanity begins here.

What platitudes! A child could have told me that! And yet, dare I hope? A prophet tells you only what you already know, and demands your adherence.

Fanon asked “What does the black man want?” Now let his answer play us out.


I, the man of color, want only this:

That the tool never possess the man. That the enslavement of man by man cease forever. That is, of one by another. That it be possible for me to discover and to love man, wherever he may be.



p.231


Notes


[1]

If you don’t know what this is, don’t look it up, nothing good may come of it.



[2]

Un homme pareil aux autres is an autobiographical novel, and Jean Veneuse is a stand-in for the author, René Maran, which Fanon ensures you will not forget. As much as Black Skin, White Masks, is a deeply personal work, Fanon neglects to provide his own biographical details here, and so the audience would be ignorant of the fact that by this point Fanon has had two relationships with French women, one of whom he left pregnant, another whom he married around the time this book was published.



[3]

For the incorrigible Teachites in the room, this is a full-throated rejection of the dynamics of rage and envy. To arrest the motion of these giants it is necessary to bring the full force of humanity to bear. I’m tempted to call it ‘Christ-like’ but I haven’t done enough Biblical interpretation to do so confidently.






Blood in the Water: The Attica Prison Uprising of 1971 and Its Legacy by Heather Ann Thompson

Thompson, Heather Ann. Blood in the Water: The Attica Prison Uprising of 1971

and Its Legacy. (Pantheon, 2016)

"Neither slavery nor involuntary servitude, except as a punishment for crime whereof the party shall have been duly convicted, shall exist within the United States.” The 13th amendment’s loophole for those convicted of crimes has become a prevalent issue in the past years. Most prisoners have jobs while incarcerated, but their work either results in little to no pay. On September 9, 2016, over 24,000 inmates across twelve states took a stand and did not show up for work.[1] They demanded fair pay, humane living conditions, and better educational programs. Unfortunately, the largest prison strike in U.S history ended up having little effect on prison reform. The 2016 strike was most certainly not the first act towards creating safer and more fair conditions for inmates, however. In September of 1971, Attica Correctional Facility in New York was home to one of the most powerful prison riots the U.S has witnessed. Heather Ann Thompson’s Blood in the Water: The Attica Prison Uprising of 1971 and Its Legacy unveils the horrifying truth about what happened during the five-day-long uprising. Thompson’s book not only informs readers of accurate details that were once twisted by the media but also crafts a well-written argument that the government, no matter what they might say in the moment, is not on the side of any prisoner.

Thompson makes immediately clear her frustration with the lack of public knowledge of Attica’s uprising, saying “the most important details of this story have been deliberately kept from the public” (xiii) Thompson describes the surprising struggle she had with finding full records detailing the uprising as many materials were deemed “off limits” and FBI documents were “nearly unreadable from all the redactions” (xiii). Despite the lack of information from federal archives, Thompson uncovered boxes of letters and bloody clothing belonging to prisoners. Her findings further fueled her determination to tell the whole story of the Attica uprising and frustration towards New York City officials who protected the “politicians and members of law enforcement who caused so much trauma” (xvii).

Thompson begins her story by describing the inhumane conditions Attica prisoners were forced to endure. One inmate told the Hartford Courant that “we work under slave conditions here.”[2] Attica only allowed prisoners to earn a measly 6 cents per day working. But, the shops earned $2 million, meaning there was no reason why inmates were subjected to payments no other citizen would’ve stood for. Upon entering Attica, prisoners were only given a thin coat, two work shirts, three pairs of pants, one pair of shoes, 3 pairs of underwear, 6 pairs of socks, and one comb. (8) In order to obtain other necessities such as toothbrushes, deodorant, shampoo, etc. prisoners had to buy them. But with the inadequate amount of money they were earning, most could not afford any extra supplies. Each month, prisoners were given 1 bar of soap and one roll of toilet paper, being told to “limit themselves to one sheet per day” (8). Attica also did not provide sufficient food so much so that most prisoners went to bed starving. Any chance to receive extra food was taken but was always met with punishment. An inmate, Samuel Melville, wrote to his lawyer that he “had recently finished 14 days in solitary for having taken an extra piece of bread”[3] Additionally, even with two doctors at Attica, most health issues were not properly taken care of. Dr. Williams and Dr. Sternberg’s general response to prisoners’ problems was to give them aspirin.

Thompson also makes it quite clear that the uprising was not the inmates’ first choice for creating change. On June 16, 1971, Attica superintendent Mancusi discovered a letter that included 28 demands for reform. The prisoners called for “changes in the parole system, religious freedom for Muslims, improvements in the working and living conditions, and a change in medical staff and medical policy” (32). At first, the men of Attica were hopeful. But by September, no change was made. Although Commissioner Oswald promised that his staff would “continue to review” (39)  the letter sent months ago, his words meant nothing. Attica’s conditions had not and would not improve.

Thompson’s second section begins the telling of the infamous Attica uprising. The riot was, most importantly, unplanned. On September 9, William Ortiz, an inmate who had thrown a soup can at an officer the night before, was released from solitary unbeknownst to any correctional officer. To return Ortiz to keeplock, Lieutenant Curtiss ordered officers to close doors to trap Ortiz and any prisoners with him in A Tunnel. As prisoners in the front of the line realized they were locked in, panic set in. Suddenly, one landed a blow to Curtiss’s left temple and the uprising quickly began. By the afternoon, around 40 COs were taken hostage and one officer by the name of William Quinn was sent to the hospital.

The first day of the rebellion also saw the creation of “fifteen practical proposals” (79) by prisoners that were then given to Commissioner Oswald. The list included but was not limited to: “apply the New York State minimum wage law to all State Institutions”, “Educate all Correctional Officers to the needs of the inmates”, “Give us a healthy diet”, and “Give us a doctor that will examine and treat all inmates that request treatment”. (80) On the uprising’s third day, Oswald had written agreements to almost every demand the prisoners had given him.

The fourth section of Thompson’s book details the terrifying retaking of Attica by the New York State Police. On the fourth day of the uprising, prisoners were aware that state troopers would be commencing an assault on Attica. To delay this, inmates brought the hostages to the catwalk with some carrying knives. Nobody planned on harming the hostages, as they were the only means of negotiation. Unfortunately, this tactic did not work. Helicopters flying over D Yard dropped a “combination of CS and CN gas” that “immediately made people throw up” (178). Armed with 33 rifles and 217 shotguns, thetroopers landed on the catwalk and began shooting. Hostages weren’t even safe. Don Noble, a prisoner determined to save both himself and a hostage Mike Smith, pulled himself and Smith to the left. Even with protection, Smith still received four bullets to his abdomen that “exploded upon impact, which sent shrapnel downward to his spine” (181). Officers treated prisoners who were trying to take cover or surrender with “acts of cold-blooded killing” (185). One man, who was trying to find safety in a trench, was instructed by troopers to “climb out of the hole with his hands on his head, which he did” (185). However, even with complying, the prisoner was still shot in the chest because he didn’t keep his hands on his hand. James Lee Asbury said within ten minutes after the assault began “all he could see was blood and water” (187). By the end of the retaking 128 men were shot, and nine hostages and 29 prisoners had been killed.

To make matters worse, completely false narratives to the press were told. Deputy Commissioner Walter Dunbar claimed he personally saw one prisoner grab hostage Mike Smith, castrate him, and “[take] this man’s organs and [stick] them in his mouth in clear view of us all” (195). The New York Times even published that “several of the hostages—prison guards and civilian workers—died when convicts slashed their throats with knives.”[4] As one of the nation’s most highly respected newspapers, it was no surprise that spreading these lies further led the public to turn against the rebelling prisoners. People began referring to them as “murderous convicts” and “desperately sick men” (196). Furthermore, Attica’s physicians abused inmates after the assault. One man begged for medication for his injuries, but was told by Dr. Williams, “I’m never going to give you no medication. I hope you all die.” (211).

After the uprising, several trials also occurred. On April 6, 1975, even with little evidence backing up the verdict, prisoners John Hill and Charles Joe Pernasalice were found guilty of the murder of officer William Quinn. Inmate Jomo Joka Omowale was charged with 34 counts of kidnapping and four counts of coercion and unlawful imprisonment for taking hostages. While on trial, Jomo described his experience during the retaking. Officers shot Jomo six times in the back and neck, forced him to run “through a gauntlet of troopers and COs raining blows down on [him]”, and refused to bring Jomo to a hospital to treat his “gaping wounds and a collapsed lung” (391). By the time Jomo’s trial had ended, something even more telling of the state’s abuse of power was uncovered: the state defense had a whistleblower.

Malcolm Bell worked for Simonetti who was the chief prosecutor for the state. Bell claimed his colleagues had “worked deliberately [...] to prevent the prosecution of the troopers and correction officers who had committed crimes at Attica.” (397) Bell even had evidence of photo fabrication. In a close examination of the death of prisoner James Robinson, Bell found one photo of Robinson lying on the ground where he was killed with no weapon in sight. However, Bell then discovered another picture taken of Robinson with a curved sword beside him. (406) Clearly, a trooper had placed the weapon near Robinson to justify the murder. Additionally, an investigation was conducted on the shooting of prisoner Kenny Malloy. The report concluded that a trooper named Aldo Barbolini. But Malloy never received justice. Barbolini resigned on September 17, 1971, because his superiors had told him “that if he resigned he would not be prosecuted” (428).

Thompson’s epilogue highlights the fact that even after an uprising that should have been a wake-up call for New York, conditions at Attica only worsened. Three decades after the rebellion, Attica’s population had more than doubled, even though the prison was already overcrowded in 1971. (565) In 2001, the Correctional Association of New York wrote “Attica inmates had the highest ratings of all CA-visited prisons for frequency of physical assaults, verbal harassment, [and] threats and intimidation” (567). Thompson concludes with multiple examples of prison strikes across the country after Attica. She writes that the legacy of Attica “shows the nation that even the most marginalized citizens will never stop fighting to be treated as human beings.” (571)

Some may say the downfall of Thompson’s book is density; that is too long and hard to follow. But the long length of the book is just what Thompson’s narrative needed. It informs readers of every single detail of the lead-up to the uprising, the uprising itself, and the aftermath. Attica’s story is something that has never been told before. Thus, every detail is crucial and must be included. Thompson’s argument also gains its most power from the inclusion of photographs. While describing the horrifying graphics of the New York State Police retaking of Attica, Thompson incorporates photos, such as “casualties on the catwalk” (187) which shows three dead inmates with blood spatters surrounding them while officers encircle the corpses. It’s a horrific scene and one that no reader will forget. The use of just this one photo reminds readers of the gruesome events that the state was solely responsible for.

A review of Blood In The Water by historian Robert T. Chase applauds Thompson for her “gripping narrative”[5] — something that nobody who has read the book can disagree with. Chase also commends Thompson for “[allowing] readers to feel as if they too have just discovered the uncomfortable truth of state atrocity”[6] all while describing a narrative with such violence that can be hard to comprehend.

What all readers can take away from Thompson’s writing is that people, no matter who they are or what they’ve done, deserve the same rights as anyone else. Allowing prisoners’ voices to be heard is the first step in the right direction, and reading Thompson’s work does just that.
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Bowling Alone

Bowling Alone is a book about social isolation. The book was published in 2000, and though it is dated in some respects, the trends Robert Putnam analyzes in it (and their causes) feel more relevant than ever in 2023. Bowling Alone is a dry, academic book, and can at times be a frustrating read. Still, its completionist overview of declining American engagement is a useful, sobering reference for anyone interested in one of America’s largest social ills. The book is divided into four major sections with self-explanatory titles: “Trends in Civic Engagement and Social Capital,” “So What?”, “Why?”, and “What is to be Done?” This review summarizes those four sections, provides some commentary on each, and closes with some thoughts on the broader implications of Putnam’s detailed work.

1.

Section One is an exhaustive compilation of how just about everything that could reasonably be called “social capital” is declining. Social capital is a wide-ranging label, meaning simply “social networks and the norms of reciprocity and trustworthiness that arise from them.” Thus, this section is the longest and driest of the book, as Putnam summarizes and presents study after survey after statistic. Opening to a random page in the first section, I find this paragraph, which is typical of the style:


Comparable estimates of a broader array of social connections (as summarized in figure 17) show that, on average, during the last quarter of the twentieth century Americans attended church services and visited with relatives nearly every other week; ate dinner out, sent a greeting card to someone, and wrote a letter to a friend or relative about once every three weeks; played cards about once a month and entertained at home just about that often; attended a club meeting about every other month and had a drink in a bar almost that often; gave or attended a dinner party, went to the movies, and attended a sporting event roughly every two or three months; worked on some community project and played some team sport roughly twice a year; and wrote a letter to the editor every other year.



You can see the difficulty. Putnam’s approach is obsessive, exhaustive, detailed, and nuanced. He is the sort of author who will note that he could not confirm the authenticity of an Oscar Wilde quote used in an introductory paragraph. He carefully investigates positions he disagrees with, and generally plays the dispassionate academic. This is refreshing, in a media landscape defined by relentless unsubstantiated takery, and appeals to the same part of me that enjoys ACX. But it also sometimes feels like eating vegetables. I found myself wishing, especially in this first section, that he would cut short the endless parade of statistics summarizing things everyone already knows.

The trends Putnam takes careful account of in section one can seem too obvious to even mention. People go to church less often. Voter turnout is down. People have fewer friends than ever, and spend less time with the friends they do have. Americans aren’t involved in their communities. It is possible that these things were less obvious to the average reader in the early 2000s, but, by this point, they’ve been think-pieced so aggressively to death that the skin and flesh of the dead horse has been worn off by the continued beating. In that context, it's difficult not to skim through endless graphs summarizing declines in club enrollment.

That said, the sheer volume of evidence makes Putnam’s assertions hit with force. It’s one thing to have a hazy sense that Americans are more disengaged, it’s another to learn that while nearly 50% of American families participated in the PTA in 1960, that number fell to 15% in just twenty years. Or that the fraction of families that rarely eat dinner together doubled from 1976 to 1997. Or that we go out to bars or nightclubs half as much as we used to. Or that softball team participation dropped by a third from the 1980s to the 1990s. Or that the fraction of Americans who attended a public political meeting dropped by 40 percent between 1973 and 1999. Or that monthly charitable giving declined from 50% to 30% in fifteen years. Or that 20% fewer Americans agree that “most people can be trusted.” Nearly everywhere Putnam turns, he finds evidence of a more sickly body politic, and the more facts he accumulates, the more the decline in social capital starts to feel like an invisible sickness eating away at every aspect of American life.

2.

Most people would agree that isolation and weaker social bonds are bad. Putnam feels obligated to prove it. The section entitled “So What?” attempts to catalog the impact of the decline in social capital, with mixed results. Putnam is forced to grapple with the fact that the idea of “social capital” is extremely broad, encompassing almost everything we do with other people. This makes it difficult to tease out its effects, especially if different varieties of social capital pull in different directions.

This can lead to chapters where Putnam sets up easy targets like: “it’s good if children are raised in strong communities” and struggles to knock them down. He often finds himself tangled in webs of contradictory data, such as this paragraph from the “Safe and Productive Neighborhoods” chapter:


The integration of families into neighborhoods may not always be beneficial. If the neighborhood norms and networks are at odds with what ethnographer Anderson calls ‘decent’ values, then families who become enmeshed in the community may run afoul of their own better natures. One study of Northern California high school students found that the extent to which parents knew their child’s friends, and knew the parents of those friends, was a strong indicator of the child’s classroom engagement and refusal to use alcohol and drugs. But such positive effects of “parents knowing parents” were found only in areas where school engagement and substance abuse were not a problem. In areas where students were more troubled, the social integration of parents actually exacerbated the problems of living in a community with poorly adjusted peers. In other words, social integration into a community of bad actors may not produce good results.



…which is a long winded way of saying that social capital is good in moral communities, and bad in immoral ones.

That same chapter see him wrestling with the fact that street gangs are a form of community, concluding that “Even as they sell drugs and carry out violent wars on the streets, gangs represent a form of social capital, providing networks of reciprocity, charity, organizing, and social control–albeit on their own, often destructive terms.” Reading the section, you can almost feel him wrenching himself away from an exhaustive, chin-stroking investigation of the pros and cons of gang activity.

Other chapters are smoother, if a bit perfunctory. “Economics” includes a case study of a failing small town that bootstrapped its recovery by pooling resources and working together, and notes that “Silicon Valley” succeeded in part because the business culture encouraged socializing that cross-pollinated useful ideas. His chapter on “Health” has the interesting insight that isolation is as bad as cigarette smoking for one’s health, but that going to a community meeting once a month seems to be all that’s required to reverse the effects.

But frankly, this entire section mostly seems like an excuse to write the chapter on “Democracy.” Bowling Alone was inspired by independent research Putnam conducted on the Italian government, so it makes sense he’s interested in how social capital affects our politics. Unsurprisingly, social capital is good for democracy: it reduces tax evasion and extremism, and is correlated with political awareness and engagement. Citing his study, Putnam describes how Italy in the 1970s created 20 new local governments to manage diverse regions. The structure of each government was identical, but the culture and politics of each region were significantly different, ranging from “the preindustrial to postindustrial, from the devoutly catholic to the ardently communist, from the inertly feudal to the frenetically modern.” Seeing as it formed the inspiration of a book on civic engagement, the results should not be difficult to predict: whether a local government succeeded or failed was a result of the level of social capital in the region. No other factor had an impact.

Sadly, the political ailments caused by low social capital are all the more prevalent in America today. Isolation makes people more likely to “[fall] prey to extremist groups that target isolated and untethered individuals.” Putnam also suggests that while “it is commonly assumed that cynicism toward government has caused our disengagement from politics…the converse is just as likely: that we are disaffected because as we and our neighbors have dropped out, the real performance of government has suffered.” Social capital has certainly continued to fall since Bowling Alone was written, and, as a result, our political problems have worsened, too.

Ever careful, Putnam also devotes a bunch of time to considering if social capital is, in fact, bad. Unsurprisingly, he does not do this terribly effectively. The main charge is that strong communities promote intolerance. This argument is supported primarily by the fact that the decline in social capital is correlated with a rise in overall tolerance. Putnam seems to think this is disprovable by noting that, generationally, tolerance peaked only slightly after civic engagement did, hinting that the two may not be closely related. This is pretty weak evidence, and it’s so poorly explained that I’m suspicious Putnam is concealing something, but it is, at least, an attempt to deal with the charge.

Putnam also claims that states with higher social capital are more tolerant, but the graph that supposedly illustrates this fact shows mainly that a handful southern states are especially intolerant and have low social capital, and other states are basically the same in terms of tolerance, despite widely varying social capital.

Again, Putnam’s diligence is his own worst enemy here: this chapter, in my mind, weakens his argument in favor of social engagement. That said, it’s a credit to him that he included it at all.

So, there you have it: socializing is good, and isolation is bad. While this section contains some interesting insights, especially on the importance of strong communities for democracy, it largely weakens the book, as Putnams desire for careful, rigorously supported reasoning prevents him from making a case more appealing than any layperson’s gut feelings.

3.

So we’ve established that social capital is declining, and we’ve agreed that this is bad. Why is it happening? This is the most interesting part of the book. It’s got a little something for every ideological bent, as Putnam considers plausible reasons from across the ideological spectrum: loss of small businesses, racial integration, the welfare state, and more! He gives most of these considerations a light touch, disclaiming them as outside the scope of his book, but he focuses on four trends he believes to be prime culprits: women entering the workforce, urban sprawl, television, and boomers.

Let's start with women entering the workplace, which has the potential to be the most incendiary of the four claims. Here Putnam’s detailed and prevaricating style is an asset, as he manages to make a potentially touchy conclusion seem dully obvious. The argument: controlling for other factors, working full time “appears to cut home entertaining by roughly ten percent, club and church attendance by roughly 15 percent, informal visiting with friends by 25 percent, and volunteering by more than 50 percent.” This trend holds across multiple general surveys of the population, and should not be particularly surprising; after all, an additional commitment of forty hours a week sucks up a lot of time.

Curiously, women who are unemployed have seen a greater fall in social engagement than employed women. This perhaps points to a sort of general collapse as engaged, driven women leave leadership roles in PTAs or neighborhoods, causing the groups to flounder. Or perhaps the number of homemakers fell below the critical mass necessary for communities to sustain themselves. Regardless, the data seem to support the idea that full-time employment decreases engagement, and women are the demographic that has seen a massive increase in full-time employment.

Note that this data does not necessarily show that the optimal formula for civic engagement is a return to archetypical 1950s gender roles. Though Putnam does not include data on how full-time employment affects men’s social engagement, it seems plausible that discouraging men from working could reverse losses in civic engagement. Happily, the optimal solution does not seem to require gender discrimination of any sort: people who work part time are more socially engaged than those who work full-time or not at all, suggesting that perhaps reducing standard working hours could result in a social capital boom.

On to a less controversial topic: urban sprawl. From 1950 to 1996 the number of Americans living in a suburb jumped from 23% to 49%. Interestingly, the data also shows that the proportion of Americans who live in cities has stayed basically constant from 1950-2000, and the gains in suburbs have corresponded to falls in rural areas.

Since civic engagement exists on a continuum of cities-suburbs-rural areas (from low to high), it’s tempting to claim the decline is attributable to rural dieback rather than urban sprawl. Putnam, however, dismisses this by noting that past urbanization (and loss of rural populations) was not associated with eras of declining engagement, but current suburbanization is. He goes on to conclude that the rise in suburbs must be the problem.

He does a decent job of supporting this hypothesis. Suburbs are more homogenous, which is associated with lower engagement. Suburbs increase commuting time, of which an extra ten minutes cuts engagement by 10%. And suburbanization fractures communities: if you work, relax, and shop in your neighborhood, your neighbors are also your co-workers, customers, merchants, and friends. Suburbanization and car culture cut these bonds by placing our life trajectories in “large suburban triangles,” weakly bonding us to disparate groups spread across large areas and reducing our connectedness.

Though he believes they have measurable impact, Putnam thinks the rise in working women and urban sprawl contributed a small amount to America's social capital decline. The last two causes are more substantial.

Television is the first. Television[1] is one of those things that basically everyone agrees is a vice, but no one is willing to condemn. It’s a non-chemical, apparently harmless form of relaxation and entertainment, and it’s so pervasive that even those who make an effort to avoid it likely engage with it in some limited quantity.

And yet, specific numbers on use are almost always shocking. When Bowling Alone was written, Americans, on average, spent around six hours per day on television[2], more than an additional full time job. This massive absorption of time seems like it should come at some kind of cost.

And indeed it does. The TV section is full of statistics about how bad television is for civic engagement. Habitual users are 23% less active in grassroots organizations and 37% less likely to attend public meetings. Television is the only leisure activity that is negatively correlated with involvement in other leisure activities: watching TV “comes at the expense of nearly every social activity outside the home: especially social gatherings and informal conversations,” and the only activities positively correlated with it are “sleeping, resting, eating, housework, radio listening, and hobbies.” Each additional hour of television results in a 10% decrease in civic engagement, and, in terms of civic engagement, one less hour of television per day is equivalent to five to six years of education. Essentially any way you slice it, TV use is the best predictor of civic disengagement, a fact that leads to amusing graphs like the one where he demonstrates that television watching and giving someone the finger while driving are nearly perfectly correlated.

Putnam drives his point home with a few qualitative points on television’s psychological effects. He describes a nearly perfect natural experiment in which a “typical” Canadian small town, through a quirk of geography, was unable to get TV reception until 1973. When TV was introduced, participation in community activities plummeted, while the patterns of essentially identical neighboring towns who already had television remained steady.

Why? TV is addictive. Putnam includes a few pages of paragraphs like the following, which summarize how psychologically harmful TV is:


[T]elevision is surely habit-forming and may be mildly addictive. In experimental studies viewers generally demand a major bribe to give it up, even though viewers consistently report that television viewing is less satisfying than other leisure activities and even than work. In 1977 the Detroit Free Press was able to find only 5 out of 120 families willing to give up television for a month in return for $500. People who do give up TV reportedly experience boredom, anxiety, irritation, and depression. One woman observed: “It was terrible. We did nothing–my husband and I talked.”



Putnam also notes the distortion of reality TV produces, describing parasocial relationships and the phenomenon whereby heavy media consumption makes viewers “feel more engaged with [their] community without the effort of actually being engaged.” Though Putnam does not assign the greatest share of the blame to television, he seems to have the most disdain for it, perhaps because it seems entirely without benefit.

The final explanation is simple: kids today really do suck. Though civic engagement fluctuates over a person’s lifetime, Boomers and Gen Z[3] are much less civically engaged than their Greatest Generation counterparts were. In his meandering way, Putnam catalogs a variety of ways younger people are worse than the people who came of age in the 20s and 40s. We’re vastly more materialistic[4], more prone to suicide and depression, more isolated, and sicker than our ancestors were.

Putnam doesn’t have a great explanation for why this is. Television is probably related, as boomers were the first generation raised on it, and subsequent cohorts have only seen a more saturated media environment. But it might just be that the greatest generation was genuinely great. Putnam implies that their zest for engagement is a byproduct of WWII: zeal in the early years of US involvement saw not just massive military volunteering, but booming civic engagement at home: volunteering sky-rocketed, war bonds were sold, and people donated household materials to help the war effort.

Critically, these habits stuck. Though initial enthusiasm waned, this experience of coming together seemed to have shaped the nation. Civic engagement fell after the war ended, but it remained much higher than it had been at the beginning of the conflict: many people inspired by the war effort remained engaged.

Similarly, veterans brought the bonds formed of combat home with them. As JFK put it in 1946: “Most of the courage shown in the war came from men’s understanding of their interdependence on each other. Men were saving other men’s lives at the risk of their own simply because they realized that perhaps the next day their lives would be saved in turn” These men, trying to keep that sense of community alive, started and joined social organizations and invested in their communities and their country.[5]

This generational shift is the most intractable of the four factors. Unfortunately, it is also the one that had the biggest impact.

Putnam closes the chapter by giving hard numbers for how much these factors have contributed to social decline. He assigns 10% of the blame to two-career families, 10% to urban sprawl, 25-40% to television, and 40% to generational differences. He derived these numbers by asking “how would civic participation or social capital have declined if the relevant factors…had not changed over the last third of the twentieth century,” and comparing that to the actual rate of decline. He acknowledges that this approach has limitations, and that the numbers are “rough and ready,” but they provide a clear and easy summary in a book reluctant to make hard claims about much of anything.

4.

Bowling Alone is a difficult book to summarize. There’s essentially no filler: every paragraph is a new summary of four different studies, many of which end up being unrelated or contradictory to the overall claim Putnam is making. Indeed, it’s sometimes difficult to parse out exactly what he’s claiming, if anything–he flits from study to study, discarding a theory here, weakly endorsing a theory there, and remarking on things he finds suggestive or curious; but he’s often reluctant to be pinned down to a larger opinion. His most definite claims are about why all of this happened, but even those are fairly disparate and disconnected.

Bowling Alone is not a tight, well-structured book. It’s a charcuterie board of facts around a central theme. It becomes a sociological rorschach test: a reference work that contains some evidence for just about any pet theory the reader can come up with.

This leaves the reader yearning for a clear takeaway. To his credit, Putnam tries to provide this in a slim section entitled “What is to be Done?” In it, he suggests that America faced similar problems at the end of the 1800s, which was solved by an “era of civic inventiveness” that created a “renewed set of institutions and channels for reinvigorated civic life.” He suggests we take inspiration from their example, and lays out prescriptions that range from the obvious (campaign finance reform) to the laughable (modern dance groups composed of unemployed shipyard workers).[6]

This is all well and good, but it feels a bit circular. If Progressivism succeeded by “organizing a voluntary association, investigating a problem, gathering relevant facts, and analyzing them,” isn’t the key problem that we can’t even organize in the first place? There appears to be some deeper issue we need to address before we can organize to solve our organization problem.

To answer that question, one has to depart from Putnam’s style of careful, data-driven analysis, and make wild claims about The State of America. Happily, doing that is really fun.

To me, it seems as though an epidemic of learned helplessness has devastated the American population: an overall psychological malaise that makes the idea of attending a book club or getting together for drinks–let alone affecting social change–simply too daunting. We do not feel capable of the basic human activities of getting together in groups, communicating, and solving problems in the way we have in the past. We lack the basic confidence required to believe we can do anything outside of the very narrow roles that institutions have placed us in. As a result, we do not do much of anything at all.

Return to the factors Putnam names as causes of social decline, and we can see evidence for this theory. Each cause of civic disengagement has also reduced American confidence.

The Greatest Generation saw the world change radically as they grew up. Americans beat the Great Depression, and in the process spread life-changing technology across America. A child born in the 1920s who grew up using an outhouse and reading by lantern-light was, by the end of the 1930s, likely to be taking hot baths and listening to the radio. It was made clear to them during their formative years that things got better.

Perhaps because of this experience, entry into World War 2 sparked a firestorm of civic energy: families grew their own food, women went to work, and most people found whatever way they could to aid the war effort. Ordinary men on the front lines were thrown together to solve dangerous and complex problems for the highest possible stakes.

The result? The Allies won, and in the process completely reshaped the political and economic structure of the entire world. Americans in their 20s and 30s had faced the greatest threat ever posed to the world, and neutralized it. It is not surprising that this generation did not find it difficult to socialize or solve local problems: after defeating the Nazis and the Depression, what could possibly be seen as a comparable challenge?

Their children, the boomers, did not see massive levels of improvement during their childhoods, and they did not overcome a similar challenge. They also faced a new sap of civic energy: television. Television, and now video games and social media, are a new class of activity, one that requires zero engagement. Users sit passively as media enters their brains. Nothing is asked, and nothing is gained. Images simply rush in and fill the mind.[7] In comparison to this, the simple act of real-time conversation is difficult: the participant must read their partner’s cues, interpret their words, and formulate a response unlikely to offend or confuse. Small wonder that a generation raised on electronic media is plagued with social anxiety and depression: their primary form of entertainment allows the most fundamental aspects of humanity to atrophy, to say nothing of larger skills of communal organization or problem solving.

What’s worse, the narratives on television generally lack any depiction of the sorts of civic skills required to work on hard problems or live in community. Comedies and reality TV depict emotionally stunted, conflict prone humans who cannot manage to go an episode without generating conflict and crises, while popular dramas present ultra-competent characters who always know what to do. Deliberation, thought, and consensus building are boring. TV optimizes them away, leaving viewers with the unconscious understanding that the human experience is primarily one of vicious, self-centered cruelty or effortless heroism. This leaves no room for the vast majority of life which is confusing, contradictory, messy, boring, and difficult. When problems arise, heavy users of mass media are likely to feel incapable of solving them because, in the narratives they have internalized, problems are either never solved or solved by people they could never hope to emulate.

Still, some social problems are so easy to solve they don’t require narratives about how to solve them. For example, if a coworker’s car breaks down, I can commute to work with him–assuming he lives nearby. Urban sprawl, in its severing of healthy community bonds, removes the opportunities to solve small problems collaboratively.

Imagine two neighbors talking about the plight of a third who has recently lost his job. If they know him well, they might feel motivated to help. If they know local business owners in the community, they might be able to find him work. If that owner knows the unemployed person, he can confidently judge whether the man is trustworthy, and has more motivation to help him. A breakage in any of those links results simply in an agreement that the situation is very sad, and no chance for concrete action, a moment that leaves all participants feeling helpless and disempowered.

Finally, consider more people entering the workforce. This would seem to create more empowerment, not less–after all, working is simply getting paid to solve problems, right? This is true in some sense, but as economic life in the US is dominated more and more by large corporations, and work moves from factories and job sites to offices and call centers, the character of work is increasingly that of being a cog in a machine. An employee at Google or McDonald’s has no ability to change the direction or strategy of the organization. They are unlikely, even, to be able to change the character of their department or local franchise, as all important matters are prescribed by rigid corporate edict. They may become more and more adept at performing tasks, but they have no room to think novelly or propose solutions to problems outside of their job description.[8]

Socially, their interactions are constrained to water cooler conversation about sports or television, lacking the space or freedom to forge deep bonds or talk about meaningful issues.

Contrast this to a landscaper at a small firm. He may see the company owner every day, even consider him a friend. He has ample opportunities to suggest changes. By working in the real world, he is forced to deal with unexpected and chaotic problems like weather, illness, exhaustion, and personal conflict. His workspace is less monitored, and he works in close proximity to his co-workers, creating opportunity for genuine, free-form conversation. His work environment encourages him to be more adaptable and able to solve novel problems.

Viewed in these terms, our social engagement and feelings of helplessness are unsurprising. We are denied and avoid opportunities to solve life's little problems, making life’s large problems seem insurmountable. It is little wonder that feelings of imposter syndrome have risen in the past few decades. In a very real sense, we are genuine imposters: well-trained, intelligent professionals who are, nevertheless, unable to do more than what we have been explicitly trained to do.

Happily, this deficiency is easy to solve. Find small problems outside your comfort level and work on them. Talk to people. Engage with life beyond the narrow bounds of institutionally permitted activity.

Live!


Notes


[1]

Putnam wrote Bowling Alone before the rise of social media and video games, and so his analysis of the effects of passive entertainment focuses mostly on television. I believe these other media have basically the same cultural and psychological impacts; however, I will focus on television in this section to keep closer to the source material and avoid constant awkward language.



[2]

Today, if you include video games and social media, that number has increased to seven hours a day.



[3]

Millennials and Zoomers are not addressed due to the publication date.



[4]

Summarized in a graph drily titled “Greed trumps community among college students”



[5]

An interesting corollary of this is that the sense of loss and isolation experienced by returning vets today may be more an indictment of our lack of cohesion than anything else. One need not go to war to find brotherhood.



[6]

As is typical for a piece whose title begins with “Towards an Agenda for…” none of his suggestions have even come close to happening.



[7]

To be sure, social media and video games are interactive in some sense, but this is different from being engaging. Though social media provides the option to contribute, it encourages passive scrolling. And top-selling video games are thrill rides designed to provide constant dopamine with no investment other than time.



[8]

Amusingly, Google used to encourage this with their famed “20% time” policy. This seems to have been killed in 2013.






Brain, Mind and Computers by Stanley Jaki

Introduction

If you’ve ever heard of Stanley Jaki, it’s probably because Douglas Hofstadter briefly mentions him in Gödel, Escher, Bach, his famous book on AI and philosophy of mind. On page 524 Hofstadter describes Jaki’s position like this:

CHURCH-TURING THESIS, SOULISTS’ VERSION: Some kinds of things which a brain can do can be vaguely approximated on a computer but not most, and certainly not the interesting ones. But anyway, even if they all could, that would still leave the soul to explain, and there is no way that computers have any bearing on that.

That’s a decent summary of Jaki’s thesis in Brain, Mind and Computers, and Hofstadter’s skepticism is a decent barometer for how it’s seen today. Calling Jaki’s position a “version” of the Church-Turing Thesis– which holds that every quantity a person might calculate can also be calculated by an idealized computer– is a bit of a sour joke on Hofstadter’s part. Most modern AI researchers would agree with Hofstadter in adopting a much more sweeping version of the Church-Turing Thesis. In essence, they hold that everything a human mind does could in principle be run on a computer. Jaki doesn’t.

This debate between the “Soulists” and the “Mechanists”– Jaki’s preferred term for Hofstadter and company– has vast implications for how we think about computers, AI, and intelligence in general. To be sure, it’s not the same as the more pressing question of whether, when, and how a “general” AI might be created. (Roughly speaking, a two-year-old has a mind but isn’t a general-purpose optimizer, while evolution is a general-purpose optimizer but doesn’t have a mind.) Yet there’s a certain family resemblance between the two questions, and they tend to attract similar audiences split along similar lines. Understanding the Soulist-Mechanist debate can clarify what we should and shouldn’t expect from AI research, which in turn can help us approach it in a fruitful, honest, and humane way.

Jaki’s book was recommended to me several years ago as an outstanding treatment of this topic. Unfortunately, having finished it, I can’t really recommend Brain, Mind and Computers as reading material. Jaki is polemical, meandering, and at some points clearly wrong. He has obvious ideological commitments and is uninterested in discussing even the possibility that they might not be valid. In what follows I’m sometimes going to be steelmanning him in the interest of charity. Even so, I ended up more sympathetic to Jaki’s position than I expected. On many points he reasoned better than the AI advocates of his day, and we can learn a lot from his understanding of scientific history.

Brain, Mind and Computers is organized into four chapters (later editions add a fifth) which approach the question “Can machines think?” through the lens of various scientific fields: physics, neuroscience, psychology, and mathematical logic respectively. It’s a thought-provoking structure but in the end not a very compelling one. Instead, I’d like to present Jaki’s work as a combination of three different kinds of arguments: one based on scientific history, one based on practical considerations of engineering or experimentation, and one based on pure philosophy of science.

1. The Historical Argument

Jaki’s account of the idea of a thinking machine starts, surprisingly, with physics. He notes that Mechanism amounts to accounting for thought purely in terms of predictable physical laws. If causes and effects in a mental system are fully quantified, the thinking goes, their behavior should be deterministic (and controllable), just like that of the physical universe. Jaki further notes that this isn’t a new idea. In fact, as science advances in its successful prediction of physical processes, the idea of similarly taming mental processes follows like a fad.

Jaki manages to find ridiculous examples of Mechanism in even the greatest scientific triumphs. Lucretius, the great ancient Roman proponent of atoms, imagined that vision was caused by objects emitting miniature physical replicas of themselves to be absorbed by the eyes and retained by the brain. Descartes thought the brain worked like a hydraulic machine; Newton speculated that it ran on “vibrations” in the “aether”. 19th-century writers seized on electricity and magnetism as possible mechanisms. Pavlov baselessly claimed that the physical mechanism for his famous conditioned reflexes was “irradiation” of the brain, of all things. In a brilliant bit of intellectual jujitsu, Jaki describes all these theories as forms of vitalism; they didn’t explain thought but only asserted, without further detail or understanding, that it obeyed certain mechanistic forces. In modern times, Jaki suggests, the pattern doesn’t change; we’ve just replaced the old, discredited candidates with the new mysterious force of computation.

As foils for these villains Jaki also introduces a series of scientific heroes. He paints them as the less zealous, more responsible group– the ones who had more direct experience with the calculating devices and physical phenomena in question. His list includes Pascal, inventor of the first mechanical calculator; Liebniz, Newton’s more admirable rival in the race to invent calculus; Ampere and Maxwell, the titans of classical electromagnetism; Kelvin and Babbage, inventors of groundbreaking computing devices; Vannevar Bush, a crucial early developer of electrical computers; and John Von Neumann. All of them, Jaki says, strongly rejected interpretations of their devices as “thinking”, in opposition to the inevitable hype from less grounded and disciplined observers.

Jaki’s point here isn’t that his heroes were right and his villains were wrong. In hindsight everyone agrees about that: the human brain doesn’t run on aether or magnetism, and Liebniz’s or Babbage’s machines weren’t minds. Jaki’s point is that there’s a pattern of flawed reasoning here– a cognitive bias. That pattern is something like “unsophisticated observers of mechanical processes assume that the mind can easily be explained in terms of those processes as well.” Jaki wants readers to understand viscerally that the cognitive leap from “look at this cool mechanical process!” to “thought must work just like that!” is tempting but fundamentally invalid. He thinks AI proponents in his day are making the same mistake.

Jaki applies similar reasoning from another direction when considering the influence of physical science on psychology. Here his villains are Skinner and– more surprisingly– Freud, whom he quotes as saying mental energies must be treated like quantities and flows “in the same sense as a physicist employs the concept of a fluid electric current”. His main heroes are Francis Galton, William James, Carl Jung, and Alfred Adler, all of whom he cites in support of the claim that mechanism in psychology is fundamentally limited. Psychologists can observe statistical regularities in a population, but when it comes to an individual, conclusions have to be guided by the fact of that person’s own experience, which is not reproducible and therefore not purely mathematical or mechanical. In this sense Jaki makes the psychologists, too, a study in contrasts between overreaching evangelizers and hard-nosed experimentalists; in this case, though, the relevant experimental data is exactly the unruliness of the human mind.

Even when talking about psychology, though– or neuroscience, or mathematics– Jaki emphasizes physics as the central, motivating metaphor. He sees Hilbert’s program to systematize mathematics (historically important, but wrecked by Gödel) and neuroscientists’ efforts to localize memory in the brain (broadly unsuccessful as of his writing) as attempts to transplant the predictability and controllability of physics to places it fundamentally can’t thrive. Against this, Jaki asserts that the explanatory power of mechanism in physics became so inspiring precisely because physicists refused to apply it to problems where thought was involved. He cites Eddington, Einstein, Schrödinger, and Bohr as physicists who consciously disclaimed any effort to explain thought or similarly metaphysical concepts in terms of the physical phenomena they studied. Jaki claims that straying beyond this to explain mental phenomena in terms of mechanical rules is a recipe for scientific nonsense.

Is Jaki right?

He certainly makes some effective points. Jaki has a talent for catching, and citing, intellectual giants at their most embarrassing moments of wrongheadedness. This doesn’t prove anything in itself, but it’s a useful reminder that scientific progress isn’t the smooth arc that hindsight shows us. It’s full of bumps and wrong turns and nasty arguments over how to read the map. If we project the easy certainty of a textbook forward onto our own era, we give ourselves a false confidence in the strength of our paradigms. The paradigm of treating thought as computation, and vice versa, could easily be one such example of that very real cognitive bias.

What about Jaki’s positive examples? One does wonder if his sources might be cherry-picked. I decided to spot-check him by going to an absolute authority– Wikipedia’s List of pioneers in computer science– and trying to assign Mechanist or Soulist views to everyone on the list up through 1945, roughly the period Jaki covers. Most of Jaki’s heroes are on it. The pioneers he doesn’t cover have mixed or unclear views in many cases, but generally tend toward supporting Jaki’s thesis. (For example, in 1913 Leonardo Torres y Quevedo enthusiastically described even simple feedback devices as “knowing” facts, but also made clear he didn’t think a machine could ever “ponder” something.) The list also includes a number of logician-philosophers– Boole, Russell, Frege, Brouwer, and so forth– whom Jaki might class as villains. Since their contributions are seriously complicated by the later work of Gödel, Church, and Turing, I’m willing to treat them as a separate group and say Jaki was in the right on this one. Turing himself is of course the great exception (Gödel and Church were generally Soulist) but one Jaki gives considerable, though unsympathetic, attention to.

I’m not fully persuaded by Jaki’s sharp division of experimentalist heroes from enthusiast villains, but I can’t deny that he’s onto something in his observation. Even in the 21st century it’s fair to observe that scientific popularizers and cheerleaders– Nye, Tyson, maybe Yudkowsky– are much more universally and insistently Mechanist than successful practitioners. Even Gödel, Escher, Bach, now that I read it with Jaki’s critiques in mind, has a certain frustrating vagueness about the details of its Mechanist arguments exactly where precision would be most valuable. When excitement about the power of machines leads Mechanism to be simply assumed in its justification– Jaki is ruthless about noting the circularity – it’s easy to lose sight of whatever reasons might or might not exist for believing Mechanism over Soulism in the first place.

2. The Practical Argument

Jaki’s second main way of addressing the question “Can computers think?” is essentially to point out: “No, they can’t.” He observes that science and engineering haven’t successfully created thinking machines and contends that their progress so far is unlikely to carry them to that goal. In this argument Jaki again adopts an aggressively experimentalist position in opposition to the theoreticians: “Show me the results!” He argues that the results so far have demonstrated neither mechanized thought nor a viable path toward it.

Again Jaki draws on his expertise in scientific history to make this argument. This time, though, his narrative isn’t one of hype versus nuance but one of simple failure. Science, he says, has tried to understand brain function and reasoning in a purely mechanistic way, and it has consistently failed. I’ve already mentioned two of the scientific efforts Jaki covers this way: the neuroscience of memory, and Hilbert’s program.

“Today, no less than two hundred or three hundred years ago,” Jaki writes, “two main facts dominate the over-all field of brain research. The first is the relatively meager extent of our knowledge of the processes taking place in the brain; the other is the complete impasse at which the question of the brain-mind relationship finds itself from the physicalist viewpoint.” In support of the latter claim he emphasizes the failure of scientists over many decades to find the hypothesized physical equivalents of stored memories. He also stresses the brain’s redundancy and plasticity– thousands of neurons die and are replaced every hour, and large chunks can be removed without seriously compromising thought. Furthermore there doesn’t seem to be a straightforward connection between cognitive ability and brain size, and mechanical interpretations of brain activity like EEGs don’t correlate to cognitive experience except in very loose ways.

The real sting in Jaki’s argument, though, comes from the first part of his claim: that no progress has been made on the fundamental issues involved. In this history-of-science narrative there are no heroes or villains, only fallen soldiers. (That includes William James and Francis Galton, whom Jaki treats as heroes elsewhere!) As an explanation of why no progress is being made, Jaki brings in more abstract considerations: the huge number of brain components, the difficulty (intractable, he thinks) of fully quantifying the physical state of cells, the reactive and anti-inductive quality of many organic systems. He considers these sufficient obstacles to ever fully understanding brain processes in a purely mechanistic way.

Similarly, when discussing Hilbert’s program, Jaki emphasizes the centuries-old hope of philosophers that all intellectual truths could be mathematized and then ground out by some kind of machine. Logicians like Bertrand Russell brought this hope to apparent near-fruition in the early 20th century before it was dashed– at least in principle– by Gödel’s incompleteness theorems and Turing’s work on the halting problem in the 1930’s. To this basic narrative Jaki adds, as he did with the brain, arguments as to why certain types of progress in mechanistic logic will never be made; for example, he believes the inherent flexibility and ambiguity of language will prevent it from ever being successfully processed by a machine.

Is Jaki right?

Well, no. In this line of argument he makes several missteps, the first and least forgivable of which is assuming that sheer weight of numbers will be enough to save it. He estimates the number of components in the brain at 10^16, a number so massive that… hang on… I’m being told that in 2023 this many bits (roughly 1 petabyte) can be enumerated on a device the size of a breadbox, and that GPT-4 is within an order of magnitude or so of having this many parameters. (Not coincidentally, GPT-4 also does pretty well on the language-processing problems that Jaki thinks are impossible for machines.) From the other direction, Jaki also claims that making a machine play consistently-better-than-human chess is a “practical impossibility” due to the huge search space (he estimates a lower bound of 10^40)– a prediction that’s been blown out of the water by AI techniques that found far more efficient ways to decide on a move.

Besides betting against computer engineering’s incredible progress, Jaki also seems to have been mistaken in counting out neuroscience. Modern experiments have demonstrated, in basic form, the ability to express specific memories by activating small clusters of brain cells. They’ve also provided plausible, though not certain, low-level biological descriptions of memory formation (synapse growth and increased excitability of neurons). Finally, modern tools like MRI and PET scans provide more precise (though still impressionistic) mechanical descriptions of brain activity.

The harder question is whether all this would actually satisfy Jaki’s criteria for full mechanistic understanding. He has a memorable passage on this aspect of psychology that’s worth quoting at length:


Boring’s phrase, “Psychology, if it is to be a science, must be like physics,” is still a phrase, not a reality. What James said of psychology is still true: “psychology is like physics before Galileo’s time– not a single elementary law yet caught a glimpse of.” Whether psychology will ever have its Newton is anybody’s guess. James himself anticipated with confidence such an eventuality, but was also quick to add that the subject matter of psychology will inevitably make its Newton sound rather metaphysical.



That still seems accurate today. If we go looking for modern psychological Newtons we find candidates like Friston with “free energy”, who does indeed “sound rather metaphysical” to say the least (or, to say the most, sounds like a crackpot). Modern neuroscience is still in the proof-of-concept stage– it’s not necessarily providing actionable intelligence about the workings of the mind, as Jaki might demand from a true Mechanist account.

Actually, the same might even be said of AI research. It’s interesting to note that even the large neural nets that compose sonnets and trounce grandmasters don’t really support internal inspection to see why or how they’re making decisions. They’re undeniably mechanical, but the mechanism is curiously non-portable and non-reducible and so arguably doesn’t advance any Mechanist understanding of what a mind might be. If we take Jaki’s predictions in this narrowly experimentalist sense– a bet against practical demonstrations of how mechanistic thought actually operates– then they’ve held up surprisingly well over the past fifty-some years.

3. The Philosophical Argument

Jaki argues that attributing thinking to machines, or machinery to thought, is a well-attested fallacy of scientific discourse (section 1). He also argues that scientific efforts to demonstrate mechanized thought in practice haven’t made, and won’t make, meaningful progress (section 2). But these empirical, or I suppose meta-empirical, arguments– though they constitute the more novel, fascinating, and persuasive portions of Brain, Mind and Computers– aren’t really the main point for him. Jaki believes that Mechanism is an impossibility even in principle, and at various points throughout the book he gives his reasons why.

Unfortunately, many of the reasons are disappointing. Some are outright silly. Jaki claims machines can’t actually understand anything because they only operate on symbols; assumes that quantum mechanics requires the minds of observers to be non-physical; and even suggests that ESP might be evidence of minds acting independent of matter. (To be fair, Turing took this possibility seriously too, but it’s not a good look.) Others are merely unoriginal. One passage summarizes in quick succession Soulist arguments by John Lucas from Gödel’s incompleteness theorem, by Michael Polyani from infinite regress in formal logic, and by Neville Moray from qualia. There’s little point in discussing any of these further, since Jaki isn’t really adding anything to the discussion. Works like Gödel, Escher, Bach and Scott Aaronson’s Quantum Computing Since Democritus are good sources for standard Mechanist responses.

There are two major arguments Jaki makes, though, that I wasn’t familiar with. First, Jaki offers a striking description of why math works: because its units are homogeneous. The 2s in 2+2=4 are assumed to be interchangeable, and you can only subtract apples from oranges if you don’t care about the difference between them. When we compare operations in a computer to thoughts in a brain, where does the homogeneity come from? Sure, we could go down to the level of atoms if necessary, though Jaki claims this might not work even in principle due to quantum mechanics. Or we could raise the computation to a purely probabilistic level: Jaki has no problem with statistical regularities that apply across a sample of many minds. But for anything in between, the process of mathematization has to assume a structural equivalence that might simply not be there. The individuality of the mind might get in the way.

Second, Jaki emphasizes the steep obstacles to a mechanistic account of what he calls an “organic” system. He doesn’t mean this in a grossly biological sense, but more as a gesture toward what we might call “anti-inductive” or maybe “irreducible” behavior. This is behavior that reacts to probing, and systematic study, and attempted control, by changing– behavior, in other words, that can’t easily be disentangled from its context, including the context of its own mechanization. As Douglas Adams joked: “There is a theory which states that if ever anyone discovers exactly what the Universe is for and why it is here, it will instantly disappear and be replaced by something even more bizarre and inexplicable.” The joke is funny because the “Universe” of classical physics is about the only thing in our experience that doesn’t do that. Anti-inductiveness is a distinctive property– maybe a fundamental property– of minds.

Between these two arguments, Jaki has the beginnings of a philosophical case for the human mind as an irreducible and non-interchangeable whole that inherently resists being captured in mere numbers. But that case depends on facts that aren’t in evidence. In practice, there do seem to be regularities– what Hofstadter calls isomorphisms– that apply well below the level of the whole mind, but high enough that they can be tractably mapped onto thought processes. If there’s a viable argument here it’s a variant of the practical argument, not a philosophical one.

The problem is that Jaki really wants his argument to be philosophical. He has a bad habit of essentializing patterns of thought– taking phenomena like sense perception or meaning or consciousness and assuming that they’re fundamental ontological entities. With this assumption in place, the conclusions he wants just naturally fall out of it. For example, in several places he argues that isomorphisms between reason and the physical world in a Mechanist model are impossible– because reason is absolute while sense data are statistical; because brain patterns are “just” electrical signals which couldn’t reproduce physical qualities like the wavelength of light; because physical objects can have properties that aren’t shared by the symbols for them, like the indivisibility of atoms. Jaki seems not to grasp the way concepts like the map-territory distinction, or symbols taking on meaning through interpretation– bread and butter for Hofstadter and for most who work with computers today– might make his comparisons seem ridiculous. To him they indicate a fundamental incompatibility.

Is Jaki right?

I’ve already given away my overall answer: no. When talking about the philosophy of science, rather than its history, Jaki is outside his expertise and it shows. He gets more bombastic and less disciplined, grasps at any intellectual straw he can find, and summarizes others’ arguments rather than making his own. For all I know it might be possible to prove Soulism from first principles, but Jaki’s style of philosophical assertion is nowhere near robust enough to bear the weight of such a proof.

On the other hand, if the goal of all this isn’t to prove Soulism unconditionally, but just to show that Mechanism breaks down at some point, then Jaki is in better shape. Compare Jaki’s more developed arguments about individuality and irreducibility with the limitations Isaac Asimov placed on his fictional “psychohistory”. Not to spoil the Foundation series in detail, psychohistory is envisioned as a successful mechanization of thought: a way of predicting, even controlling, the operation of human minds on strictly scientific principles. However, to make it plausible and interesting, Asimov has to stipulate that psychohistorical mechanization works only in aggregate (millions of people over long time periods); only if all outside influences are accounted for; and only if the subjects aren’t aware of the predictions! That’s a decent model for the ways Jaki thinks real-life Mechanism is likely to be limited as well. And limitations on what Mechanism is able to do even in principle create space for Soulism to have its say.

It’s worth pausing here to understand Jaki’s positive beliefs about the nature of the mind: his actual reasons for rejecting Mechanism out of hand. They explain a lot of what he says, they’re coherent in their own way, and they’re very different from anything most of us have ever been seriously exposed to. Mechanism is such a pervasive assumption of the modern world that it’s hard for us to even consider any other possibility. If we do try to dissent from it, we tend to take refuge in metaphysical hairsplitting– P-zombies, Chinese rooms, subjective experiences– that tries to preserve consciousness as an independent category while leaving external behavior entirely predictable.

Jaki doesn’t subscribe to any of this. He’s both a sincere experimentalist– a firm believer in science proceeding by observable tests of hypotheses– and a Jesuit committed to a standard Catholic philosophical account of the mind, which treats it as a characteristic and perhaps definitive quality of the human soul. In contrast even to dualists like Descartes, Jaki treats the body and soul as an inseparable union. (Fascinatingly, he links this to the Christological doctrine that Jesus was a single person uniting the full human and divine natures.) He insists that the physical state and actions of the body are not to be separated from the non-physical– spiritual, in fact– state and qualities of the mind.

From this view several things follow. First, mind isn’t simply an emergent property but its own ontological entity, God-given and in some ways God-resembling. Second, mental facilities like knowledge, creativity, understanding, and meaning are to some extent metaphysical and absolute. Jaki believes a computer couldn’t “really know” something it stores, or “really mean” something it outputs, because there’s no rational grounding for that knowledge or meaning; in contrast the human mind is capable of grounding itself, producing sure self-knowledge and self-understanding. Third, this capacity cashes out as a non-subjective difference in behavior, which is not fully quantifiable (since otherwise, Jaki acknowledges, a computer could in principle reproduce it) but nevertheless is publicly observable.

This is a jarringly high view of the mind, and Jaki presents no particular evidence to make us believe it. On the other hand, he sketches a plausible way in which Mechanism might break down beyond a certain point and leave us with no other viable alternative. Showing us the shape of something we thought was a philosophical impossibility– an approach to the mind that’s evidential and compatible with our intuitions, yet non-mechanist– is an achievement in itself.

Conclusion

Why did Jaki feel the need to write a book about all this, anyway? Why should we care if he’s right or wrong?

In a few places in Brain, Mind and Computers Jaki hints at the answer. Mechanism, he says, isn’t just wrong but dehumanizing. Believing that computers will never rise to the current standard of humans, he worries that humans will instead be lowered to the standard of computers– that they’ll be seen as mere mechanisms, suitable for control and use as cogs rather than accepted as having inherent dignity. The false promise of Mechanism could poison the real promise of human thought.

This also explains why Jaki was so concerned about analyzing and predicting the future path of progress in AI. Given his experimental outlook, to satisfy him intellectually it would probably have been enough to note that computers in his day didn’t produce behavior characteristic of thought, and leave it at that. But for Jaki the real concern was always the projection of hypothetical future progress onto current circumstances in ways that distorted understanding.

Mechanist AI advocates are wont to accuse their Soulist opponents of “moving the goalposts”. As soon as the Soulists provide a concrete prediction about what computers won’t be able to do, the Mechanists get to work doing it– and so far have tended to succeed sooner or later. Then when the Soulists object that they still aren’t satisfied, the Mechanists understandably cry foul. But understanding Jaki’s position has given me a different perspective on this dynamic. The most difficult intelligent behaviors for AI to reproduce are also the most difficult to specify, and therefore the least likely to be set as a concrete goal. The fact that AI keeps achieving such goals doesn’t really tell us much about where it will end up. The real goalpost-moving happened when the Mechanists latched onto a concrete prediction, because the real goalposts are at the end of the field. AI is only a mind if it can reproduce all aspects of mind to humans’ satisfaction, not just the easy ones. This has been obvious since Turing.

To see why this matters, suppose that instead of trying to mechanize intelligence we’re “only” trying to mechanize life. Specifically, we want a machine that will act as “alive” as a puppy does. As a first step toward this we’ll try to see if all the behavior we want can be explained by Newtonian mechanics at a macroscopic scale. We observe that under certain conditions such mechanics do explain the behavior of the puppy. Specifically, if we pick it up and give it a kick, it travels in a perfect parabolic arc until it hits the floor. But if we end our investigation there– if we treat predicting only certain kinds of puppy movement as our goalpost, and say that those kinds of movement sufficiently capture life– then something will have gone wrong. Our subsequent treatment of “living” things will be not only factually mistaken, but extremely unpleasant for any puppies that we happen to meet.

So the question of whether we’re correct in projecting the current course of AI all the way forward to the horizon labeled “intelligence”, or whether our expectations will collide with insurmountable limitations, is an intensely relevant one for our behavior in the here and now. One can observe that AI keeps succeeding and succeeding at incremental goals, or that it keeps failing and failing to come to grips with its ultimate task. To figure out what path future development is likely to follow, we need to reason critically about the grounds of our beliefs about that development– and that’s exactly where Jaki comes in. He claims that the hype around mechanized thought is blinding us to the serious limitations that will prevent us from bringing it to fruition.

So: Is Jaki right?

At this point I have to admit I've been misleading you a little. "Is Jaki right?" is a bad way to put the question. It probably doesn't have an answer; if it did, that answer would probably have to be "No". After all, Jaki wrote over fifty years ago. A huge gap separates him from current AI research and there's no particular reason to expect he could speak to it. A more relevant and interesting question would be: "was Jaki right?" Did he reason successfully about the AI research, and AI hype, of his own day?

I believe he did.

Jaki wrote Brain, Mind and Computers in 1969 and updated it with an additional chapter (which I’ve mostly skipped over in this review) 1989. Hofstadter wrote Gödel, Escher, Bach in 1979. Deep Blue beat Garry Kasparov– the first big falsification of Jaki’s concrete predictions– in 1997. The periods 1974-1980 and 1987-1993 are known in hindsight as “AI winter” when existing paradigms sputtered out, funding dried up, and progress appeared to slow or stop.

See what’s going on here?

However incomplete his arguments might be as applied to our day and age, from the perspective of AI research in Jaki’s day they were absolutely on point. AI was overhyped; progress was stalling; there were fundamental obstacles, like the irreducibility of cognition and the combinatorial complexity of language, that contemporary approaches couldn’t grapple with. Furthermore, if we penalize modern Soulism for Jaki’s misconceptions we should also penalize 1960’s Mechanism for these failings! Yes, Jaki essentialized cognition in a way that seems ridiculous to us, with Gödel, Escher, Bach and another forty years of development on its themes behind us. But so did Jaki’s Mechanist contemporaries! They were all operating under a now-abandoned AI paradigm that really did expect to recreate the structures of high-level cognition as explicit objects in a computer program, in a more or less isomorphic way. Small wonder that Jaki thought of AI using the same paradigm! Even Hofstadter, ten years later, was confused on this point. On page 572 of Gödel, Escher, Bach he writes:


Of course, Artificial Intelligence research is not aimed at simulating neural networks, for it is based on another kind of faith: that probably there are significant features of intelligence which can be floated on top of entirely different sorts of substrates than those of organic brains.



This expectation of “significant features” above the neural level, independent of the organic substrate, is precisely the assumption that Jaki identified as an unsupported article of AI “faith” and soundly refuted in Brains, Mind and Computers. The modern paradigm of neural nets stacked layer on layer and trained in unsupervised ways is almost directly opposite to Hofstadter’s expectation here. In that sense, Jaki was entirely right!

In other words, the main lesson I learned from reading Brain, Mind and Computers was one of reading intellectual history backwards. The development of scientific paradigms is rarely as simple or overdetermined as it looks in hindsight, and projecting it forward as uncomplicated progress in those same paradigms is asking for trouble. The old AI paradigm had to die a nasty death, and decay over the course of the AI winter, before a new one based on reasoning as an emergent rather than explicit capability could rise to take its place. Jaki’s only real mistake was confusing the doom of the paradigm with the doom of the entire project.

Or was it? This was the question that still bothered me after all my research on Jaki: what could, or would, Jaki have put forward as a Soulist objection to the wildly successful (but increasingly overhyped) modern paradigm of AI research? Not being an expert I don’t have a complete answer, but I’ll wrap up this review by offering a few thoughts on how Jaki’s brand of Soulism– historically informed and experimentally focused, with a high view of the human mind– might remain viable today.

Let’s start by stating the dilemma. With the problems of scale and structure increasingly solved by AI developers, Soulism urgently needs some coherent way to answer one particular objection: “Okay, but what do you think would actually happen if you scanned a brain and simulated the physics of all the neurons?” To build intuition for how this might get answered, let’s start with a simple dualism based on the relationship between a character in a video game (body) and the person playing that character (mind). Try to imagine what experiments one might perform within the physics of a video-game world to determine the existence of player characters in that world. The game could make the physical characteristics of PCs identical to those of NPCs down to an arbitrarily subtle level. However, we’d still expect the behavior of PCs to remain fundamentally more complex and less predictable than that of NPCs in ways that could be observed and validated– though not fully understood– within the game.

That’s not a fully satisfying analogy, though, because it treats the mind-body division as purely artificial and doesn’t really explain the nature of the border where the two interact. Fortunately, it’s plausible that the mind might have physical effects that simply aren’t within the capability of physics to predict. Quantum mechanics, though it’s probably not the actual mechanism for them, at least proves that such properties can exist. Physics before QM assumed that particles, like billiard balls, had fully measurable positions and velocities; QM made it clear that there were fundamental limits to the determinism of those properties, and the strongest truth physics could express was a probability distribution. This was– as Jaki emphasizes– a rude shock to mechanists. Their retroactive attempts to redefine baseline reality as consisting of just the probability distributions seem to seriously beg the question.

Finally, even if it’s fully exposed to physical interaction, mind might stay practically distinct from matter by being in some relevant sense computationally irreducible. Scott Aaronson, in Quantum Computing Since Democritus and elsewhere, fascinatingly reframes philosophical questions like the mind-body problem as questions of computational complexity. The classic unproven conjecture of complexity theory is “P != NP”: behaviors can be exponentially more difficult to reproduce than to verify. If consciousness is such a behavior, as seems likely, then being experimentally observable but infeasible to reconstruct is no contradiction. Jaki wouldn’t like this answer, and it doesn’t resolve the question of how consciousness works so much as defer it, but it does increase the plausibility of a scenario where AI R&D continues for an arbitrarily long time without producing anything acceptably mind-like.

Of course, neither my speculations here nor Jaki’s in Brain, Mind and Computers are a definitive refutation of Mechanism. If such a refutation were possible, the world would look very different. However, I can’t endorse Hofstadter’s wholesale dismissal of Soulism either. Reading Jaki taught me a healthy skepticism about the course and character of scientific progress. We can all too easily get drawn into hasty conclusions about it that neither history nor our current assumptions actually support. If that skepticism could be applied to modern AI research, we might be better able to grapple with the problems it presents in a truly thoughtful way.




Broken Harbor by Tana French

Warning: Spoilers abound.

The Plot

There is a popular riddle that goes:

A father and his son are involved in a horrific car crash and the older man dies at the scene. When the child arrives at the hospital and is rushed into the operating theater, the surgeon pulls away and says, “I can’t operate on this boy, he’s my son.” How can this be?

The answer is that the surgeon is the child’s mother. People miss this simple answer because they are used to most surgeons being men.

Broken Harbor by Tana French is a book-length version of this riddle. The police are called to a grisly scene out in the suburbs. Two young children lie dead in their beds, suffocated by their pillows. Their father and mother lie bloody in the kitchen downstairs, each stabbed multiple times. The mother is barely clinging to life, everyone else is dead. Whodunit?

I’ve given away the answer, of course. It’s the mom. The amazing thing is, French also gives away the answer in the first chapter when the lead detective tells his partner, “The fact that [the mother] survived puts her front and center.” The detective proceeds to merrily ignore this fact and pursue every other unlikely lead for the rest of the book, right up until the end.

The book works precisely because both the detectives and the readers find the idea of the mother being the murderer so improbable. There is no need for a large cast of suspects or a trail of red herrings. The real answer is so cruel that, no matter what Sherlock Holmes taught us, even after eliminating the impossible, we can’t look straight at the improbable truth.

The real villain in this book is the idea that, no matter how blamelessly you live, something “clawed and simian” might randomly hook onto you and follow you back home. Patrick and Jennifer Spain lived a picture-perfect life. Individually, they were both popular and kind. Together, they were high-school sweethearts still in love after many years. They did all the right things: created a lovely home, had two sweet children, treated each other well. Yet, they were destroyed by a barbaric monster that rose out of the ocean: the 2008 recession.

Patrick loses his job as a recruiter in the recession. At a loss of what to do with himself at home, he turns his attention to getting rid of a pest in the attic. He thinks the pest is a mink, but it is really more of a Moby Dick. The mink ignores his baited traps, avoids the cameras he sets up all over the house, growls in the ceiling to taunt him, moves its nest every time he cuts a hole in the walls to find it. Never mind. Patrick doesn’t give up; he is more determined than ever to keep his family safe from the dangerous predator.

There is no mink.

Patrick is losing it, and all Jennifer can do is watch. Her son, who is young enough to be suggestible, also starts hearing the mink. For many months, Jennifer acts with “a frail, doomed gallantry,” “braced at the door with all her pathetic weapons, fighting her heart out while the water seeped past her.” As their bank account races to zero, she takes care of the children, cooks fancy dinners, puts on a good act in front of their neighbors, makes their home lovelier than ever in the hopes that Patrick will come back to her. The opposite happens. Her older child, her daughter, also starts believing in the mink. Jennifer snaps, and comes to the conclusion that she has to get her family out of there.

A Note on Spoilers

At this point, after having thoroughly spoiled the story for you, let me beg for forgiveness. Spoiling a mystery book is a most uncouth act, but in this case, it is slightly less bad than it seems because:


	I have avoided talking about at least one major plot point that will still surprise you.

	The book is fun to read even if you know the ending. I re-read it in preparation for writing this review, and even though I remembered almost everything, I still walked around with my nose in the book the entire weekend.

	This is not the best of French’s books. The most widely acclaimed is The Faithful Place, while my personal favorite is The Trespasser. If this book sounds good to you, there are several excellent books you can still dig into.



Gone Girl, come back

Gone Girl (2012) was the biggest thing to happen to suspense books in the last decade. Gone Girl was so big that it was released as a David Fincher (director of Fight Club) and Ben Affleck (actor in Dunkin Donuts commercial) blockbuster movie a mere two years after publication. Gone Girl was so big that its author hasn’t written another novel since. Gone Girl was so big that it is now a cruise theme. Gone Girl was so big that there is now a whole genre of books that sound like it:
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The original is in the top-left. I’m ashamed to admit I’ve read all of these.

Everyone wants the next Gone Girl. More than a decade after it was published, nothing has even come close. The entire genre is a wasteland of wasted women and wayward plot twists. But what if I told you that the next, new and improved, Gone Girl, has been with us all along? It was published a scarce month after the original, and captured the same lightning in a bottle. It was Broken Harbor.

Both books feature married couples who are incredibly compatible and in love with each other. Both couples, in the wake of the 2008 recession, find themselves living financially precarious lives in ugly suburbs. Both couples end up destroying each other because of (1) the all-too-common bad behavior of one half and (2) the over-the-top cinematic villainy of the other half.

Broken Harbor is better because it is operating on a higher level of difficulty. Unlike Gone Girl’s couple, the Spains have kids and the two tots are an integral part of the story. The readers see their autopsy, the supporting characters mourn the loss of their unique relationships with each child, and Jennifer Spain’s motive stems from her kids’ experiences. Broken Harbor pulls off the difficult trick of creating an interesting plot with both kids and parents involved. This is impressive because usually kids and parents mutually make each other's lives less interesting and more stable. There is a reason protagonists in fantasy stories are orphans; otherwise their parents would care too much to let them travel hundreds of miles with a donkey and an old man. (More precisely, writers are too lazy to come up with a good reason for their parents to say yes to this batshit idea.) There is a reason protagonists in adult contemporary fiction can always conveniently drop their child off with a babysitter or grandma or ex-wife before the end of the chapter; no one is driving anywhere exciting with an occupied car seat in the back.

Broken Harbor is also better because it picks the better justification for its villain. Gone Girl’s villain has the justification of, roughly, “feminism” and “men are jerks.” The iconic cool girl monologue (very mild spoilers) provides a taste. This justification has the advantage that it is relatable, but is otherwise inferior in every way to Broken Harbor’s villain’s justification: “entropy wins and that sucks.”

Broken Harbor is littered with characters who try to impose some semblance of order upon their lives, and are defeated by life’s random vagaries. There is a group of tight-knit high school friends who hang out with each other every day and love each other to pieces, and then they grow up and apart and find it awkward to ever hang out again. There is a character who suffers a major personal blow, and so goes to enough therapy that he is able to live a good life, excelling at his job and navigating an amicable divorce, until the past that he thought he had resolved rises up again to hurt him. And of course, our central couple, who even after having been with each other for all their adult lives would “kiss when they passed in the kitchen,” are torn to shreds by the emotional and financial stress of joblessness. Side characters are not immune either: one of them, on the same day that all her immediate family is throwing up because of a stomach flu, finds out that she needs to provide urgent care to an extended family member suffering her own health crisis.

Over and over again, good people’s orderly lives fall apart due to sheer bad luck, and the wild mood builds and builds until the reader understands how Jennifer came to feel cornered. There was nowhere she could hide her children where chance wouldn’t chase them down and chew them up. There was no safe harbor from the endless deluge of bad news we call life. All her harbors were broken; death was the only escape.

The Bigger Short

Pop quiz time: where are these cafes located?
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Answers, clockwise from top-left:


	Chai Café, Harare, Zimbabwe

	Two or More Cafe, Karachi, Pakistan

	Rose Café, Barquisimeto, Venezuela

	The Thirty-Six, Medan, Indonesia



But if you answered that they are located in America, you are not wrong. They are not physically in America, but they are American in every other way that counts. You could walk into any of these cafes and have the barista draw you adorable latte art. You could walk up to any of the customers and ask them what they thought of the latest season of Game of Thrones. I didn’t even try that hard to find these examples! It took me fifteen minutes on Google Maps to find all four pictures.

Americans are myopic. (Not you, dear reader; I’m talking about the rest of them.) Apart from occasionally comparing American social safety nets to European ones, they don’t care about the world and assume the rest of the world is returning the favor. Unfortunately, the rest of the world can’t afford that luxury. As I learned in my high school history class, “when America sneezes, the world catches a cold.” For better or for worse, the world is being dragged along by America. They stream Hollywood movies, they learn to make cold brews, they copy WeWork decor, they eat KFC, they stare at smartphones instead of talking to friends, they wear hoodies, and worst of all, they suffer for American financial crises.

Broken Harbor takes place in an Irish suburb that has been devastated by the 2008 recession. A developer bought a huge plot of land in Broken Harbor and renamed the area Brianstown. All the twisting, dead-end suburban roads have names like Ocean View Rise, Ocean View Drive, and Ocean View Grove (with nary an ocean in view). The half-completed McMansion development is mostly empty, and the few families that remain stuck there have an unemployment rate of 50% and a desperation rate of 100%. The overall effect is something like the Florida scene from The Big Short (2015), but across the ocean.

The characters are Irish, but the mood is pure American (or universal?). For example, here are the Spains talking about their decision to buy their home: “How else are we supposed to get on the property ladder? How else are we supposed to buy a decent-sized house with a garden for the kids? It’s a brilliant investment, in a few years it’ll be worth enough that we can sell it and buy somewhere in Dublin, but for now...” and “Man, do you know how fast property prices are rising? We haven’t even moved in yet, and the gaff’s already worth more than we’re paying. Any time we decide to sell, we’ll come out with a profit.”

And then, the inevitable pop: “Only innocents think broke is made of how much you earn and how much you owe. Ask any economist: broke is made of how you feel. The credit crunch didn’t happen because people woke up any poorer than they’d been the day before; it happened because people woke up scared.” A neighbor compares the development’s half-built ruins to the other B-city America destroyed: Baghdad.

Apart from the murder detectives, who are in a counter-cyclical profession, almost every single household we meet in the book is under financial stress caused by the recession. It is incredibly heartbreaking to watch these people fall apart because of mortgage rate decisions made by America. It’s not fair. They are paying for mistakes made by an uncaring giant across the ocean, and all they can do is batten down the hatches and wait for the storm to pass.

Life of the Author

My toxic trait is that, once I fall in love with a book, I immediately begin armchair analyzing its author to try to figure out which of their real world experiences led to which plot points. In French’s case, I have built a castle of assumptions upon two items from her sparse Wikipedia page: her old profession as an actor and her immigration to Ireland.

French’s writing is most exquisite when she talks about acting, and we are lucky that she chose to write about detectives, a group of people who find more opportunities to act than most. Her detectives (the good ones anyway) don’t go into interviews guns ablaze. Instead, they walk in as actors onto an improv stage. They calibrate their own performance to elicit the desired responses, they carefully watch for their interviewees tics, they maintain control of the pace and rhythm of the scene to keep their interviewee off-balance. Throughout, they are assessing and adjusting their own masks.

For example, here is the lead detective praising his partner’s interview skills: “I had been right to send him in. He was relaxed as a sunbather and doing a beautiful job. [...] Every detective [...] has knacks, little things that he does better than anyone else around: we all know who to call if we want a witness reassured by the expert, or a quick bit of intimidation done right. Richie had one of the rarest knacks of all. He could make a witness believe, against all the evidence, that they were just two people talking.”

French is also excellent at capturing how much humans long to drop their masks, even the thin transparent ones we don to maintain blasé politeness with coworkers. Her detectives, thrown together as they are into late night stakeouts and ugly crime scenes, long to turn their partners into close friends. They are held back by the natural human inclination to put up walls for security, and the push-and-pull struggle leads to some of her most evocative passages: “I thought of the other partners on the squad, the ones going strong after longer than most marriages: the deft balance with which they moved around each other; the trust as solid and practical as a coat or a mug, something never talked about because it was always in use.”

French’s other hallmark is that all her books are set in Ireland. French herself is an American who moved to Ireland for college, when she writes about her adopted homeland, she displays the best traits of immigrant writing: a deep love for her chosen country and an outsider’s observant eye.

French is obsessed with Ireland. Not only the easy-to-understand Dublin bars that American tourists visit, but the backwoods and the bogs, the cramped places the working class live in and the unglamorous campgrounds they vacation in. Not only Ireland’s current incarnation, but the knotted past that has been bulldozed and paved over. Here she is, talking about Broken Harbor (I have not marked all omitted bits, there are several):

I used to know Broken Harbor like the back of my hand, when I was a skinny little guy with home-cut hair and mended jeans. Kids nowadays grew up on sun holidays during the boom, two weeks in Costa del Sol is their bare minimum. But I’m forty-two and our generation had low expectations. A few days by the Irish Sea in a rented caravan put you ahead of the pack.

Broken Harbor was nowhere, back then. A dozen scattered houses full of families named Whelan or Lynch who’d been there since evolution began, a shop called Lynch’s and a pub called Whelan’s, and a handful of caravan spaces, just a fast barefoot run over slipping sand dunes and between tufts of marram grass to the cream-colored sweep of beach. We got two weeks there every June, in a rusty four-bunker that my dad booked a year in advance.

The three of us were up and out at daybreak with a slice of bread and sugar in each hand. We had all-day games of pirates with the kids from the other caravans, went freckly and peeling from salt and windburn and the odd hour of sunshine. We’d come back to find my mum sitting on my dad’s lap, leaning her head into the curve of his neck and smiling dreamily out at the water. I waited all year to see them look like that.

Conclusion

I am writing this in spring 2023, before the blooms are out. Smart people tell me I’d do well to prepare for another recession. I was too young to fully absorb the last one. My dad did lose his job then, but he found another one after a bit, and worked hard to keep our home unchanged in the meantime. I barely noticed or cared because I was a teenager.

This time is different. My parents are retired now. This time, I’d be the one in danger of losing my job with kids to feed at home.

It doesn’t even have to be a recession. It could be the next pandemic, the next war, the next earthquake, whatever. The older I grow, the more I realize that everything I value about my life is built on soft shifting sands of luck. This book resonates with that melancholy fear in my soul, that even though I have done everything right and played by the rules, it could all come to naught.




Bullshit Jobs

“We must imagine Sisyphus wondering if he actually needs to bother.” Camus, probably.

“Man was born free, and everywhere he is in offices.” Rousseau, I’ve heard.

I. Are Many Jobs Pointless?

Famously some of the fiercest fighting during the Battle of Stalingrad took place in the city's tractor plant. I’m quite fascinated by those early soviet tractor plants (I promise this gets more interesting), mechanising agriculture represented a huge leap in productivity over pre-industrial farming.

If you were an older worker, or even a manger, at one of those factories and you remembered harvesting potatoes by hand, or you remembered the famines of the Tsarist and earlier Soviet periods, you’d have absolutely zero fucking doubts about what an immense contribution your work was making to society.

There must have been a tangible sense of mankind’s progress in those plants (I’ll move on before I get too sentimental about the Stalinist USSR.)

Reading about the Eastern Front, I can’t help feeling that if the battle of Stalingrad took place in modern Britain instead, we’d get stories about the valiant defence of a credit management office or a corporate law firm, or the storming of an investment bank.

I haven’t worked as a credit manager or a corporate lawyer, but I don’t get the impression that they typically feel as though their jobs are making a crucial contribution to the progress of mankind.

According to David Graeber’s book Bullshit Jobs: A Theory, many of them don’t feel they’re making any contribution to anything.

“In the year 1930, John Maynard Keynes predicted that, by century’s end, technology would have advanced sufficiently that countries like Great Britain or the United States would have achieved a fifteen-hour work week. There’s every reason to believe he was right. In technological terms, we are quite capable of this. And yet it didn’t happen. Instead, technology has been marshaled, if anything, to figure out ways to make us all work more. In order to achieve this, jobs have had to be created that are, effectively, pointless. Huge swathes of people, in Europe and North America in particular, spend their entire working lives performing tasks they secretly believe do not really need to be performed.”

The book followed on from an essay Graeber wrote in 2013, arguing that “over half of societal work is pointless”, and a subsequent YouGov poll that found that 37% of Britons felt their jobs “didn’t contribute meaningfully to the world”.

It was a short run talking point in the press, and still gets mentioned in some circles, but it hasn’t had the lasting impact I feel it deserves.

If Greaber’s claim, that half of all our work is unnecessary, is true, it implies that we could roughly double GDP or double leisure time, or some combination of the two (adjusting for the marginal utility of labour), by eliminating BS jobs.there aren’t other many policy programs that, even theoretically, could potentially double everyone’s material quality of life.

If there’s any significant chance that Graeber is right, then BS jobs should probably be considered one of the biggest issues in 21st-century politics, and, so far they’ve gone mostly unacknowledged.

Scott Alexander made one short post on the subject, but it didn’t mention how much credence he gave Graeber’s claims; however, it was titled Bullshit Jobs (Part 1 of ∞), implying he had a lot more to say on the subject. That was in 2018 and so far the topic hasn’t appeared again on SSC or ACX since. And, sadly, Graeber himself has died since publishing Bullshit Jobs.

So, the original idea of BS jobs hasn’t been fleshed out much since its creation, and we have to rely on input from people who didn’t originate the idea and aren’t outside the normal human range of insightfulness. I’m hoping to contribute to that as part of this review.
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II. Graeber’s Main Arguments and Evidence, and My Overview

To be upfront, I think BS jobs are real and pervasive, in Britain especially, and in a way that hasn’t always been the case; and even that Graeber might have underestimated the amount of BS work in the modern West.

Although I do have slightly mixed feelings about Bullshit Jobs (and Graeber’s work in general).

For one thing, I feel the book took an anthropological approach to a subject that really demands an economic one.

Graeber focusses a lot on the idea that doing BS work is more psychologically harmful than doing useful work, because BS jobs don’t provide “meaning” in the way useful jobs apparently do. So he argues that the net damages of BS jobs are even greater than the opportunity cost of having half the workforce doing nothing useful.

Graebe makes this psychological harm a central argument in the book, but I’m not convinced it deserves to be.

Perhaps as a public intellectual Graeber derived a lot of meaning from his work, but I doubt meaning is a major concern for the average toilet cleaner or plantation worker, and I think most work is psychologically unpleasant to some extent. If I’d written Bullshit Jobs, my main argument would have been “hey, we could have twice as much stuff or be working half as much.”

Graeber also doesn’t have much in the way of evidence to support his central thesis: that a lot of work in the modern world really serves no purpose, which is an incredibly bold claim to make mostly unsupported.

His main supporting data is the YouGov survey which found that “37% of British workers think their jobs are meaningless”.

[image: ]

Graeber was a Leftist in the Rousseau-ian tradition and the opposite of a misanthrope, he believed in the sound judgment and basic goodness of ordinary people, and emphasises repeatedly that he defines BS jobs to be “jobs considered useless by the people doing them”, and that the best way to know how prevalent BS jobs are is to ask the people actually doing them. Which provides us a clear metric to define BS jobs by and avoids upsetting anyone who thinks what they do really is valuable.

I’m sceptical that this is the right approach, and I’m not convinced this survey proves very much.

I doubt you can reliably expect people to know what contribution their work is making, and like most polls the responses could change significantly depending on how the question is phrased. “Make a meaningful contribution to the world” seems like it could be asking whether you think your job achieves something exception, like curing cancer, so might have a high rate of false negatives.

It’s not clear that responders necessarily think their jobs are economically useless in the specific sense Graeber wants to claim.

The Economist responded to the survey with a similar objection, suggesting that workers might not recognise the purpose their small roles cumulatively play in the grander scheme of today’s monopolies larger firms.

But, Graeber also argues that there are BS jobs that go unrecognised even to the people doing them (slightly contradictorily to his main approach to identifying BS). One hypothetical example he gives is a cleaner at a bank who thinks cleaning is useful, but if the bank itself is redundant, the cleaning is also indirectly redundant. So there’s a symmetrical counter argument to the Economists’ objection.

I think it’s also worth mentioning that jobs are one of the main status signals in our society, they’re things that can potentially make you rich or get you laid. It’s difficult to evaluate something you’re heavily invested in objectively and rationally.

It’s strange to accuse an anarchist of ignoring status, perhaps as a celebrated public intellectual it’s not something Graber considered that much. But the book really could have emphasised what a big… conflict of interest, I suppose, there is in asking people to evaluate the value of their own positions.

Overall, I think this poll adds some support to Graeber’s argument, but it’s far from unequivocal, and doesn’t shift my confidence in the claim that around 40% of work in the UK is unnecessary by very much.

III. Why Graeber Thinks There are Bullshit Jobs

That YouGov poll, along with anecdotal letters that Graeber’s received from people telling him about their BS jobs, are all the empirical evidence we get in Bullshit Jobs.

And I can’t say I’d expect any more.

If you stick to Graeber’s definition of BS jobs as “jobs that the person doing them thinks are unnecessary”, the only empirical investigation that’s possible is just to ask people “do you think your job is pointless?” There’s not much else you could investigate.

Without a concrete definition, it’s unclear what you should be measuring. And, since “what counts as a BS job?” is the question we’re trying to answer, there’s not much point using an ad hoc definition of BS either.

Since BS jobs are vaguely defined, and it’s contentious whether they even exist at all, there are inherent limits to the empirical approach. So the rest of the book attempts to provide theoretical reasons why we should think BS jobs are prevalent.

Graeber gives us five conceptual categories of BS work:


	
Flunkies only exist to satisfy the egos of people who like to be in charge of others. Examples include some receptionists, door attendants, etc. A lot of managers enjoy having, or are incentivised to have, a lot of underlings, often more than can be productively employed, in order to appear more important.



	
Goons do all kinds of zero sum competition games, like corporate lawyers who only make gains for their clients at the expense of rival firms, all kinds of advertising for already well-known types of product, lobbyists, public relations and I’m going to include anyone in education.



	
Duct tapers temporarily repair problems that should be fixed permanently, e.g. programmers managing bloated legacy code.



	
Box tickers fill out forms or publish psychology papers to create the illusion that something useful is being done, or avoid legal culpability. Lots of them in medicine, according to Graeber.



	
Taskmasters create unnecessary make-work for their underlings in order to appear more productive to their over-lings, e.g. middle management, any commissar beneath Stalin.





IV. Graeber’s Categories are OK

[If you’ve read Meditations on Moloch feel free to skip this part.]

The one category that really strikes me as true is the Goons, the foot soldiers in zero sum games (games where a player can only gain if another player loses, like gambling; as opposed to positive sum games where all players can benefit, like trade for example).

Graeber argues that the economic competition which capitalism relies on to ensure efficiency and foster innovation, can also lead to destructive competition where  the efforts of both competitors cancel each other out, befitting no-one. And that therefore capitalist economies suffer from a lot of goon jobs.

The classic example of destructive competition is advertising, if one seller advertises they can gain extra sales, but if all sellers advertise it’s effectively the same as none of them advertising, because no brand stands out from the competition.

The Goons which Bullshit Jobs really excoriates are corporate lawyers (lawyers involved in resolving commercial disputes). Obviously courts can’t rule in favour of both sides of a dispute, so firms hire lawyers to advocate for their interests and, un-intentionally or deliberately, against the interests of their competitors, who are also hiring lawyers to do the opposite.

In both cases, the resources invested in advertising or legal representation cancel out and are effectively wasted.

Not that these jobs are always and completely pointless, some adverts point buyers to things they might not have known they wanted, and occasionally a corporate lawyer will help justice in its course, I’m sure.

But it’s easy to see how Don Draper, or a corporate lawyer with a broad perspective, would come to see their job as pointless; they’re only useful to their employer at the expense of someone else, and rarely do anything for society as a whole. If all firms could get together to organise a covenant promising not to hire anymore lawyers or do any more advertising, very little would be lost to anyone.

Graeber emphasises that these jobs can be lucrative for the individuals doing them, and create a clear example that being able to charge money for a service does not necessarily mean that the service is valuable to society as a whole.

How common Goon jobs are is a bit of a subjective matter, but some more examples of potential Goon jobs are: call centres, sales reps, public relations, recruitment, many types of consultant, cyber security, physical security, college admissions, anything fossil fuel related(?), immigration and border enforcement, paralegals, lobbyists, estate agents and (if you accept the signalling theory of education) the entire education sector.

In total, I think it’s fair to say that a sizeable number of jobs in modern Western economies could be considered Goon jobs.

Box Tickers and Task Master’s also seem very familiar to me. Essentially, they’re products of the kind of perverse incentives that public choice theorists complain often arise in government bureaucracies.

Whereas a private individual acts in their own self-interest and therefore has an incentive to make sure the task they’re doing is being done efficiently and is useful in the first place. Governments agencies are only accountable to voter’s wants filtered down through many layers of bureaucracy, which often leads to them only being accountable to some other government agency which itself has no incentive to ensure tasks are useful.

Which can lead to make-work schemes, and low rates of productivity that wouldn’t survive market competition.

Graeber does point out that the same phenomenon occurs in large corporations in the private sector as well though.

V. Graeber’s Categories Could be Better

Overall though, I don’t think anyone who likes economics is going to be that impressed with these categories, mostly they’re just examples of poor incentive structures and a couple don’t even look especially BS.

An apologist for flunkies could argue they’re serving a psychological want for their superiors.

Duct taping is perfectly reasonable in any situation that requires immediate returns.

You’ll get box tickers anywhere the boss of an enterprise doesn’t have perfect knowledge of what his employees are doing and can be fooled with the fake impression of doing work, i.e. the “principle agent problem”. Ditto with taskmasters.

Also, Graeber is an anarchists and heavily implies in the book that the epidemic of BS jobs is due to capitalism. But, even though he does document plenty of BS jobs in the private sector, most of his categories look like things that you’d get under any economic system.

The USSR was infamous for its box tickers and taskmasters, for example.

I’m not sure how he’d suggest getting rid of task Masters and box tickers other than just managing the economy better, somehow. Although I suppose anarchism suffers from the opposite problem of perverse incentives and probably wouldn’t have flunkies.

Admittedly, it’s hard to reject Graebers’ assessment that most Goon jobs exist because of capitalism. Goons arise when unrestrained competition creates coordination problems, which is basically capitalism sales pitch. Presumably there aren’t many telemarketers in Cuba or estate agents in North Korea.

I would have liked more nuance in Graeber’s theoretical categories, and even taken together, It seems unlikely that they could add up to nearly 40% of the workforce.

VI. Are there Better Ways to Explain Bullshit Jobs?

If Bullshit Jobs had been written by an economist it might have mentioned any economic theory whatsoever Adam Smith’s concept of “unproductive labour”. It’s one of the central theses of Wealth of Nations, but has largely been forgotten; the opposite of the famous invisible hand, that he barely mentions.

Smith has a kinda weird definition of “productive”; it’s anything funded by capital, as opposed to wages or rents, and it has to produce a lasting physical object.

So he really disapproves of servants, soldiers and anything to do with the church or aristocracy, but also professions like barbers and musicians (unless they record their performances, I guess, but he’s certainly not a fan of live music).

Famously, Smith also writes a lot about how currency is an illusionary form of wealth, and how Spanish gold hordes (the main form of currency in his time) were masking an unproductive real economy. He also rails against the waste of labour in gold mines.
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I can understand why Smith considers some service sector jobs and landlords to be unproductive, but I’m not sure the Take That tribute act at your mums’ third wedding deserves the same indictment

I think,by unproductive, Smith mostly means “things that don’t contribute to the nations’ accumulated wealth”, not “things that don’t even serve a short lived purpose”, so it’s not quite the kind of “unproductive” we’re looking for. Although it does allude to some lack of real productivity in the services sector, that I’ll come back to later.

The insight that the means of exchanging value shouldn’t be confused with real value, and that it imposes a cost on the real economy seems like it might be relevant to the idea of BS jobs. But it’s not a well fleshed out theory in Wealth of Nations.

Building on Smith, Marx defines “unproductive labour” as [insert 3000 word definition about social relations, surplus-value, class society, modes of production, constant and variable capital, accumulation, dialectics, commodity production, M-C-M, exchange and use values, superstructures, materialism, and detailing all 12 possible interpretations]. The key insight though is that capitalism has transaction costs.

Capitalism is a decentralised system, with no central authority collecting information or assigning tasks. Economic actors rely on their own knowledge (explicit or implicit) to decide on which actions to take, organise their own work, and arrange transactions with other actors themselves. They also need ways to document and enforce those transactions.

All of this requires work. And it’s a lot of work. This is the category of BS work that explains why there’s a widespread perception that many jobs are BS, in my view, but it doesn’t feature in Graeber’s book.

Finding clients, buyers, sellers, employees and employers is a huge business occupying the labour of sales reps, product sourcing-ers, recruiters, human resources, half the internet, jobs boards etc.

Accountants obviously deal with the accounts you need to have an economy with circulating money.

We’ve mentioned that corporate law involves an element of zero-sum competition between the lawyers themselves, but even if corporate law was nationalised and corporate lawyers all pursued a common goal (justice you’d hope), it would still be the case that they’re only required in the first place to arbitrate disputes between competing firms, in a way that’s still zero-sum. They’re still Moloch’s creations.

The portion of the stock market not devoted to speculation aggregates knowledge to direct investment. Investment banks connect venture capital to entrepreneurs.

The estate agent we accused of doing BS work earlier might object:

“Yeah, I’m paid to inflate the price of a house which is good for the seller but equally bad for the buyer. But people need to be able to buy and sell houses, I facilitate that, so my job’s only 50% BS.”

But people only need to buy and sell houses if there actually is a housing market.

There’s a whole class of jobs devoted to policing who can and can’t access things with no marginal cost of production that could in theory be distributed freely, like Netflix does with viewing for films, and a part SubStack’s team do with blogs.

Marx’s central argument is that organising work around capitalist institutions creates lots of second order work in running those institutions.

I can’t think of a catchy name for “work that’s only necessary if you live in a market economy”, maybe “changing” or “changers” after the money changers Jesus threw out of a temple. But I think this is the major theoretical discussion missing from Bullshit Jobs. “How much work do we need to do so we can do the actual work that needs doing?”
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Marx isn’t suggesting you could remove these jobs entirely without causing harm, like you probably could for most of what Graeber considers BS work. Obviously getting rid of accountants and corporate law tomorrow would cause anarchy.

Any economy needs organisation and these jobs provide that. But they provide it in a way specific to a certain mode of production, Marx’s argument is that other modes of production might be able to provide organisation more efficiently. i.e. that these jobs might only look productive in the near view.

Looking at planned economies, these kinds of jobs don’t exist and their equivalents in the central-bureaucracy employ fewer people.

At its height, the Soviet planning Bureau, Gosplan, had a staff of just a few thousand bureaucrats, for an economy of almost 300 million people, for example. And those bureaucrats were only equipped with abacuses.

Obviously, Soviet bureaucracy was more extensive than just its planning office, but it’s hard to deny the centralised nature of the USSR’s economy provided economies of scale when it came to organisation and information processing tasks. It’s most apparent in the skylines of Soviet cities and their Western counterparts, typically the former was dominated by factory chimneys, whereas New York and London are almost entirely high rise offices.

I’m not sure how Graber would have suggested the organisation provided by changing be provided under anarchism (people power? bickering middle aged people in local councils maybe?), the topic as whole is conspicuously absent from the book. Although, if you view establishing central planning as a long term technical problem, you could argue changing is a form of duct taping, I suppose.

Marx doesn’t emphasis changing as one of the major drawbacks of capitalism, even by attributing the idea to him, I’m reading quite a lot into his work which might not be there. That might be because changing was a much smaller fraction of the total economy in the 19th-century.

In the 21st-century, and in Britain especially, changing is increasingly becoming most of the economy.

VII. Changing Jobs are Growing in Number

In a chapter on Rusia’s transition to capitalism, The Commanding Heights, a book about 20th-century economic history jokes:

“Private property can exist only within a framework of contracts and laws, and the [Russian State Committee on the Management of State Property] ran up against a problem that would astonish people in a country like the United States—an acute shortage of lawyers.”

Growth of US lawyers:
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Commanding Heights also had a section about China developing a marketing sector after Deng Xiaoping’s reforms.

Leaked footage from inside the growing British marketing sector:

As well as in ex-communist countries, employment in changing jobs has also grown in the never-comunist-but-increasingly-market-oriented-since-the-70s-countires. When Britain or the US get referred to as having become service economies, most of those new service jobs are forms of changing.

Outside the UK, the cost of changing is perhaps most obvious in US healthcare. Measuring its performance by life expectancy, private healthcare in America provides a slightly worse service than the more planned systems in Europe, and at 4x the per-capita cost!

You can make excuses for US healthcare like “it funds research”, “Americans have less healthy lifestyles” and “the wealthy pay for expensive but low cost treatments, whereas public healthcare allocates treatment in a way that optimises the population life expectancy.” All true, but 4x is a truly immense cost disparity that can’t all be explained circumstantially.
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Possibly a large part of the disparity is because US healthcare involves large numbers of workers not directly involved in providing healthcare.

For the UK’s public healthcare system, Gov.uk claims “The UK spends only around 2% of healthcare expenditure on administration” and “Only around 3% of NHS staff are non-clinical managers”. I can’t find figures for American healthcare, because it’s all spread out over lots of organisations, but I highly doubt the entire insurance industry, malpractice legal departments, pharmacological reps selling drugs to doctors, departments devoted to managing hospital’s finances etc. make up less than ~3% of US healthcare spending.

Overall the market system looks much more bureaucratic than the more planned European equivalents, only it’s replaced managers with changers.

If you think the UK has a housing market that’s comparably dysfunctional to the US healthcare market, well, there’s also a correspondingly large number of British changers working at selling, appraising and financing houses.
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In the last few decades British universities have transitioned from a more public model to a more private one, subsequently there has been an explosion of administration on campuses.
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There’s also large sections of the financial sector that serve dubious purposes.

When banks issue home loans, for example, it has the effect of shifting the demand curve up, raising prices and forcing the marginal un-leveraged buyers to also take out a loan to reach the now higher prices, leading to higher prices and more debt, etc. etc., in a cycle that only benefits lenders.

Since around the 1970s, the proportion of jobs in the service sector has grown rapidly and come to make up most of the economy in many Western countries.
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I don’t think Graeber would argue that every service sector job is BS, perhaps not even most of them, but there’s a stronger case to be made that the average service sector job is more BS than the average manufacturing one. And probably this growth in what’s effectively private sector bureaucracy has contributed to the perception that many jobs are BS.

If you count private sector bureaucrats, there’s a strong argument to be made that Britain has become the most bureaucratic society in history over the last few decades, and the rest of the Western World isn’t far behind.

Jobs that fall under Marx’s category of unproductive labour are less obviously pointless than the categories of BS jobs that Graeber offers, because a certain number of them are necessary . But it’s not clear that the expansion of these jobs is adding any new value.

Capitalism is a profit maximising system not a welfare optimising one, it always looks for new forms of profit and it’s not necessarily true that all of them will be welfare improving, over time perhaps you should expect the proportion of profitable-but-not-welfare-improving jobs to rise.

And, since changing jobs have come to make up an increasingly large proportion of our economies, even if only a (maybe largish) fraction of them are genuinely BS, they still make up a large number of BS in absolute terms.

I’ve focussed on the Marxist concept of unproductive labour here, only because I think it provides the clearest way of thinking about why these jobs might be non-productive. But, I think you can still entertain the idea of changers even if you don’t accept the Marxist framing. Thinkers from other schools of thought have also noticed a similar trend.

Tyler Cowen suggests that in recent decades Western economies have suffered from a “Great Stagnation”, where, despite positive GDP trends, real consumption has leveled off, and we’re really much poorer than the numbers suggest. And he attributes that disparity in part to a rise in economic activity less value has been created, particularly finance and government spending.

VIII. Another Type of Bullshit Jobs I think Graeber Misses

Another category of BS work I think Graeber misses is something I think of as “rickshaw-ing”.
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Rickshaws are a form of transport where one person pulls another person sitting in a chair on wheels, they were especially prevalent in East Asia prior to industrialisation.

They’re operated by one worker, transport one passenger and move at walking or running speed (i.e. the speed of the guy pulling, i.e. the same speed people move at without transport). Basically you pay someone else to walk for you.

In his travel diaries, Einstein mentions reluctantly hiring a rickshaw and feeling “loathed to use a human being in this way.”

Unlike say a train, there’s no improvement in speed and no gains from a division of labour, train passengers couldn’t travel faster if they tried to transport themselves (i.e. walking) and one train driver can transport many passengers.

From a societal point of view rickshaws are useless because people could get around just as quickly, and using half the man-hours, if they just did the work of moving themselves, i.e. got out and walked. (Yes, an athletic rickshaw puller transporting a cripple whose time is very valuable is a real comparative advantage, but the portion of rickshaw-ing work that involves moving people who could have moved themselves almost as easily is BS)

Thankfully rickshaws are out of fashion in the modern West, but there are still many jobs in this category of providing-services-that-customers-could-just-as-easily-provide-themselves. Domestic cleaners, maids, private cooks, all forms of servants, waiters (restaurants are outsourced versions of private cooks and servants to some degree), all provide little net gain to society as a whole. Taxi and Uber drivers are also a bit rickshaw-ish, as well as sex-workers.

Whenever a parcel gets delivered I wonder if the proliferation of delivery drivers and home food deliveries, over the last decade, represents a real gain in economic efficiency over just … I don’t know… walking somewhere to collect things, or if it’s another by-product of rising inequality. Since delivery drivers aren’t paid well and seem to have poor working conditions, I’m inclined to think they’re a kind of rickshawing.

Because these jobs involve one person selling their labour to provide someone else with convenience with little comparative advantage, they’ll be more common the more unequal a society is. Which means they’re another type of BS work that expands the more market oriented an economy is. I can’t find any data on the prevalence of these jobs over time, but anecdotally it seems that it’s become common for many white-collar city dwellers to regularly eating out at restaurants and even hire house cleaners, in a way that it logically can’t be possible for most people.

IX. Can We Reduce the Number of Bullshit Jobs?

When Graeber explains why he thinks BS jobs exist, even though in theory market completion should weed out unproductive work, he often blames the social expectation that people should have jobs, and refers to Protestantism and the Protestant Work Ethic a lot.

He even goes so far as to claim that many workplaces are insulated from market forces and that the relationships between people in corporations is more similar to vassal relations between lords and serfs than buyers and sellers, in that they from a hierarchy that’s more straightforwardly social rather than economic, something Graeber terms “managerial feudalism”.

“[C]orporations are less and less about making, building, fixing, or maintaining things and more and more about political processes of appropriating, distributing, and allocating money and resources.”

“Under classic capitalist conditions of this sort it does indeed make no sense to hire unnecessary workers. Maximizing profits means paying the least number of workers the least amount of money possible; in a very competitive market, those who hire unnecessary workers are not likely to survive. Of course, this is why doctrinaire libertarians, or, for that matter, orthodox Marxists, will always insist that our economy can’t really be riddled with bullshit jobs; that all this must be some sort of illusion. But by a feudal logic, where economic and political considerations overlap, the same behavior makes perfect sense.”

Managerial feudalism seems like slightly too vague a concept to be any use in informing policy choices. I think Graeber’s anti-feudalism reforms would have just been anarchism.

He also suggests universal basic income as a solution, but it’s not clear to me why that would reduce the number of BS jobs any more than it would just reduce the number of all jobs.

Hopefully I’ve presented some more concrete potential explanations for BS jobs grounded in standard economic concepts like perverse incentives, principle agent problems, market failures, information asymmetries, transaction costs, rent seeking and public choice theory.

Even so, I’m not sure I have anything that useful to suggest based on that.

In our 21st-century, more market oriented, economies, whilst it’s certainly true that government programs can, and do, create BS jobs, I agree with Graeber that it’s mainly the private sector, and particularly the service sector bureaucracy, that is fuelling the current growth in BS jobs.

One obvious remedy would just be to move more of the economy under government management. Reducing the size of the private sector would reduce the number of goons, changers and rickshawers.

But it seems like expanding the public sector could easily create an equal number of task masters, box tickers and duct tapers.

Maybe a planned economy, managed by hyper-competent public servants deeply versed in the teachings of public choice theory? Or market without market failures or a means of exchange? If that’s not too much to ask.

One tantalizing possibility is that,if you accept that BS are predominantly in the service sector, they’re disproportionately vulnerable to automation by AI.

You could imagine a strange future where large numbers of jobs are still pointless, but it doesn’t really matter since they’re being performed at minimal cost.

A more worrying possibility is that, if BS jobs are widespread it implies that it’s difficult to curb the growth of pointless work, and the labour freed up by automation might just end up in make-work schemes.

X. Final Thoughts

I’ve been quite critical of Graeber, but I do think he’s written an important book.

I wouldn’t say Graeber really broadened my understanding of why some jobs are BS, and he doesn’t do a good job proving that many jobs are pointless, but he’s certainly opened my mind to the possibility.

I think about “bullshit jobs”, the phrase he coined, all the time in my personal life. In fact, I don’t think anyone I know works an un-ambiguously useful job, and I notice jobs that look suspiciously BS all the time.. Partly that’s just being an anti-social hermit, and partly it’s probably being from the kind of background that changers usually come from, but bullshit jobs seem very real in my experience.

A (slightly fictionalised version for anonymities sake) of my own job history goes: competing for credentials in the education system, serving cups of tea at a café, doing the coding for fruit machines and a start-up automating parts of the legal process for selling houses.

I hope people enjoyed those cups of tea, because I’m nearing thirty and it’s the one clearly worthwhile thing I’ve done so far.

Before Bullshit Jobs, another book that changed my perception of my surroundings by a lot was Bryan Caplan’s The Case Against Education. Which argued that the most of the extra life-time-income you earn from completing school was due to a zero-sum signalling process, not from accumulating skills or knowledge, and that, at a societal level, most of the apparent benefits of education are illusory.

The whole purpose of, at the time, the main thing I’d been doing in life, could completely whither under the light of a bit of economic theory.

In a way, Bullshit Jobs is the more general version of The Case Against Education. But, while The Case Against Education has a much narrower scope, it nails a convincing theoretical explanation, and backs it up empirically, in a way Bullshit Jobs just doesn’t.

Personally, I think it’s likely that BS jobs are a real and a widespread phenomena like Graeber claims. And, hopefully I’ve provided some extra theoretical grounding for the idea, but it’ll take a much more rigorous book/book-review to convince any sceptics.

I think there’s a big opportunity for someone to write a book arguing that a large number of jobs are pointless more persuasively than Bullshit Jobs manages. And maybe gives the idea a more respectable name. But it’d need to be an incredibly ambitious book given the scope of the claim.

I’d like bullshit jobs to be more widely discussed, and think they should be a major consideration in comparing different economic systems and policies. But that’s difficult when they’re so nebulous.

I can accept that the 40 hour work week was part of the Faustian pact that allowed humanity to live indoors and past the age of 36. But I still find Bullshit Jobs implication, that it’s not easy to reduce the total time people spend working, quite discouraging. Even with consistent technological growth, a future full of pointless make-work looks entirely possible, maybe even likely.

Hopefully Keynes’ great-grandchildren can look forward to their promised 15 hour work-week.






Cities And The Wealth Of Nations

[This is one of the finalists in the 2023 book review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. 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]

If you know Jane Jacobs at all, you know her for her work on cities. Her most famous book, published in 1961, is called The Death and Life of Great American Cities. It criticizes large-scale, top-down “urban renewal” policies, which destroy organic communities. Today almost everyone agrees with her on that, and she is considered one of the most influential thinkers on urban theory.

This is not a review of The Death and Life of Great American Cities. Perhaps it would be, if I had become interested in Jane Jacobs’s ideas on cities like a normal person. But I didn’t: I started with two books that came to me by random chance, or fate, if you want to call it that.

The first book is Cities and the Wealth of Nations: Principles of Economic Life, first published in 1984. I found it, as it happens, in a city, more specifically in one of those public bookshelves where people give books away. A lucky find: my copy is somehow signed by Jane Jacobs herself. A friend said that although this book is read less often than The Death and Life etc., it actually contains the real gems from Jane Jacobs’s thought. So I was quite excited to read it, by which I mean that I kept the book on my bookshelf for more than a year before finally digging into it. 
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Mere days after I finished reading it, thinking it was indeed one of the best essays I’d ever read, I checked the same public bookshelf again. And lo! There was a second Jane Jacobs book: The Question of Separatism: Quebec and the Struggle Over Sovereignty.  
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This book is Jacobs’s least read. It was published in 1980, right after the first referendum where Quebecers voted to remain a part of Canada. It is based on lectures that Jacobs (who was an American but had moved to Canada in 1968) gave in Toronto right before the referendum. It’s not hard to guess why the book didn’t have a huge (read: any) impact. First, most people outside Quebec or Canada don’t have any reason to care. Second, the essay — which was written in English — argues in favor of the secession of Quebec, which virtually no one among the English-speaking population of Canada agreed with. The natural reaction from Canada’s intelligentsia was to ignore the book altogether. Meanwhile, few people in Quebec itself read it, since the referendum was over; it wasn’t even translated into French until decades later.

As a result, The Question of Separatism sits awkwardly in Jane Jacobs’s bibliography, as if it were “a mistake in an otherwise brilliant career,” like I read somewhere. In a 2005 interview, one year before her death, Jacobs said that no journalist ever asked her about it.

But the book was not a mistake. I don’t claim any special insight here: Jane Jacobs herself said so in that same interview. She said that she would have written the same book in 2005, “because that’s the way it is in the world, and it still holds.” Besides, The Question of Separatism is in fact not that much about the specifics of Quebec’s political situation, but rather about interesting generalities: what size means for countries and organizations, and why the fate of nations depends primarily on what happens in their cities.

Taken together with Cities and the Wealth of Nations, which Jacobs wrote a few years later to expand on those ideas, we get a coherent and deeply interesting philosophy of economics: one that favors the local scale, cities and small countries, antifragility long before Nassim Taleb coined the term, and avoiding grandstanding theories that always fail to take into account the real complexity of the world.

I. A Fake Mystery

Cities and the Wealth of Nations opens on an economic mystery.

“For a little while in the middle of this century,” writes Jacobs, “it seemed that the wild, intractable, dismal science of economics had yielded up something we all want: instructions for getting or keeping prosperity.” This was the 1940s to 1960s, and economists thought they had it all figured out. It was the golden age of high modernism and scientific technocracy. Everywhere from China to the Soviet Union to the United States and Britain and the nascent European Economic Community, leaders were coming up with elaborate plans, rooted in macroeconomic theories, that were supposed to guarantee future wealth and avoid economic crises. 

The theories had been developed by many thinkers over the previous two hundred years: Richard Cantillon, Adam Smith, John Stuart Mill, Karl Marx, John Maynard Keynes. Jacobs explains how they each had their own ideas of how the economy worked, disagreeing over things like whether supply or demand was the main driving mechanism, but they all agreed on a fundamental fact: inflation and unemployment have an inverse relationship to each other, like a seesaw. High inflation comes with low unemployment; high unemployment comes with low inflation, or even deflation when prices drop.

The Great Depression, a time of deflation, had provided proof of the seesaw. Big government projects, as prescribed by Keynesians, were a way for states to reduce unemployment and bring the seesaw back in a balanced state. Economists developed fancy models, based on historical data, to predict the behavior of the economy. The Phillips curve in particular became popular. 
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It was the golden age of technocracy; it was the triumph of high modernism. From now on wealth was assured, because we weren’t blind anymore: we had the curves. 

And yet — by the 1970s and 1980s, when Jane Jacobs was writing, the theories all stopped working. There was high inflation and high unemployment. People called it stagflation. Keynesian advisers in various governments were devastated: either their ideas were wrong, or they were applying them wrong. Economists such as Milton Friedman, from a rival school of economists called the monetarists or the Chicago school, came to the rescue — but their remedy, Jacobs believes, only made things worse. Whatever governments did to increase employment made inflation worse; whatever they did to attenuate inflation killed employment. The seesaw from the theories was working in application, even though it didn’t explain reality anymore. Stagflation was not supposed to exist, so stagflation could not be fought.

At this point we’re near the end of Chapter 1, the densest part of the book. Jacobs has artfully guided us along economic history and laid out the mystery for us. What’s going on? we wonder. How are we supposed to deal with the two-headed monster of stagflation, if all economists are stumped?

Then Jacobs, in a masterstroke, flips the whole thing over. I was impressed enough that I would have inserted a spoiler alert here, if it didn’t feel so silly putting a spoiler alert in an essay on economics.

Stagflation is not a strange monster from legend. It is, Jacobs says, just the normal state of everything. Backward economies are in fact constantly in a state of stagflation. The prices in a poor country like Portugal or India (her two examples) feel low for an American or Canadian, but they’re high for most Portuguese or Indian people. At the same time, Portugal and India provide too few jobs to their residents. Inflation and unemployment are both perennially high, and none of that feels surprising whatsoever. 

Stagflation, in short, is just good ol’ poverty. All these fancy economists, from Cantillon in 1700s France to Keynes and Friedman in the 20th century Anglosphere, were thinking and writing about unusual places: rich countries that were undergoing fast economic development. They were making the classic mistake of treating poverty as a mystery and wealth as a given, when in fact poverty is the normal order of things and wealth, when it does occur, is what warrants an explanation. The result is that we don’t really know how to fix the economy of poor countries, nor do we know how to deal with decline in rich countries, whether we call it stagflation or something else.

Jacobs derives from this a pretty damning view of macroeconomics. It is to her a science that has failed again and again, each time engulfing the equivalent of billions of dollars in wasted wealth. “We must,” she writes at the close of Chapter 1, “find more realistic and fruitful lines of observation and thought than we have tried to use so far. It is bootless to choose among existing schools of thought. We are on our own.”

Fortunately, she has some ideas. 

II. Nations and the Wealth of Cities

The original sin of macroeconomics, Jacobs believe, is to treat sovereign countries, or nations, as the main unit of economic analysis. 

This error, she claims, goes back to mercantilism, one of the first formal economic policies. Oversimplified, mercantilism states that wealth is synonymous with the amount of gold and silver in a nation’s treasury. This makes nations the main unit of economic analysis by definition. It’s a tautology — and one that was somehow embedded so deep in economic thinking that even the non-mercantilist Adam Smith would eventually choose, for his masterpiece of economic theory, the title An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of the Wealth of Nations. Today, even though mercantilism has long been obsolete, we perpetuate the same tautology whenever we talk of the Gross Domestic Product or look at the very nice charts from Our World in Data, which for the most part allow only one level of resolution: sovereign countries.
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Of course, nations are an economically important concept because of that one property: they are sovereign, and therefore they write laws and implement policies that affect the economy. These policies can be productively compared. But that’s about it — for everything else, nations aren’t the right way to think about wealth. 

One reason is simply that they’re very different from one another: “it affronts common sense,” Jacobs writes, “to think of units as disparate as, say, Singapore and the United States, or Ecuador and the Soviet Union, or the Netherlands and Canada, as economic common denominators.” I would add that countries are arbitrary and changing: when the Soviet Union was replaced by 15 sovereign countries, the economic reality didn’t suddenly reshape itself to match the new borders. Lastly, nations contain, under the hood, many sub-economies that are also highly different from one another. 

None of that is secret or forbidden knowledge. Everyone has always been aware that New York City, or Milan, are economically very different from rural Mississippi or Sicily. But I find that it’s far easier to think in terms of “the United States” or “Italy,” especially when you’re not from there. Nations are an abstraction of real-life complexity, and are accordingly very tempting to use. 

Also, they’re often the entities that collect statistics, which is another difficult-to-resist temptation for anyone who likes quantitative data.

Cities as Radiators of Economic Forces

If nations aren’t the best unit to analyze the economy, what is? This is a Jane Jacobs book, so the answer is obviously going to be cities.

Jacobs doesn’t actually give a clear argument why. Maybe that was in her previous book, The Economy of Cities. So far as I can see, her reasoning is, ironically, a bit tautological: “all developing economic life depends on city economies; it depends on them by definition because, wherever economic life is developing, the very process itself creates cities and has probably always done so.” 

But so far as I can see, this reasoning is correct. Cities concentrate people, and therefore economic life, and therefore economic power. The driving force for all this is a phenomenon that, from what I gather, was discovered by Jacobs when she wrote The Economy of Cities: import replacement. 

Consider, say, Boston back when it was a tiny settlement, not yet a city, in colonial times. At first, Boston didn’t produce much, especially not much that would be of interest to its main trading partner, London. It exported some natural resources: timber, fish. Whatever else the Bostonians needed, they needed to import it from other cities, again mostly London. (Remember to think of imports and exports in terms of cities, not nations.) For instance, at first, all metal tools in Boston came from European cities, and were paid for by the revenue from selling the timber and fish. 

Then, one day, some Bostonians decided to build an ironworks and make metal tools themselves. (Pictured: a reconstruction of the Saugus Iron Works, established 1646.)
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This wasn’t of any interest to London or other European cities. The Bostonians weren’t nearly as good or efficient at making metal tools as Londonians were. So Boston couldn’t export the metal tools back to Europe — but it could use them internally, and also export them to other American cities that were about as poor as Boston was, or poorer. Internally, this meant the spark of a manufacturing economy in Boston, as easily obtained metal parts made it easier for other Bostonians to replace other imports from European cities, and eventually develop a symbiotic network of industries. It also meant that the revenue from fish and timber could be used to import new things, including new innovations from European cities (which would later become opportunities for more import replacement). And because there were customers for Boston-made metal goods in New York and Philadelphia, and eventually Cincinnati and Chicago and Pittsburgh as these cities came into existence, it meant additional revenue for Boston that it could reinvest into developing its production further. 

For Jacobs, virtually all city development can be seen through the lens of import replacement (which, to be clear, has approximately nothing to do with policies of import substitution industrialization; import replacement is not a policy, but a naturally arising free market phenomenon). Her book contains many other examples than Boston, such as Venice, which started off in the early Middle Ages as a small town that sold salt to Constantinople, but then diversified its production to become one of the wealthiest cities of its time; or Taipei and Kaohsiung, two cities in Taiwan that kickstarted their development not long before the 1980s, by forcing expropriated landlords to invest into local import-replacing businesses. One is reminded of Scott’s review of How Asia Works.

Import replacement, then, is what makes cities economically powerful. And this power is so great that it causes ripples in distant places. In fact it is the main reason that anything happens at all in non-city areas. 

Jacobs gives the example of Bardou, a small village in southern France. Bardou looks like this:
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To the extent that Bardou ever had an economic life, that life was almost entirely driven by distant cities. In ancient times, the area was populated because of iron mines nearby. The mines were exploited to serve the needs of people in the distant cities of Lugdunum (Lyon), Nemausus (Nîmes), or even Rome. As Jacobs notes, we could say that the mines served “the Roman Empire,” but that would be another example of using the abstraction of sovereign countries when we should instead be specific. It was Lugdunum, Nemausus and Rome that wanted the iron — not some random rural area of the empire, and certainly not the part of the empire in which Bardou was located. 

Eventually the mines and the region were abandoned. More than 1,000 years later, peasants moved into the area and built the modern village. For centuries they lived a wretchedly poor life of subsistence farming. No cities exerted any influence on it, and indeed nothing happened. Then, in the 19th century, the people of Bardou learned that they could improve their situation by moving to distant cities such as Paris, and most of them did. Again, the force wasn’t being exerted by “France”; Bardou was already part of France. The force was specifically being exerted by Paris and other cities with jobs for poor peasants. 

By the 1960s, only one old man was left. That’s when two foreign visitors, a German and an American, happened upon the village, decided to buy most of it, revitalized it, and turned it into a tourist spot (and even, for a brief time, into a set for a movie company). Today Bardou is a popular place for travelers — who are mostly city people, and spend money that was mostly earned in cities. 

The Bardou story contains examples of several of the forces that import-replacing cities radiate, according to Jacobs. These forces are central to her thinking. There are five of them: 


	
Markets. Cities house a lot of people who need a lot of goods and services, and are therefore strong markets to sell goods and services to. This was the force that acted on the Bardou area when it was a Roman mining region, and again today when it functions as a tourist spot for city vacationers. 



	
Jobs. Prosperous cities tend to attract people from elsewhere who come for work, which is what depopulated Bardou in the 19th and 20th centuries.



	
Technology. New things are disproportionately invented in cities, and only later do they affect other regions. Bardou received a windfall when the movie company rented it for location shots; that would obviously not have been possible before movie technology was invented.



	
Transplants. Sometimes cities send transplanted factories to other regions. (I don’t think that happened to Bardou.)



	
Capital. Cities can provide money directly to other regions, for instance as subsidies, loans, or development grants. I’m guessing that Bardou received some assistance from the French national or regional governments at some point.





These five forces determine pretty much everything that happens in rural regions. We can distinguish at least seven types of these regions, depending on which forces act upon them.

Seven Types of Rural Regions

When the five forces act together in a reasonably balanced manner, this creates a type of rural area that Jacobs calls a city region. This is a confusing name, because it absolutely does not mean “any region around a city,” nor does it mean “suburbs.” We know this because Jacobs spends several pages telling us which cities have a city region and which don’t. For instance, Tokyo has a city region, the largest in the world as of 1984, but Sapporo, in northern Japan, doesn’t. Boston, Paris, Milan, and Taipei do; Atlanta, Marseille, Naples, or Manila don’t. 

A city region, in Jacobs’s terms, is the rural hinterland around a city that gets “radically reshaped” by that city’s economy. It contains a mix of productive farms, prosperous satellite towns, and factories that have moved out of the city, forming a symbiotic network of commercial and industrial enterprises. City regions “are the richest, densest, and most intricate of all types of economies except for cities themselves,” she writes. They arise thanks to the interplay between the five forces. 

In another of her wonderfully told examples, Jacobs summarizes a book about Shinohata, a real Japanese village (but with a fake name, for anonymity) on the outskirts of the Tokyo area. In the post-war era, Tokyo was expanding rapidly, and so was its city region, eventually reaching Shinohata in the 1950s. Before, most families in the village lived from subsistence farming and exported a little bit of silk to distant places. Almost no one moved out to Tokyo or other cities. But after 1955, the markets, jobs, technology, transplants, and capital from the city all came bearing upon Shinohata at the same time, totally transforming it.

The growing city markets meant that most families could switch to new cash crops and make more money. New jobs were opening up in Tokyo for the sons and daughters of Shinohata, many of whom left — prompting the remaining farmers to buy labor-saving equipment, which made productivity soar. Soon, a large food processing factory was transplanted into the village, providing additional jobs and money and causing a variety of smaller businesses to pop up in the area. After a typhoon disaster in 1959, a recovery grant from the government — an example of city capital — was put to good use by providing much needed excavation work and infrastructure development.
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Shinohata is in Tochigi Prefecture, but I couldn’t figure out what its real name is. In any case, it is part of the vast Greater Tokyo Area, a region that combines the largest city in the world with large tracts of rural land, and occupies a disproportionate space in Japan’s demographics and national economy.
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Rural regions far from import-replacing cities are generally less lucky. Their plights take different forms, depending on which of the five forces dominates the others.


	
An oversized market force creates a supply region: a place that exploits agricultural or natural resources and exports them to distant cities. These regions (the most common in the world) can be rich or poor, but they’re never economically dynamic — and they’re very sensitive to disturbances in the markets that they serve. Jacobs’s example is Uruguay, a country that grew rich selling animal products to European cities in the early 20th century, but then suffered immensely when the market changed in the 1950s, propelling the nation into a succession of economic crises. 



	
An oversized jobs force creates a region workers abandon. When workers leave to work in distant cities, they improve their own situation, but their region of origin stagnates. This is true even if the workers send remittances, as in her main example, the town of Napizaro in rural Mexico. Most men from Napizaro work hundreds of kilometers north, in the factories of the dynamic city of Los Angeles. Even though they send back a lot of money to their families in Napizaro, Napizaro is never able to develop, because it imports everything it consumes and doesn’t replace those imports. 



	
An oversized technology force creates a clearance region. The example here is the Scottish Highlands, where a technological innovation was introduced in the late 18th century: a new breed of sheep. (Technically this was a rural invention, but the introduction to Scotland was devised by businessmen in London.) The new sheep greatly improved the yields from the land, but at the cost of violently displacing a large number of poor tenant farmers to make room for pastures. So it goes for other technologies, like farm machinery: when they are introduced to a poor rural region that isn’t integrated into an import-replacing economy, they just replace workers and leave them idle, poorer than before, or forced to emigrate. 



	
An oversized transplant force creates a transplant economy: a place that depends on industries that it did not generate itself. Getting a transplanted factory is always tempting for the governments of poor regions. But while the new jobs do alleviate poverty, transplants almost never lead to durable economic development (with rare exceptions, such as Taiwan). Jacobs has multiple examples, but the one I like most is Iran just before the revolution, when the Shah used oil money to buy a helicopter factory from the United States — thereby spurring a lot of development in the United States, where many companies got involved in building the factory, and almost none in Iran.



	
Finally, an oversized capital force creates an artificial city region. In the US, the Tennessee Valley Authority was a Depression Era program to develop a poor region using federal government money. The hydroelectric dams and other infrastructure that the money bought seemed to be great successes at first, and to be sure they did reduce poverty. But problems later appeared, and today the region isn’t particularly dynamic, in addition to being riddled with environmental issues. Jacobs explains that the federal aid could never truly help, because the Tennessee Valley has always lacked an import-replacing city. Subsidies, grants, and loans give at best the illusion of development.





None of these five types of rural regions tend to do great in the long run, unless they manage to generate an import-replacing city. But at least they receive something from distant cities. It’s far worse when a region is untouched by city forces at all, as Bardou was for a long time. Or as was a hamlet in North Carolina that Jacobs calls “Henry” for anonymity reasons, but which we can safely reveal to be Higgins, in the Appalachian region. Here is what Higgins looked like in 2013 on Google Street View:
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There is a nice modern road in that screenshot, but between its 18th-century founding and the 1920s, there wasn’t even a path that a horse-drawn wagon could use, and so Higgins was extremely isolated. It barely sold anything to anyone outside, and accordingly imported very little. The people lived from subsistence farming. Their lives were so difficult, so focused on sheer survival, that they gradually forgot many of the skills and techniques that their British ancestors had, like candle making, weaving from a loom, and even masonry. When Jacobs’ aunt arrived as a Presbyterian missionary in 1922, and suggested that they build a church out of stone, the people of Higgins confidently stated that this was impossible: mortar just wasn’t strong enough. “These people came of a parent culture that had not only reared stone parish churches from time immemorial, but great cathedrals,” Jacobs writes, and yet eventually they forgot that stone buildings were a possibility at all. 

Such is the fate of regions that get cut off from cities. Jacobs calls them bypassed places. Sometimes these places are entire countries, such as Ethiopia, once the seat of an empire, but which as of the 1980s had barely any links to cities except its own backward ones. Unsurprisingly, Ethiopia has high prices (for Ethiopians) and too few jobs. That will always be so, unless one of its cities can start the process of import replacement.

III. Should Everything Be a City-State?

That was roughly the first half of the book. After that, Jane Jacobs discusses various consequences of her theory, including why decline happens and how we can, in theory, prevent it. We’ll get there — but first, it’s time for a detour through the other book, The Question of Separatism, which provides a great case study of Jacobs’s ideas.

After an introductory chapter in which Jacobs acknowledges that separatism always makes everyone emotional, and warns that she’s going to study it in a dispassionate manner anyway, she starts by describing the issues in Quebec and Canada through a specific lens. You can probably guess which lens. That’s right — cities. To her, the question of Quebec separatism is primarily the question of how the two main cities in Canada, Toronto and Montreal, have coexisted and will coexist in the future. 

At this point you need at least a basic understanding of Canadian history. Here’s a quick primer, focusing on those two cities. 

Canadian History Speedrun (Jane’s Version)
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Canada, a word that used to refer to the large valley around the St. Lawrence river and the Great Lakes, was originally a colony of the Kingdom of France. Then the Kingdom of Great Britain conquered it in 1760. For various reasons, most of the French settlers stayed in Canada rather than emigrating to France or being deported, so at first, a small British elite ruled over a mostly French-speaking and Catholic colony. However, immigration from the British Isles, as well as from the newly seceded United States (loyalists who wanted to live in a monarchy rather than a republic for some reason) eventually tipped the linguistic and cultural balance. The population sorted itself such that the lower part of the valley (what is now Quebec) remained French, while the upper part (what is now Ontario) became English. 

The exception to this trend was the city of Montreal. Although located in Quebec, it became an English-speaking city and the hub for the British merchant elite. For at least a hundred years, it was the main city in Canada across almost all metrics: population, wealth, manufacturing, political influence.

In the middle of the 20th century, Montreal grew enormously and became French-speaking again, owing to immigration from rural Quebec. It became the center of Quebecois culture and, with its increasingly educated population, the breeding ground for new ideas, including separatism. At the same time, the main city in Ontario, Toronto, was growing even faster. Immigrants from all over Canada and other countries poured into it (including Jane Jacobs herself). Sometime around 1970, it became bigger and wealthier than Montreal, and replaced it as the main economic hub. Many people attribute this to the rise of Quebec separatists, which supposedly scared the Anglo elite of Montreal into moving all the banks and companies to Toronto, and, to be sure, some of that happened — but of course, Jacobs prefers explanations that rely on city economics. 

One of the reasons for Toronto's economic and demographic growth is that it became the nexus of what Jacobs calls a conurbation, and would have called a city region if we were in the other book. In case you craved another concrete example of a city region, here’s a map of Ontario with two ways to define Toronto’s so-called “Golden Horseshoe” (Toronto itself is just the tiny strip in the middle of the red area, next to the lake):
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Meanwhile, Montreal never generated a conurbation or significant city region. This is Jacobs’s main hypothesis for why it was overtaken by Toronto, though she doesn’t give a lot of detail on why it happened. In any case, the result was that Montreal lost its status as the economic capital of the country. It became a regional city. 

The problem is that regional cities tend to do poorly. The nature of nations is to centralize everything in one place (we’ll come back to this). That’s why Paris has a large and rich city region, but Lyon and Marseille don’t. That’s why London looms so large in the UK’s economy while Glasgow or Manchester now contribute very little. 

There’s nothing wrong per se with being an economically stagnant regional city. Such cities can be fine places. When they’re the center of a supply region, like Calgary and Edmonton in oil-rich Alberta, they can even be wealthy. The complication for Montreal, though, is that its previous status as the main Canadian metropolis made it grow too large for this purpose. Yet, at the same time, Montreal plays an outsized cultural role for French-speaking Canadians — one that Toronto doesn’t even come close to fulfilling. 

So, Jacobs sees only decline for Montreal. And she thinks this means decline for Quebecois culture generally. Without a strong import-replacing city, Quebec will become a patchwork of supply regions, regions that workers abandon, or transplant economies, like the poverty-stricken Atlantic provinces in eastern Canada already are. Either the Quebecois resign themselves to this fate, she says, or they fight it — and the only true way to fight it is to declare independence. 

As of the 1980 referendum, she thinks they should go for independence. 

Generalized Separatism

Quebecers did not go for independence, neither then in 1980 nor in 1995 when they voted on the question again. 

If they had, it would probably have been an example of a peaceful secession. Jacobs points out that there haven’t been many of those, if you exclude the decolonization of overseas imperial possessions (like Canada from Britain). Non-peaceful secessions have been common, but in those cases the destructiveness of war tends to overshadow everything else, economically speaking. In fact that might be the main reason most of us intuitively dislike separatism: we associate it with conflict.

But peaceful non-colonial secessions do happen. Since 1980 there have been several more cases, like Czechia and Slovakia. When Jacobs wrote her book, though, the only good example she could think of was the independence of Norway from Sweden in 1905. She tells a great account of the process, noting that the outcome wasn’t predetermined: Sweden didn’t want to lose its western province, and did what it could to contain Norwegian nationalist sentiment. But Norwegian nationalist sentiment won — and importantly, both Norway and Sweden seemingly benefitted. Neither of them was particularly rich in the 19th century, and Norway was in fact dirt poor, which is why so many Norwegians escaped by emigrating to North America. Yet after the dissolution of their union, the two countries developed quickly, and both are now among the wealthiest countries in the world. They certainly didn’t disintegrate.

(Of course, in Norway the wealth is due in large part to the oil that they discovered in the late 1960s. But they were pretty advanced by that point already — advanced enough that they could use the oil to develop their own industry, rather than get rich quick by exporting it raw, which is what keeps many countries trapped as supply regions.)
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When people argue against separatism, they often tout the benefits of being large. A Canada that would be split in two would mean smaller markets, and a weaker political counterweight to the United States. (Not to be mean to Canadian readers, but this argument seems delusional to me — I don’t think Americans currently see Canada as a political counterweight of any significance.) It would certainly be less prestigious. Large size, Jacobs says, is associated with power, and we admire power. We love slogans like “unity makes strength.”

But after the medium-sized country of Sweden-Norway became the two smaller countries of Sweden and Norway, they both did well. Small size is less powerful, but it has its own advantages, such as nimbleness and ability to fail non-catastrophically. Small size also allows more diversity in cultural and economic matters, and here Jacobs waxes philosophical, pointing out that favoring diversity over uniformity is a recent, post-Enlightenment idea that has not yet been fully embraced in politics.

We can see analogs everywhere. Europe, split into numerous small countries from the Middle Ages onward, became far more advanced than China, which has been unified more often than not. The city-states of ancient Greece and Renaissance Italy are seen as golden ages of Western civilization, even if they weren’t part of larger political units and therefore constantly went to war with one another. In business, large companies are impressive and powerful, but people always complain that Google or Microsoft have become stagnant and that the best place to work is tiny startups of about 2 cofounders and 4 employees. In biology, humans are more successful than numerous larger animals, and in terms of raw numbers, small animals like rats or insects are the most successful of all.

Jacobs’s point isn’t that smaller is always better. Her point is that the converse statement, “bigger is always better,” is false — despite how intuitive it feels for political entities. Just like we don’t view a small nation like Switzerland or Singapore as a failure of unity, we (and in particular, Canadians) shouldn’t see the secession of a place like Quebec, if it’s done peacefully and democratically, as a failure either. 

Still, some people in online reviews of the book complain that this argument is a bit thin, especially considering that it serves as the foundation for the later chapters (which are more directly about late 1970s Quebec politics). Sure, small is beautiful, but large states are great for stability, peace, markets, whatever. If the potential benefits of small national size are Jacobs’s strongest argument, then we can breathe a sigh of relief and go back to agreeing that separatism is bad.

Pointing out the widespread bias in favor of unified political entities does seem valuable to me, but okay, fair enough. Does Jacobs have deeper reasons why separatism might be a good idea in general? Yes, and for this we go back to the second half of Cities and the Wealth of Nations.

Why Nations and Empires Fail

Our breathing rate is regulated through a feedback mechanism. Too much carbon dioxide in the blood, or too little oxygen, and the brain stem commands the diaphragm to accelerate breathing. Once the levels are back to normal, the brain stem receives this feedback and slows breathing down again.

Now, Jacobs asks, imagine an impossible creature: ten people, all doing their own thing, but whose breathing is somehow regulated by a single brain stem. The feedback the brain stem receives is a consolidated average of everyone’s carbon dioxide and oxygen levels, and the breathing rate the stem decides on is applied to all ten people, regardless of whether they’re sleeping or playing tennis. 

This, to put it mildly, wouldn’t work.

This creature is an analogy, representing a nation. The ten people are its individual cities, and the breathing rate is the cities’ economies. If it sounds like a stupid analogy, that’s because it is: “I have had to propose a preposterous situation,” writes Jacobs, “because systems as structurally flawed as this don’t exist in nature; they wouldn’t last.” Nor do they exist in machines we design; they wouldn’t work. But “nations, from this point of view, don’t work either, yet do exist.”

The feedback mechanism that fails to work properly in a nation is currency. A currency always fluctuates according to the exports and imports of the area where it circulates. Let me use the Republic of Venice and its ducat as a toy example, because the coins look nice:
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Whenever Venice produces something (like salt) and sells it abroad, foreigners need ducats to buy the exports, so the demand for ducats increases. When Venice buys something from abroad, it needs to use foreign currencies, so the demand for ducats decreases. Add up everything that Venice exports and imports, and you get either a trade surplus (more exports than imports) or a trade deficit (more imports than exports), which determines the value of the ducat relative to other currencies.

In both cases, a negative feedback loop restores balance over time, just like our brain stem does with carbon dioxide levels. A trade surplus, and therefore a strong ducat, means that when foreigners want Venetian salt, it’s expensive. So Venice’s exports decrease, while imports increase, since Venetians can use their valuable ducats to buy stuff cheaply from abroad. Conversely, a trade deficit makes exports a bargain for foreigners and imports expensive for Venetians. 

This feedback loop is great. It’s exactly what a city needs to trigger the crucial import replacement process. When exports decrease and a trade deficit begins (maybe because Constantinople found a cheaper source of salt somewhere else), the weak ducat means that Venice is less able to afford the resources and manufactured goods it used to import. The people of Venice don’t want to have less of those goods, though, so they figure out ways to produce some themselves — that is, they do import replacement. Later they will be able to export the output of the newly expanding industries too, strengthening the ducat and continuing the cycle. 

Currencies, Jacobs explains, function as automatic tariffs (to protect local industry from foreign imports) and automatic export subsidies (to encourage local industry to export). They are “automatic” because of the feedback mechanism. Just like an accelerated breathing rate, they take effect exactly when they are needed — and no longer. 

… Or so they should, except that import replacement, as we discussed, is a city process.  Whereas most currencies are national or supranational. National currencies work well for city-states, like the Republic of Venice or today’s Singapore. But in large nations, which, remember, are not the fundamental unit of economic life, they mess everything up. 

Take a city like Detroit. When Detroit’s exports (primarily cars) decrease, Detroit gets no feedback about this, because its currency is the United States dollar, and the United States dollar’s value depends on much more than Detroit. It depends on other cities whose foreign exports might be increasing at the moment. And on rural regions that are selling resources like oil abroad. Also, trade between Detroit and other cities that use the United States dollar — i.e., American cities — is structurally unable to provide any feedback whatsoever. So Detroit doesn’t get the signal that it should buy less stuff from other cities and replace the missing imports with local production. Instead, it just declines.

Jacobs hypothesizes that this issue of national currencies is at the root of every large country’s economic troubles. It is why nations and empires always centralize everything into one large city, whether that’s Paris, London, Tokyo, or Toronto, or ancient Rome: that city, being the largest, is simply the only one for which national-level currency feedback works fine. 

The rest of the nation or empire, then, declines. But of course, nations and empires don’t accept this. They care about the economic well-being of their peripheral regions, sometimes out of genuine concern for the people there, sometimes out of fear that they rebel or hold independence referendums. So nations and empires will embark on every possible solution to reverse the decline. All of their solutions will look like good ideas at first, and yet fail at helping the peripheral regions. Worse, these solutions will weaken the cities, thereby destroying the only real wealth of the country and bringing untold hardship for everyone. Eventually the nation or empire will disintegrate, as nations and empires always do, and always will.

Jacobs calls these false solutions transactions of decline. She identifies three types, and, content warning, you might not like some of them depending on your political sensibilities.


	
Sustained military production is a transaction of decline. Permanent military bases and garrison towns are a special kind of settlement: they import a lot and export nothing. Superficially, producing weapons and supplies for the military seems like a good deal for some cities — Jacobs gives the example of Seattle, which, before Microsoft and Amazon were a thing, depended mostly on making military aircraft. But because nobody in a military base ever tries to replace those weapons and supplies with their own production, the trade is sterile in terms of economic development. In a sense, the wealth is slowly “drained” from cities. Large empires are especially prone to this: eventually all of their wealth is destined to the military just to keep the empire together. 



	
Maybe you’re a pacifist and are thinking, “well yeah, pouring money into the military is dumb, we should use the money to help people instead.” Well, Jane Jacobs has bad news for you. Welfare programs are also transactions of decline. They, too, drain the wealth away from cities. When the Canadian government takes production from the Toronto city region and redirects it to your choice of: 1) the poor province of New Brunswick; 2) unproductive retired people; 3) farmers who depend on agricultural subsidies, that’s production that Toronto could have exported to an economically dynamic city instead, fostering development in both. Poor regions on the receiving end might seem better off, but remember that they don’t develop from welfare: depending on the exact shape the aid takes, they become clearance regions, transplant economies, or artificial city regions.



	
The third transaction of decline is heavy trade between advanced and backward cities, especially on credit. Selling a helicopter factory to the Shah of Iran is fine if the Shah pays for it with oil, but if Iran buys the factory on a loan and fails to pay it back (as poor regions often do, and as Iran did due to the revolution), then that’s also wealth that is drained away from cities. Nor does this kind of trade help backward economies develop. You can’t replace imports from an economy that’s much more advanced than you are: the gulf is too great.





Let’s take a moment here to appreciate how Jacobs casually destroys ideas so many of us hold dear. Trade between rich and poor countries seems obviously good. Military production isn’t exactly popular, but most people agree we need it for peace. The world would be far less safe without the military-backed Pax Americana. And welfare programs! Who wouldn’t want to send help to the poor, the unproductive, the retired? It seems inhumane to say that rich countries shouldn’t redistribute their wealth to alleviate poverty. 

Unfortunately, that’s exactly why these things are transactions of decline. They seem like obviously good ideas at first. But then they spiral out of control. The more military production you invest in, the poorer you become, and the more you need military production to hold the empire together. The more welfare you provide, the poorer you become, and the more you need welfare to alleviate that poverty. 

Jacobs’s book, published in 1984, includes this sentence: “As this is written, French students are rioting because of curtailments of subsidies.” Well. As this review is written, in March 2023, French people are rioting because the government is pushing the age of retirement from 62 to 64. Once you start relying on transactions of decline, you can’t ever stop.
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The Forbidden Solution

All empires eventually collapse. This is not what we would expect if empires were a good economic arrangement. If they only ever got wealthier and wealthier, they wouldn’t disintegrate into various separatist factions or end in foreign conquest. The first empire to form would have slowly absorbed everything else, and we would all be living good lives under the enlightened rule of the Sumerians or whatever. 

But that doesn’t happen, because empires always milk their own cities until they become poor. Modern nation-states do the same. They accumulate stress by trying to hold themselves together, and then, one day, the stress is released all at once. Wars and revolutions galore. Most countries are born that way, like new stars formed in the aftermath of a supernova. 

Peaceful separatism offers an alternative, Jacobs says — but only a theoretical one. 

Jacobs shows us a glimpse of a world in which secessions would be “a normal, untraumatic accompaniment of economic development itself.” Regions would separate when they feel the need to, before decline has set in. “In this utopian fantasy,” she writes, “young sovereignties splitting off from the parent nation would be told, in effect, ‘Good luck on your independence! Now do try your very best to generate [or maintain, as the case may be] a creative city and its region and we’ll all be better off.’”

Can you imagine Canada saying this to Quebec? Or England to Scotland? Or China to Tibet and Taiwan? Yeah, me neither. That’s why it’s only theoretical and utopian. Jacobs knows very well that nations will never accept separatism as an option. And though the term “nationalist” has fallen out of fashion, almost all of us still think very much in terms of nations. 

Even when separatism does seem grudgingly acceptable, I’d say that’s usually either because it’s an instance of decolonization (colonial empires are decidedly out of fashion) or for cultural, nationalistic reasons. Quebecois, Scottish, or Catalan separatists say that they belong to nations that are culturally distinct from Canada, the United Kingdom, or Spain. And they love their smaller nation just as much as others love the larger one. If any of these separatists got their way, we can be sure that the new nation of Quebec, Scotland, or Catalonia would then oppose further separatism in the strongest terms. When the American South seceded from the Union in 1861, the reaction wasn’t “good luck!” even though the Union was itself the result of a secession from Great Britain.

To separate for economic reasons seems forbidden. Unthinkable. For one thing, it would be selfish. If Catalonia left, the poor regions of Spain, which benefit from welfare financed in part by Barcelona, would suffer, which is obviously unacceptable to Spain. For another, it’s not guaranteed to work. Small countries and city-states can still adopt dumb economic policies. It can seem intolerably risky to go your own way, unless your region is already rich, in which case see the selfishness point above. 

Widespread separatism also seems worse for solving large-scale coordination problems, like environmental issues, nuclear proliferation (and, perhaps, AI), or war. I suspect that Jacobs would agree with Nassim Taleb’s antifragility framing: it’s better to be in a constant state of mild disorder than to have apparent stability that hides stressors and ends in violent conflict. But that idea is not intuitive. Most of us would pick apparent stability over mild disorder.

I also suspect — and this is my personal take — that we dread the additional complexity of having numerous small countries. We look at a map of medieval Germany, like this one…
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… and we think, thank goodness that Germany is unified now. So much easier to think about! Can you imagine if the Our World in Data charts had to show separate lines for the Electorate of Saxony, the Prince-Bishopric of Augsburg, the Duchy of Brunswick-Lüneburg, and about 1,800 other semi-sovereign states? Can you imagine traveling around if each of them had its own currency?

(Fun fact: the List of states in the Holy Roman Empire Wikipedia page doesn’t contain such a list. Instead it points to no less than 28 sub-lists.)
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Jacobs stops shy of asking, in either book, the question that seems to be the logical continuation of her reasoning: should everything be a city-state? Should we encourage separatism until each inhabited place in the world is either a city or a city region with its own currency? 

We can hazard a guess as to what her answer would be. She would probably say that there’s no need to upend everything right this moment. Just adopt an attitude of political openness and experimentation. Don’t try to hold together entities that don’t work that well. When separatist sentiment arises somewhere, you can argue it’s a bad idea, but don’t fight it out of emotion such as fear for your nation’s integrity. Eventually, things will settle — the regions that want to be city-states will be, and those that prefer to be united with others, for cultural or economic reasons, will stay that way. Unity has good PR and some genuine advantages, so there will still be plenty of it.

But maybe Jane Jacobs never asks this question because she knows it’s irrelevant. We just can’t help fighting for our big countries and supranational unions (like the EU), and too bad if they enter long periods of stagflation until they violently collapse. This might be the right time to mention that her last book, published in 2004, is called Dark Age Ahead.

IV. Something to Dislike For Everyone

Jane Jacobs’s most famous book is The Death and Life of Great American Cities. She is recognized as perhaps the most influential thinker in urbanism. She is credited with saving Greenwich Village and SoHo in New York City, and helping cancel the Spadina Expressway in Toronto. To this day people organize “Jane’s Walks” as a living memorial to her impact on cities.

But Jane Jacobs herself thought that her greatest intellectual contribution was not in city planning, but in economics. She thought that import replacement was her most important discovery, since it explained how wealth expands better than existing macroeconomic theories. She wrote multiple books that were explicitly about economics and was about to write another when she died, Uncovering the Economy.

I am not an economist, so I might not be qualified to make a judgment on this matter, but: it seems to me that there’s a discrepancy here. Jacobs is widely seen as a great intellectual, but her economic ideas don’t quite seem mainstream. I’d never heard of import replacement before reading her book. Why not?

The null hypothesis is that economists have examined her ideas and simply rejected them. There were some critical academic reviews of Cities and the Wealth of Nations when it came out, and more recently Tyler Cowen expressed his own mild skepticism. Some of the criticism involves the lack of quantitative data in her work, and her failure to think about issues of scale. The most obvious target, of course, is her city obsession: yes, cities are important, but they’re not the only economic phenomenon that matters, some would say. Perhaps Jacobs has overplayed her hand.

But there are other possible explanations for the discrepancy. One is that she was a woman and had no credentials, which made it difficult for (mostly male) professionals to take her seriously. We know this was true at the beginning of her career at least. It seems possible that even after she managed to establish herself as an original urban thinker, economists had trouble accepting that she could, with her lack of any college degree, come up with new insights in their field.

I doubt that’s really true today, though. We do take Jacobs seriously, and still read all of her books, which is more than we could say about most economists. Instead, I propose that the discrepancy comes from a darker place: in laboring to be comprehensive about cities and economics, she reached conclusions that most people don’t want to be true. 

No matter your politics, there’ll be something for you to dislike in Jacobs’s work. For example, it’s pretty clear that she didn’t think the European Union was a good idea, so she probably would have supported Brexit. Brexiters might rejoice, except that a lot of them are British nationalists who certainly don’t want Scotland to leave the UK, whereas Jacobs would agree with that. Which would be great news to Scottish independentists — except that if a new separatist movement arose within Scotland, she’d also support that. 

Jacobs’s ideas and grassroots activism in favor of small-scale, organic urban planning have come to be seen as left-wing — yet her criticism of national welfare programs wouldn’t make her out of place among hardcore right-wingers. Unless those right-wingers were military hawks, in which case they’d find no solace in reading Jacobs on military transactions of decline. 

Writing during the Cold War, Jacobs criticized the Soviet Union for its incredible centralization of decision-making in Moscow. She rightfully predicted its collapse, making her an ideological ally of the capitalist West, right? Not so, since the United States is also, according to her, too centralized and in the early stages of decay. “Today the Soviet Union and the United States each predicts and anticipates the economic decline of the other,” she writes. “Neither will be disappointed.” Whether she was correct about the US is left as an exercise to the reader. 

In any case, she did foresee, using her theory on cities, the decline of Japan. This must have been bold in the 1980s at the peak of the Japanese economic miracle, when there was a widespread trope that Japan would soon take over the world. Yet she was right: in 1991, Japan entered its “lost decade,” which soon became two lost decades, and then three. To be fair, she predicted the decline of all large-ish countries, so I wouldn’t mark her as a superforecaster or anything. Still, this puts in perspective the more recent trope that China is going to take over the world. No country, no ideology is safe from Jacobs’s prophecies.

Smaller ideologies aren’t spared, either. Effective altruism would probably seem totally mistaken to her, since at its core it promotes an inorganic, top-down transfer of wealth from prosperous cities to poor areas. Progress studies people think that technological innovation will solve economic stagnation, but she would point out how labor-saving equipment so often causes damage when it is introduced to regions that don’t benefit from the other city forces, like the Scottish Highlands or many of her other examples in Colombia, India, or the American South.

(This point would deserve an essay of its own, but reading Jacobs has made me a bit more worried about the “AI will take our jobs” thing. It’s clear that new jobs will appear, but when the technology city force from the San Francisco Bay Area reaches distant places with poor economies, which it will very soon thanks to the internet, the effects might not be very pleasant to see.)

Overall, the political ideology that might fit Jacobs the best might be… libertarianism? She’s not a big fan of large governments who make big top-down decisions, clearly. Yet I don’t get the feeling that this association fits all that well either. Jacobs doesn’t seem to be anti-government if the government is at the city level. I doubt she would have liked the kind of hyperfragmented world depicted in Snow Crash by Neal Stephenson. I also doubt she’d be impressed by cryptocurrency-backed “cloud cities” or fantasies of charter cities, none of which she would see as real cities in the sense of concentrated pockets of people who start replacing what they import with local production. 

Jane Jacobs, in sum, was an archetypal accidental moderate. She took one idea very seriously — the idea that cities are fundamental — and explored its ramifications without caring in the slightest if it led to the “wrong” opinions, as her friends in 1980 Toronto must have thought when she wrote about Quebec. I don’t know if she went too far; I’m sure someone more qualified than I am can find flaws in that core idea or any of her other observations. But to me she sounds convincing, and her consistency is frankly admirable. 

So, to end this review on a more review-y note, go read Jane Jacobs. Her books are a delight, with their elegant arguments and masterfully told anecdotes. Her predictions often take an air of doom, but she is also an optimist who offers constructive ways forward. She sets an example for all of us who care about getting the details right, no matter the credentialed experts, the current political climate, or the great theories of the past. 
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Conscious Leadership

I feel I need to apologize for offering you this book review of Conscious Leadership by John Mackey, formerly CEO of Whole Foods until he sold it to Amazon. The book so closely resembles a cliche of a fluffy, bromide-laden business book that I want to cringe along with you at the idea that it might be worth reading, reviewing, or knowing about.

It gets worse, because when I say it so closely resembles that cliche, what I actually mean to say is that it is that cliche. It is full of bromides. It seems to be completely devoid of recognition of any downsides of either Whole Foods or Amazon. It advocates win-win-win solutions that help all stakeholders without even acknowledging the name Whole Paycheck or the businesses that offered natural foods for cheaper that it proceeded to gobble up or outcompete. It argues that the Amazon leadership team is full of integrity without acknowledging any of the myriad criticisms that could be laid at their feet.

But here's the unfortunate thing. In our society, anyone making their career within the context of large, for-profit enterprises is fighting an uphill battle against our broad expectations that businesspeople will behave as admirably as cockroaches. We live in a cynical age, and we are particularly cynical of for-profit enterprise. When a CEO is introduced in a police procedural, good chance they're the villain. When companies are mentioned in movies, it's probably because they are evil polluters. Many of the most popular stories about business are satires like Glass Onion, The Office, or Silicon Valley. "It's just business" is second only to "I was only following orders" for excusing bad behavior. Mackey has written this book to try to change that tide:


Unfortunately, too much of our culture believes in the win-lose paradigm. It’s hard to convince people of another possibility. In fact, that’s how business is too often portrayed in contemporary discourse: as greedy, selfish, and exploitative—a win-lose, winner-take-all process whereby the “rich get richer and the poor get poorer.

But the idea that business is all about exploitation, and simply redistributes wealth to the top of the social hierarchy, is an unfortunate and inaccurate myth. The percentage of the world population living in poverty has fallen dramatically in the past two centuries, and business has been the major contributor to that trend. Global incomes have increased at an unprecedented rate over the same period, even as global poverty rates have fallen—a process that has accelerated in recent decades.



I once had an extended argument with a teacher about the state of the school system. When I brought up the fundamental incentive problems of letting teachers grade their own students and then rewarding teachers for high grades or grade growth, she shot back that I was misunderstanding teachers. Teachers, she said, aren't like businesspeople. They don't go into the profession for the money, or for the incentives generally. They're good hearted people with real ethics, unlike businesspeople who will do what you pay them to do.

Yes, this is built on a poor understanding of psychology and broad generalizations of people that can’t apply to all of the millions of either teachers or businesspeople. But it still has enough of a core of truth to it to be worth discussing. We speak about teaching and nursing and other similar careers as callings because we recognize that many people who choose these professions do so for altruistic reasons. This doesn't make all of them dedicated, perfect, or immune to the blandishments of incentives, but it does bias the overall profession. If you were to graph the level of selflessness and prosociality of teachers and marketers, you could probably distinguish the groups visually.

This reminds me of the concept in economics of a lemon market.  As (invisibly) low quality used cars – lemons – become common in the market, and customers expect they might get one, they demand lower prices for the risk, and those with good cars choose other options than selling, increasing the percentage of lemons in the market. The expectation of lemons works as a feedback loop to create more.

There is a feedback loop going on with prosociality and businesspeople. The most prosocial choose to pursue a calling, in part because they have heard that the least prosocial go into business. There are enough stories of businesspeople who would cheat you if they can get away with it, and enough general distrust of people who prioritize the pursuit of profit, that we come to assume that all businesspeople might well be lemons, at least ethically. This story is self-reinforcing. Those who don't want to be considered lemons either excuse their choice of career or minimize it, often with the phrase "I work to live, not live to work", or by citing their family or hobbies first. At some point many burn out and look for a different career path.

This book is trying to create the equivalent of the certified used car market by carving out a language around businesses and leaders that act more prosocially. Success for this book would mean many more businesspeople acting with integrity and some degree of altruistic intent in their business dealings. Mackey tells many stories of people who have done so, and also argues along the way that you'll be a better businessperson if you follow his ideas. It's unfortunate, but as a society dependent upon business to drive or contribute to much real progress, we need books like this (though I’d be delighted to learn of better ones).

This book will certainly not satisfy a data nerd who seeks within it compelling evidence that being ethical in business will make you succeed more than being unethical. There's very little in the way of solid evidence at all. Instead, Mackey makes his case the way most business books do: through anecdotes about prestigious people. He cites many commonly known businesspeople, from Jeff Bezos to Charlie Munger, and tells stories from well-known businesses.

The focus on prestige works to his advantage as a moral argument to other businesspeople. His fundamental claim, if you parse it carefully, isn't that being a Conscious Leader (a leader with integrity, purpose and love) is guaranteed to work for you in making a business succeed, but rather that it is possible to succeed as a Conscious Leader, and also that you'll be a better person and make the world better because of it. He appeals to the desire to be a good person, and highlights possibilities of how to do so within business. Citing stories of prestigious leaders who did so normalizes the idea and works to support the claim that it's possible, even though those stories can't much support the idea that it works better.

Can you accuse Mackey of hypocrisy or at least cluelessness? Easily. He spent twenty years building a brand as the most expensive purveyor of fine foods to yuppies by preying on the fear of GMOs and pesticides, competing with or buying out natural foods stores with long histories and much cheaper prices, before finally selling out to Amazon to avoid dealing with an activist investor who thought Whole Foods should be earning more profits. In this book he works both to justify his decision to abandon his original vegan principles in what the stores sold (his pragmatism) and his sale to Amazon (their executive team has deep integrity, he claims). Even if every bit of what he says is his honest truth, it's hard not to be skeptical.

At the same time, his sale to Amazon is tremendously helpful in selling his narrative. By all accounts including his own, Whole Foods set a high standard for caring for their employees, especially compared to other grocery stores. They brought access to fresh foods to more of the country and raised the profile of the concept of organic foods. Their ability to do so and still sell for billions of dollars to Amazon makes their story vastly more palatable to a business executive who has the devil of pure profit-seeking standing on one shoulder.

One key thing to consider with a business book is how it will be misinterpreted. Books aimed at how to make business operate better tend to be built around the idea of a social technology, which can be deployed with selfish or selfless intent, or usually some mixture of the two. For example, generations of salespeople have learned from Dale Carnegie's How to Win Friends and Influence People that they should attempt to sound interested in the problems of their marks prospects. Many fewer of them bothered to hear his exhortation to cultivate an actual interest and his warnings that faking interest wasn't enough.

Similarly, Radical Candor by Kim Scott is extremely popular right now. Its core demand of leaders is to learn to balance challenging directly with caring personally. Note that Kim Scott's FAQ on Radical Candor starts off the definition of challenging directly with:


This involves telling people when their work isn’t good enough - Radical Candor FAQ



Is it any wonder that some portion of leaders who've bought into this become assholes? Just like Carnegie, Scott warns people of misuse of her tool, but cannot prevent them from misinterpreting.

Conscious Leadership attempts to mitigate this by being, more than most business books, about who a businessperson should be as much or more than about tools they should use. In this, the book moralizes intensely, which can be kind of unpleasant, but is perhaps necessary. Just as a key strategy in defending Agile has been to suggest that anything unsuccessful must not truly be Agile, it's easy to imagine deflecting criticism of Conscious Leadership by suggesting particular leaders simply weren't truly Conscious. There's even a genuine nugget of truth to this, though it's worth looking to see how well Conscious Leadership works in practice to teach people integrity. There’s plenty of moralizing in the Bible, but we’ve seen how well it works in practice.

The obvious comparison here is to AI alignment, and not just because it’s the hot topic of the day. Businesspeople, whether because of corporate incentives or cultural expectations, pursue profit over purpose, ethics or integrity. Conscious Leadership attempts to beg, shame, inspire or RHLF them into alignment, and it’s fairly obvious that while it can reduce the gap between behavior and ethics, it cannot completely eliminate it.

What will you be told to do if you read this book? The first section is focused on being a good person: having a positive vision of what you want to achieve with your company, loving – genuinely caring for – your customers, community and employees, and having integrity. The second section gets into some more specifics with win-win-win (yes, Virginia, 3 of them!) solutions, focusing on innovation, and thinking about the long term. The third section is about prioritizing the people who work for you, through helping them grow, and taking breaks and changing things up.

You probably know from the above which executives you need to subtly find a way to encourage to read this book, but let me highlight a few quotes to help you get a flavor for the book. I’ll start with one of Mackey’s best arguments.

Mackey makes a good case that the stories we tell have a strong influence on our behavior, pointing to the constant use of battle and competition metaphors among businesspeople, and suggesting that these framings affects how we behave.


Who but a very brave or foolish person would climb into a tank full of hungry sharks? If business is truly a “survival of the fittest” world, what place does love have in it? If we are fighting for our very existence, surely love will need to wait until after we’ve vanquished the competition. Will that day ever actually come? Not if we are stuck in that metaphor!

In many ways, the language and imagery of games and sports is a great improvement over wars and jungles. They necessarily imply important constraints such as rules, sportsmanship, and fair play, as well as positive virtues such as challenge, fun, creativity, teamwork, and excellence. The game metaphor translates well to the competitive matchups between businesses striving to win market share through higher quality, lower prices, and better service.

Notably, this is not the case with business, which always has multiple winners. Indeed, when game metaphors are applied to business strategy, it is better to consider them in the context of win-win-win strategies whereby all the major stakeholders are “winning” in their voluntary exchanges with the business—otherwise they wouldn’t be making the exchange in the first place.

Ironically, the business of sports follows this win-win-win ethos, with communities, teams, owners, team members, advertisers, sponsors, and media companies all participating in a growing, mutually beneficial ecosystem.



I think he's right about this, and I outlined a similar argument above. His suggestion for how to reframe business is around community.


Instead of thinking of business as a battlefield or a jungle, what if we think of it as a community? The recognition that every enterprise is composed of a variety of stakeholders who are all voluntarily exchanging with the business for mutual gain and benefit is one of the foundational tenets of Conscious Capitalism. It follows that one of the higher purposes of a business is to create value for all of its primary stakeholders. When we do that, every stakeholder flourishes, the business flourishes, and our larger society flourishes.

It also helps us to appreciate how important liberating love is to the entire organization. Love helps us to do a better job of creating value for all those different stakeholders, because it enables us to better understand their needs and desires and care more about fulfilling them.

When stakeholders feel loved by a business, they will tend to love the business back and appreciate the value it is creating for them. That means more than a transaction—it builds the experience of a community. And authentic community is practically the holy grail of business brands in today’s world.

If customers feel like members of a community, they will become the biggest advocates and the best marketers of the business. Likewise, team members will stick around and work for the business for decades. Suppliers will give preferential treatment to the company and will work closely with the business to innovate new products and services.



As Mackey gets more into the technologies, it’s easy to see ways that this will be (is being!) faked by companies that aren’t Conscious enough.

Here's a decent taste of what I mean by moralizing about being a better person.


In light of the reality of suffering, isn’t the single best response we can have toward every living being compassion?

As the psychologist Lewis B. Smedes insightfully writes, “When we forgive, we set a prisoner free and then discover that the prisoner we set free was us.

Tell the truth. There are few more basic moral injunctions. As Thomas Jefferson wrote, “Honesty is the first chapter in the book of wisdom.

When leaders demonstrate the courage to act with integrity even under challenging circumstances—when they do the right thing in the face of complexity, temptation, or confusion—they earn a kind of natural authority and build trust among those they lead. That kind of authority is powerful. It inspires deep loyalty. It’s not easy to counterfeit.

But as we continue to mature, the realization comes upon us that adult integrity is about much more than not being evil. Difficult ethical issues rarely show up in black-and-white terms. Challenging decisions don’t often present themselves in cartoonish moral outlines.

Integrity, I’ve come to understand, is not an isolated, unmoving moral stance, but rather an authentic, ongoing commitment to integrate my own purpose, my behavior, my values, and what I continue to learn.

Conscious leaders work to integrate their shadows, which means bringing those disowned feelings, tendencies, and experiences out into the light of consciousness and “owning” them.

As Ray Dalio, former CEO of Bridgewater Associates, the largest hedge fund in the world, explains, they go from saying “I’m right” to asking “Why do I think I’m right?”13 A humble person wants to get it right more than they personally want to be right. As a leader, one has to model this, encourage it, and even insist upon it. Truth and good ideas come in many packages, some loud and strong, some quiet and unassuming.



Setting cynicism aside for a moment, I agree that I'd like to see more leaders adopt these beliefs. It’s a large part of why I think it’s important to review and discuss this book.

Mackey acknowledges that most of his lessons on morality aren't new:


Many of the core virtues we champion in this book are ancient. Love, integrity, and purpose, for example, are “evergreen,” and their relevance is hardly unique to our era—though we continue to develop in our understanding of how they are expressed in contemporary organizational settings. However, conscious leaders can’t just double down on timeless values; they must also embrace new truths.



And he regularly tempers his moralizing with some realism, so we get quotes like this:


Zappos may aspire to “deliver happiness,” but it had better deliver lots of shoes at the same time! If not, the company may begin to falter in its essential value-creating activity and lose its edge, even if it temporarily seems to gain an extra halo.



There are a few moments where he almost gets gritty, like when he acknowledges that the path of Conscious Leadership isn't easy.


And be warned: thinking long term might sound lofty and philosophical, but in today’s business context, where the financial markets drive so many of the decisions of leadership, it can be a dangerous, even subversive choice. It could endanger your job, your company, and more. But it’s a risk all conscious leaders must take if they are truly dedicated to building a more conscious capitalism.



Or when he rails against activist investors, like the ones who tried to take control of Whole Foods and drove him to sell to Amazon.


Shareholder activism is one of the greatest threats to the burgeoning Conscious Capitalism movement. It’s like a parasite that has dug its way into the very structure of financial capitalism, and if we don’t root it out, it could very well kill its host. Recognizing this, many people have proposed legal and structural changes to the market designed to disincentivize such thinking—from changes to the tax structure to reconsidering the quarterly schedule of reports to rethinking public and private markets altogether. Some businesses have adopted the relatively new but very successful Benefit Corporation (B Corp) certification standard, an alternative corporate organizational form, now legal in thirty-five states and several other countries.



Sometimes I wonder if he's trolling us deliberately, though that feeling doesn't last long.


But the deeper meaning of that value creation—the “higher” part of the purpose—is found in the general inherent improvement or betterment that the value creation helps bring about. There may be some cases where this betterment is obscure or barely exists, or is swamped by other problems. But all authentic forms of value make the world incrementally more beautiful, true, or good to some extent.



What a perfect No True Scotsman fallacy. What a massive oversimplification. How amazing that he can pretend that value is unidimensional for all people.

Or when he buys into company mission statements whole hog, he goes as far as to quote Unilever's: "Make sustainable living commonplace."

Maybe my favorite moment of almost-self-awareness is this quote:


In a society awash in high-minded platitudes, it’s easy to grow a bit weary or even cynical about one more claim that this or that product or technology is going to “change the world.”



But his self-awareness tends to look like Lampshading. Mackey acknowledges that the criticism exists, but ignores the meat of it.

There's also plenty that’s had the thinnest of thinking applied. For example, he advocates for ESG style efforts without talking about any downsides to avoid:


The company was accustomed to setting ambitious key performance indicators (KPIs) related to profit, customer satisfaction, and market share. Now they set equally ambitious objectives related to their environmental impacts. In 2008, he declared that FIFCO would generate zero solid waste by 2011, be water neutral by 2012, and be carbon neutral by the end of 2017. “I didn’t know how we were going to get there,” he says, “but I believed we could do it.”



He's an advocate of whistleblowing, little acknowledging that whistleblowers often get punished.


Our culture has a love-hate relationship with truth-tellers. We respect them. At times we revere them. History may even celebrate them. But they also make us uncomfortable. They don’t simply “get along and go along.” They confront us and challenge our assumptions. They bring to light cultural shadows. They ask us to look more closely at areas of our collective lives we don’t always want to examine.



He suggests that innovative companies must be innovative in their decisionmaking without grappling with the ways that companies who tried this have struggled:


There is much that a conscious leader can learn from the various approaches to new organizational design, regardless of whether or not you choose to adopt such a system wholesale. Any organization that wants to survive and thrive today and tomorrow will need to find new ways to be adaptive and innovative in its decision-making processes. And any leader who embraces a spirit of service must focus on empowering their teams rather than simply exercising authority over them. A decentralized approach to management can uncover and liberate creativity at all levels in an organization, encouraging people to make decisions and take initiative by removing bureaucracy and management bottlenecks.



He tells stories that really sound like luck and then attributes them to the person's moral qualities.


Halla and her colleague didn’t change Iceland’s boom-and-bust trajectory. When the crash came, it hit hard, and the hangover was disastrous. People lost everything. The social contract was strained to the breaking point. In 2008, the prime minister came on TV and asked God to bless the now bankrupt country. But Halla’s clients—many of them the nation’s wealthy women—already felt blessed. Their firm was a rare bright spot amid the carnage. Their funds had advised clients to seek safer waters well before the downturn. While everyone else had been obsessed with how to profit today, they had been thinking about how to build for tomorrow.

Now, finally, people were ready to listen to Halla. Her prescience and her values gave her new influence in Iceland’s business community, and beyond.



I was delighted to notice him casually making the case for shorter work days without noticing.


We can expect to be operating at our peak for about three intensive work cycles in a day. That’s around four and a half hours where we are functioning at our highest level of overall energy.



Given how entirely surface-level so much of this book is, I think the perfect ending for this review is this absolute gem.


Authenticity is especially important when it comes to leadership today. People can sniff out pretense quickly.



Yes, yes we can.




Constructing Research Questions: Doing Interesting Research” by Mats Alvesson and Jörgen Sandberg

Against the dominance of gap-spotting in research

Almost all researchers use “gap-spotting”, a process that only creates boring research questions

It usually does not happen that I read through a non-fiction book in two days, but I could not put this one down. In the recent months, I noticed that one thing that I have to improve to become a better researcher is to come up with more and better research questions. However, when I looked around, I could not find many resources about this that offer more than uninspired check lists. By chance, I stumbled on “Constructing Research Questions: Doing Interesting Research” by Mats Alvesson and Jörgen Sandberg, and I am glad I did.

This book tells its stories somewhat in parallel, but there are four main topics the authors are exploring:


	How can we classify research questions?

	Almost all researchers use “gap-spotting”, a process that only creates boring research questions

	How can we find more relevant research questions? Challenge assumptions instead!

	Why do scientists use gap-spotting so much, even though it produces more boring research?



The focus of the book is on social science. However, in my experience in a collection of other research fields, those problems are also acute in fields far from social science. Therefore, I’ll treat everything here as a general comment around science. However, I would be curious to hear if there are fields in science that don’t suffer from the problems explained here.

I think the classification of research questions is the least interesting part of the book (still interesting though), so I’ll skip it and focus on the spicy parts instead.

Alright, let’s go through this step by step.

Almost all researchers use “gap-spotting”, a process that only creates boring research questions

The main claim this story starts with is that we have more research now than ever, but interesting and influential papers have gotten less, not more. This has to have a reason, and the authors propose that researchers today are mainly relying on gap-spotting to find research questions. Gap-spotting means that the researchers start their papers by identifying a gap somewhere in the scientific literature, and then justify the existence of their study by claiming that it fills the gap they found. Alvesson and Sandberg back this up with an empirical study. They collected a sample of over 100 papers and scrutinized them for their justification of the research question. Almost all of them used gap-spotting! They also found that gap-spotting comes in different flavors:


	Confusion spotting: “The literature has competing explanations for X, and my study will show which one is right.”

	Neglect spotting: “There is no good research about X. My study fills this hole.”

	Application spotting: “Technique X might be great to use on Y and I have tested it.”



After reading those descriptions of how gap spotting happens, you probably feel called out. At least I did. Most of the research I have written so far employs those themes to explain why I use a specific research question. And when I look around, the people I know also explain their research this way. It is often even the way people get taught to find research questions in the first place.

Alright, we now know that gap-spotting is the most common way to come up with research questions. However, there are also other ways:


	Critical confrontation: “X is crap and I will tell you why.”

	New idea: “X is new and great and I will tell you all about it.”

	Problematization: “I challenge X by showing that its underlying assumptions are not true and present a new set of assumptions that better explain X or even show that X is not a useful concept/theory/idea in general.”



The prevalence of using gap-spotting becomes a problem if the resulting research questions aren’t relevant and interesting. This might seem subjective, but we can actually find properties that important and influential studies have in common. Scientists evaluate a study as relevant and interesting if it challenges the assumptions of an established theory. Studies that do this have higher citations counts in comparison with studies that don’t. The problem is: Gap-spotting produces incremental additions at best, and has a good chance of just filling gaps in the literature no one even cares about. If I look for a gap to fill in the current paradigm, it is unlikely that the resulting study will challenge the paradigm itself.

We see that most studies use gap-spotting, and gap-spotting produces mostly studies that other academics don’t find that interesting. But is there a better way that we should use instead? According to Alvesson and Sandberg there is: Problematization!

How can we find more relevant research questions? Challenge assumptions instead!

Before even discussing how to find better research questions, the authors hammer in one point again and again: You have to read more! If you think you are reading enough, read more! If you think you read too much, you don’t, read more instead. Knowing and understanding the literature is the foundation of finding new research questions. Without this solid foundation, it does not matter what your process in finding questions is, you’ll produce nothing worthwhile either way. This does not mean that you have to read every obscure paper you could possibly find. Instead, concentrate on the most important works in your sub-field, but also read in neighboring or even distant fields. This allows you to gain new perspectives, and those will come in handy when it comes to finding the actual research questions.

As we have seen above, problematization focuses on challenging the underlying assumptions of established theories. To be able to do this, Alvesson and Sandberg propose a series of steps to apply problematization. They emphasize that this is not meant to be a linear process. Instead, you will have to revisit each step to come up with interesting and relevant research questions. The steps are:


	Identifying a domain of literature: The key here is to find the most influential studies in the topic you are interested in. They contain the most important assumptions. However, you have to be up to date on the surrounding literature as well to make sure that the assumptions have not already been challenged by someone else.

	Identify and articulate the assumptions: Usually, the assumptions aren’t laid out clearly, so we have to dig them up. Also, assumptions come on different scales. This can range from the shared assumptions on what a certain method can do, to the foundational assumptions of a whole field of research. The larger the assumption we want to dig up, the further we have to step away from the field. This gives us the distance and perspective needed to find the assumptions. Here it helps to have broad knowledge about other fields, as this highlights how concepts could be defined differently and shines a spotlight on the underlying assumptions.

	Evaluate the articulated assumptions: Once you have identified the assumptions, it is time to articulate them in detail. You know that you have found the right assumptions to challenge if other researchers tell you “That’s interesting!” if you discuss the assumptions with them. In this step, you also have to decide which of the assumptions you found you want to interrogate further. Things to keep in mind here are a) the scope (bigger is better), b) can you come up with alternative assumptions, c) how important is the challenge of this assumption for society?

	Develop alternative assumptions: Once you have decided on assumptions you want to challenge, you have to find alternative assumptions that are better at explaining the world. The important thing here is that you have to be truly open to new assumptions. You want to avoid reproducing your own biases. This can be helped by a) reading sources outside of the field, b) simply reversing the original assumptions, c) talking with people who hold assumptions that are different to yours.

	Relate assumptions to the audience: Before you challenge assumptions, you have to check that people even hold them. Would be kind of a bummer if you challenged assumptions that nobody has. Also, you have to consider what the effects on the audience and society could be if the assumptions are successfully challenged.

	Evaluate the alternative assumptions you came up with in its totality: Once you completed the first 5 steps, you have to check where your collection of alternative assumptions ends up on this graph:



[image: interesting]

If you challenge too few assumptions, people will discard it as obvious, but if you challenge too many, people will feel like you are proving too much and will just see it as absurd. You want the sweet spot where people read your alternative assumptions and their first reaction is: “That’s interesting!”.

Example

Now let’s look at a short example of this. It isn’t fully developed, as this would be a big academic project in its own right, but is merely meant to exemplify the process:


	Identifying a domain of literature: One path defining study for the field of progress studies is: “Are ideas getting harder to find?” by Bloom et al. (2020). It shows that we are having less and fewer ideas per unit of resources we put into science.

	Identify and articulate the assumptions: The key assumption in this study (and in progress studies more generally) is: We are having fewer ideas, because ideas get harder to find the further we explore science.

	Evaluating articulated assumptions: If this assumption could be successfully challenged it would be on a big scale and also relevant for society, as it would be pretty impactful if we could simply find a way to have more ideas per unit of research input again.

	Developing an alternative assumption ground: The book this review is about offers an alternative explanation for the problem that we have fewer ideas per unit of research input. Maybe the real reason is that gap-spotting was way less common in the past and the pace of research only slowed down because researchers rely on gap-spotting more and more, which leads them to less relevant research questions.

	Relate assumptions to the audience: I haven’t really done this step, as this is only an example. However, I am reasonably confident that people in the field of progress studies hold the assumption mentioned above and would tell me so if I would talk to them about it.

	Evaluate the alternative assumptions you came up with in its totality: I am fairly optimistic that this alternative assumption would end up in the “That’s interesting!” region. It does not challenge too much to become absurd, but it challenges such a fundamental assumption in progress studies, that it is unlikely to be seen as obvious.



Why do scientists use gap-spotting so much, even though it produces more boring research?

We have seen that much of research is done ineffectively, even though promising alternatives are available. This is especially confusing as there is clear evidence that assumption challenging studies are cited more and are widely regarded as more interesting and impactful than gap-spotting research. Why don’t researchers focus on producing such impactful research? Alvesson and Sandberg propose some possible explanations:

Institutional conditions

Scientists are more and more evaluated on having published research in high impact journals. Journals tend to emphasize the need to make clear in what way the study you submit adds to the current science. This means that it is likely more difficult to publish studies that challenge dearly held assumptions. As scientists need to publish to further their career, they focus on the easier gap-spotting research.

Professional norms in academia

Scientists are concentrated more and more in very tiny sub-fields. However, if you are deep in a specific sub-field, it becomes more unlikely that you will produce paradigm breaking research on a large scale. Also, research that is relevant for society often moves across disciplines. This is harder to do for someone who only knows about a niche topic. An additional point Alvesson and Sandberg criticize is that authors usually have to implement all the changes reviewers propose. This leads the authors to try to minimize the possible points of criticism in their draft. Challenging an important assumption can easily be criticized and is thus left out.

Personality of the researcher

Gap-spotting has become more entrenched over time. Many people know it as the only way to come up with new research questions. This might lead to them thinking that this is the only proper way to do science and other approaches should be opposed.

Call to Action

The book ends with a call to action for all researchers. While we could interpret the current situation of scientists being trapped in a system that forces them to do uncreative research, we could also look at academia and see that all the decisions are made by researchers themselves. Who reviews papers? Researchers. Who makes editorial decisions? Researchers. Who decides which projects get funded? Researchers. Who decides which research question to follow? Researchers.

We ourselves are creating this system, so we are the people who have to break free from it. Stop focusing only on papers, there are other important academic contributions as well. Reject more papers if they only fill gaps nobody cares about. Emphasize to younger scientists that it is important to study questions that go beyond filling gaps. Broaden your horizon to be able to do interdisciplinary work.

Become an innovative researcher, not for your career, but because it is the right thing to do.




Cycles of Time: An Extraordinary New View of the Universe. By Roger Penrose, 2012

I: The Law of Entropy

Entropy is the inequality of disorder or randomness for an isolated system. In other words, the randomness of a system in its second time frame would be greater than in time frame 1. The implications of such a statement suggest two things: 1) the entropy of a system increases as time moves further from its initial position, and 2) there is a degree of ambiguity or vagueness when measuring entropy over time. This means that we need to define what we mean by randomness and what it means when we say it is increasing. Point two is of particular interest because, in a general system like the universe, the forward passage of entropy is not homogeneous. There can be temporary moments where entropy can reverse, meaning that it can move from more random to less random.

Regardless of its vagueness, the progression of entropy is that it grants a notion of time to the mathematical models of physics that correspond to our perception of it. For example, in Newtonian mechanics, the models work just as well, explaining the trajectory of an object as it moves backward in time as it does moving forward in time. Penrose cites an egg falling off a table, which is then in freefall before smashing into the ground. In our perception of time, the reverse of the situation, the broken egg pulling itself together, zooming upwards in a parabolic arch, and coming to a stop atop the table fully formed, would be preposterous. Yet, in Newtonian mechanics, the model that explains the object's trajectory can work forward and backward in time and still make mathematical sense. To solve this contradiction between our perception of time and the a-temporal nature of our models, it becomes pertinent to add entropy to Newtonian mechanics. Returning to the egg, we can say that its entropy is a function of the model N, with its initial state being NI and its finished state being Nf, which follows the inequality Nf(e) > NI(e). Therefore, we have introduced temporal direction into our model, and changing its direction requires a means to reverse the entropy inequality by applying some force greater than Nf(e). Thanks to entropy, the temporality that is presented to us by our perceptions can now be preserved in our models.

Suppose we have a pot of paint made up of discrete units of blue and red. We say discrete because we imagine the paint molecules as either blue or red balls, which take up space in an N^3 cube, creating a subdivision of the cube. Each compartment of the cube holds a paintball of either colour. In gauging what colour ball occupies an individual compartment, we take a snapshot of the density of red balls to blue ones in a localised area of the cube. A subset of the total cubical space centred around the compartment where we wish to know the ball's colour. This subset n^3 of N^3 is a cube in miniature, where we will say that its fundamental unit is the compartment of 1, which holds either a blue or red ball: N>n>1. The reason we are doing the sub-division of cube N^3 is that we are assuming that each ball of paint in its corresponding compartment is too small to be seen or too small to observe its colour, hence we will apply a hue to the n^3 cube made up of blue and red balls, b+r = n^3. The hue is to be decided by the ratio of b to r. If r/b > 1, there is to be a redder hue and if r/b <1, there is to be a bluer hue. Now, we are to suppose that the N^3 cube is developing a purple hue or that each n^3 is developing a ratio of equal red and blue.

Entropy enters the picture as the measurement of the probabilities on how r and b are to arrange themselves or the configuration space of a system. Expanding on this, the configuration of space—the phase space P—has 6-dimensions, where each ball has 3-coordinate positions and 3-momentum positions—which gives us the initial position of every ball and its angular velocity—we encode all of this about individual balls as a singular point p in P. The state of the system is determined by where p is within P, or the evolution of the phase space is determined by the path of p as it curves in that space. This curve determines the dynamic passage of particles in the phase space through time.

Having defined phase space and how the balls move in it, it is time to relate it to entropy. We are assuming that the movement of any ball in n^3 is indistinguishable from any other ball in n^3, which is a property of macroscopic space. So that every p in P is modelled by the Boltzmann formula: S = KlogV, where v is the volume of P or n^3, and K is the Boltzmann constant.

As the particles move from their defined localised phase space to neighbouring phase spaces, the system as a whole moves into thermal equilibrium. Particles that exist in their own n^3 space at an initial time move outward and increase their volume. As this or that particle moves from n0^3—its initial point—into n1^3, and n2^3, the particle continues to move into neighbouring spaces till it reaches nmax^3. The maximum volume the particle can occupy in the system. It is at this point that we say that the system has reached its thermal equilibrium.

II: Gravity and Space-Time

Applying the big bang to Einstein's cosmological models allows us to map the history or evolution of space-time. The first to do so was the Russian mathematician Alexander Friedman, whose work, which was later to become part of the Friedmann-Lemaitre-Robertson-Walker (FLRW) model, showed the evolution of the universe under three conditions:

Space-time curvature is negative, and the geometry of the universe is hyperbolic.

The curvature is 0 the geometry is Euclidean.

The curvature is positive, and the universe's geometry is elliptic.

Each curvature presents its cosmological evolution, for if the curvature of space is elliptic, the result would ultimately be a big crunch. Which implies that the temporal and spatial dimensions of the universe are finite. While the other two cases imply that the universe will continue to expand outward forever. Observational data provided by Saul Perlmutter and Brian Schmidt on the behaviour of distant supernovas do not match up to the theoretical understanding of the FLRW model but showed that the universe is accelerating in its expansion.

By applying entropy to an expanding universe, where equilibrium is impossible, we have an adiabatic expansion, where the entropy remains consistent. The phase space, where the particles move into, is growing. So, while the particles are becoming evenly distributed in the phase space, the phase space itself is expanding. This is compounded further by exporting our understanding of entropy to the universe as a whole, which introduces the issue of gravity. If phase space is the universe, and if our particles of paint are, in fact, stars and other large bodies of matter, a classical model of entropy should see these star "particles" become evenly distributed in space. Because of gravity, these stars attract each other, forming clusters. Through the force of gravity, the universe introduces a force that acts as a self-regulating system that creates a level of cohesion into what should be an increasing level of randomness. However, such a mechanism, the reversal of entropy by the forces of gravity, is rendered mute with the introduction of black holes.

Black holes, as understood by Stephen Hawking's work from the 1970s, is when one applies quantum field theory to curved space-time, black holes have a tiny temperature T, which is inversely proportional to the black hole's mass. A black hole whose mass is 10 M**☉** would emit a temperature of 6x10^-9k, and because it is an inverse proportion, the larger the black hole, the smaller the temperature. So, for the black hole at the centre of the galaxy, which has a mass of 4,000,000 M**☉,** its temperature would be only 1.5x10^-14k or -273.15°C. In contrast, the average temperature of the Cosmic Background Radiation (CMB) is -270..45°C, noticeably warmer than black holes! Now, if the universe is to expand forever, the temperature of the CMB will decrease and reach equilibrium with black holes. Upon reaching this equilibrium, black holes will start to radiate out their energy in the form of temperature and massless particles, and because of e=mc^2, black holes will lose mass. After an incredibly long time, Penrose estimates google years (10^100) for the largest black holes to have radiated away their entire mass and hence, cease to be.

III: The Big Bang

The Weyl conformal tensor C is the measure of curvature in space-time and introduces ellipticity of light rays—gravitational lensing—and because of this, allows for the measurement of null cone structures of Makowski space. At the conditions of the big bang, the Weyl curvature vanishes, C=0, which represents an initial-type singularity. Black holes, on the other hand, represent a final stage singularity, where the curvature is C=∞. This becomes the Weyl Curvature hypothesis or WCH. The initial conditions of the universe right after the big bang were incredibly hot. To the point that all particles would have enormous kinetic energy, and any rest mass would be irrelevant. Because particles lack any rest mass, the Higgs field would be incapable of producing particles with mass. Therefore, leading to particles becoming mass-less, and in short, behavies like photons.

As the early universe would be massless, the laws of physics would become dominated by conformally invariant laws, and the metric g, or the geometry of space-time would become irreverent, and space becomes a smooth 3-surface without a time dimension. Because of this, it is theorised, as a mathematical model provided by the Cambridge mathematician and student of Roger Penrose Paul Tod, that this surface extends beyond the event that was the big bang itself.

The cosmic evolution of the universe begins when black holes start to evaporate, with the largest disappearing ~10^100 years from now. After which, the universe would be home to only low-energy photons. As they are massless, they cannot make an impact or dent in space-time and deny the passage of time entirely. It would be a universe without a clock, as it is empty of all matter. Is it to remain so for eternity? With low-energy photons following the second law of thermodynamics and becoming more dispersed. Therefore, the conditions of the late universe, which very well could be called the eternal universe and the early days of the big bang have a similar smooth 3-surface space-time, as they contain no mass. It is here that Penrose openly speculates that the conformal manifolds of these two separate conditions of the universe are a loop, where each loop or aeon begins as it ends, as a smooth conformal space-time surface. What Penrose calls the Conformal Cycle Cosmology or CCC.

IV: Experimental Notes

As black holes in previous aeons evaporate, however slowly, expelling low-energy photons, could they survive into the present aeon? Or, at the very least, be detectable? The implication is that there are fingerprints from previous aeons that exist in our current universe. Further, gravitational radiation from black holes interacting with one another would result in a burst of large amounts of energy and reduce the motion of both black holes. Resulting in gravitational waves emitting from these black hole orbits and moving outwards forever at the speed of light. In essence, gravity waves become light cones, extending from a point e and extending to f^ or the following aeon. As these gravity waves move from one aeon to another, they can interact with matter in a new universe. It would look like gravity is radiating from some unseen point in the present universe. This is Penrose's explanation for dark matter, gravity that is seeping outward from a universe of a previous aeon and is now interacting in the present.

V: Concluding Notes

What can be said about Roger Penrose’s work on Cycles of Time? The book itself is confusing and full of technical jargon that makes it almost impossible to fully comprehend his arguments. I have tried my best to distil the essence of his work into a jargon-light review, and even still, I’m disappointed in the end result. That is, I’ve felt that I’ve missed critical points and junctions that are buried under his dense prose. For example, while the forces responsible for developing the cosmological evolution of the universe, entropy and gravity, are in contradiction with one another, I fail to see how they manage to develop the curvature of the universe that works with Penrose’s notion of the cycle. For example, using the FLRW model, the universe has three possible conclusions, one that is closing in on itself and two that are open. For Penrose’s model to work, that requires the universe to remain open and I feel that he does not go far enough in justifying why it should remain open and not close in on itself. Other issues include exactly how matter is to “spontaneously combust” as a big bang on a 3-smooth manifold, and what exactly causes that? As well as the dicey problem of if protons, which have mass, decay or not. The final criticism is that while intellectually engaging and thoroughly imaginative, the experimental notes leave something to be desired, and ultimately leaves the work feeling like the equivalent of medieval scholars discussing how many angels can dance on the head of a pin. Or how God abhors a vacuum, even in spite of experimental observation. That is, it generates fascinating and imaginative discussion, but has a certain futility to it.




Dead Silence by S. A. Barnes

A Monster in Search of a House

Ten years ago, I was a stay-at-home dad to a newborn baby with little more to my name than a failed teaching career and a half-finished draft of a novel. It wasn’t much, but I was in my late twenties, sick of my boring existence, and ready to make my way into the extremely-glamorous world of publishing.

The novel I was working on was what you might call a “psychological thriller” or “literary horror” novel. The details of it aren’t important for our purposes here, but just know that I eventually did finish it and publish it with a small publisher, and it won a few awards, which, together with five bucks, will get me a latte. At the time, though, the book just wasn’t working, and I couldn’t figure out why it wasn’t scary (or, at least, wasn’t as scary as I wanted it to be). My salvation came from a writer named Blake Snyder.

Snyder has become controversial in certain circles, but whatever you think of him, countless writers have been heavily influenced by his 2005 book Save the Cat! The Last Book on Screenwriting You’ll Ever Need__. It’s a book that’s controversial for the exact same reason it’s wildly popular: Snyder purports to give his readers the exact formula they need to write any type of movie script. Most infamously, he supplies readers with a “beat sheet,” which tells them on exactly which page of their scripts each plot point should appear; more interestingly, though, Snyder also insists there are only ten stories in existence and all of them have three fundamental ingredients. Snyder gives each of these stories whimsical names like “Buddy Love” (a category that includes romances, buddy comedies, and pet movies) and “Out of the Bottle” (stories of wish fulfillment and comeuppance), but for our purposes, we only need to discuss one story type: the one he calls “Monster in the House.”

Snyder’s “Monster in the House” genre is one that includes most horror films and creature features (along with some science fiction films and crime thrillers), and he claims, appropriately enough, that two of the key ingredients are a “monster” and a “house” (the third ingredient, which isn’t terribly important for this review, is “a sin”). The “monster” aspect is probably obvious, but the “house” is the real insight—or at least it was for me, since the lack of a “house” in my novel was a large part of why it wasn’t working.

Snyder is clear that when he uses the word “house,” he doesn’t (necessarily) mean a literal house; the essence of the “house” aspect is that the characters must be trapped with the monster. After all, a monster out in the middle of nowhere isn’t terribly scary, since you could just run from it. If you’re locked in a house with a monster, however, now there’s immediate tension. The “house” doesn’t even have to be a physical place, he tells us; there are plenty of stories where the functional “house” is a metaphysical “curse” (see, for instance: It Follows__, Smile__, etc.); the important thing is, there has to be a reason your characters can’t escape the scary thing (whatever the scary thing may be).

And all that is a roundabout way of saying it, but the lack of a “house” is the fundamental problem with S. A. Barnes’s pulp sci-fi/horror novel Dead Silence.

The elevator pitch for Dead Silence is hard to argue with—“It’s The Shining meets Alien!”—and it’s a pitch that tells you basically everything you need to know about the plot. In the distant future, a ragtag crew of blue-collar astronauts comes across a long-lost “space cruise ship,” which turns out to be (wait for it) haunted. The narrative potential of a giant haunted spaceship seems obvious, at least to this reader, but as a “house,” the ship—the Aurora—turns out to be eminently, comically escapable, to the point that Barnes ends up spending most of the book inventing increasingly threadbare reasons for why her main character has to go back. If it sounds like it gets absurd, well…it does.

This shortcoming is kind of unfortunate, because, with the Aurora, Barnes has created a killer setting (often literally so) for her novel. The first few dozen pages, in which she describes the haunting, frozen chaos of the mysterious cruise vessel, are absolutely unforgettable as a work of scene-setting. The descriptions of a vessel once built for celebration, but now devoid of air or gravity and filled with a ballet of floating corpses, are unforgettable, and in fact, the main action of the book kicks off with a gripping sequence in which our hero Claire has to navigate a dark, gravity-free atrium, avoiding the frozen bodies, in order to extricate a couple of works of art. But as soon as that sequence is over, the story starts to fall apart.

After Claire’s initial mission succeeds, she and the rest of the crew return to their vessel—which, as you can imagine, immediately grinds the story to a halt. (It’s the first of many times that this happens.) It’s not entirely clear why Barnes feels the need to do this; the task of trapping our heroes in the haunted space cruise ship seems like something that could be accomplished as simply as slamming and locking the doors during Claire’s initial mission. Barnes wouldn’t even need to explain why this had happened—it would actually be scarier if she didn’t. Instead, she allows her characters to leave peacefully, necessitating the first of several convoluted reasons that they have to return.

In the case of the second excursion into the vessel, the characters decide that they have to pilot the vessel back to earth in order to prove their salvage claim on it. Why they need to do this is never quite clear (couldn’t they just tow it behind their own tiny vessel? isn’t everything weightless in space?), but as a reader I was willing to suspend my disbelief in order to let the spooky stuff happen. Unfortunately, this plot choice has the unfortunate effect of undoing everything that was interesting about the Aurora in the first place. In order to make the ship habitable, the crew finds a way to power on the artificial gravity, the heat, and the oxygen, along with sealing off everything but the bridge and a handful of cabins. It makes perfect sense why a crew would want to do all of this, but narratively it just transforms a spaceship into a hotel, turning the story from “The Shining meets Alien” to “just The Shining again, I guess.”

If that were the only cost of enjoying a ghost story in space, I’d be willing to pay it; unfortunately, Barnes insists on allowing her heroine to escape yet again halfway through the book. Prior to that, there are a few scary moments to enjoy—ghosts popping out, grisly suicides, etc.—but at the midpoint it becomes clear none of it mattered, because not only is Claire doubting her own grip on reality, she’s also already escaped from the haunted ship.

Y’know, again.

I used the past-perfect tense there deliberately, by the way: Claire has escaped from the ship. We don’t get to see her escape; there are no moments of derring-do or near misses; no moments of terror or even mild tension. She’s just off the ship, and she doesn’t even remember how she escaped. Once again, the “house” proves not just escapable, but inescapably escapable—this is a haunted house that you can seemingly run away from without even trying. And obviously, since the book is only half-over, we’re going to return to the Aurora, but…couldn’t we have just stayed there?

It’s possible some will say I’m nitpicking about the narrative choices S. A. Barnes makes here, but my point isn’t that I would have written it differently (although I would have)—my point is that she wrote it wrong, at least if she intended to have an emotional impact on the reader. The purpose of a thriller, after all, is to thrill. If each chapter, each scene, isn’t ratcheting up the tension, your thriller will simply fail to do its job. Dead Silence repeatedly inflates the tension balloon halfway, only to let let that tension out with an obnoxious Bronx cheer. It has the effect of making the reader feel like a chump for caring.

If there’s still any doubt that Blake Snyder was right about the “house” needing to be inescapable for a monster story to be scary, we need only to compare Dead Silence to the two films referenced in its elevator pitch: Alien and The Shining. Both films are masterpieces of sustained tension, and they accomplish this in part by trapping their main characters in confined spaces early on. By Alien’s act break, the crew of the spaceship Nostromo is drifting through empty space, abandoned by their employer and without sufficient escape pods; a half-hour into The Shining, the remote Overlook Hotel is buried under snow that we know won’t melt for months. If Ripley had been able to leave the Nostromo whenever she wanted, or if the Torrance family could have simply checked out of the Overlook and caught a taxi…what would the story have been, exactly?

Certain readers will point out that in the respective sequels to these movies, Aliens and Doctor Sleep, the characters actually do fight their respective ways back into the respective danger zones, but—to state the obvious—there’s a reason those are separate movies. In both Alien and The Shining, the characters have a simple, specific goal—escape alive—and the movie is over when that goal is achieved. Sequels necessitate new conflicts, so they introduce those—but in every case, each is a story about one thing.

Dead Silence, by contrast, is a story about a lot of things—a whole lot of things happening, then _un-_happening, and then _re-_happening, repeatedly. That’s all too bad, because I was all-in on the premise when I first heard it—who wouldn’t want to read something with ghosts and outer space in it? It’s just that Dead Silence isn’t that book, sadly. It’s all monster, no house.




Discipline and Punish by Michael Foucault

I. PROBABILISTIC JUSTICE

In modern America, a person is either innocent or guilty. The Ancien Régime French saw things differently. In an uncertain world, they argued, you can never be perfectly certain that the defendant is guilty. All you can do is take the probability that they are guilty into account during sentencing. A person who is 99% likely to be guilty should be punished more severely than a person who is 80% likely to be guilty.

Foucault documents several probability-based legal codes. One code divides evidence  into three categories: full proofs, semi-proofs, and clues. A full proof was a conclusive piece of evidence. Two unimpeachable witnesses testifying that they saw the defendant stab a victim, for example, constituted full proof. Semi-proofs were compelling but not conclusive evidence. They could, in theory, be contradicted by other evidence. A single eyewitness report or death-threats before a murder constituted semi-proof. Clues were suspicious observations such as rumors, the flight of a suspect, or his manner when questioned.

More convincing evidence merited harsher punishment. Full proof could lead to any punishment at all. Semi-full proof could lead to omnia cirta mortem - anything short of death. Clues could lead to fines. Weak pieces of evidence could be combined into stronger pieces of evidence according to precise arithmetic rules. Two semi-full proofs could be combined to make a full proof. Several corroborating clues could be combined to make a semi-proof. No amount of clues, however, could make a full proof.

The details of this penal arithmetic were hotly debated. Should two semi-proofs really equal a full proof? Shouldn’t it be three semi-proofs, or two plus several clues? A standard of “reasonable doubt” was occasionally considered but always rejected as “merely a matter of opinion.” Enlightened men, after all, must be quantitative.

II. THE KING’S REVENGE

Any penal philosophy must answer the question: “What is the purpose of punishment?” Why do we punish? A modern leftist might answer “punishment is rehabilitation”. An offender is, in some sense, unwell. Punishment should fix his problems. A modern rightist might answer “punishment is deterrence.” Crime can only be deterred by making examples of criminals. The judges of the Ancien Régime also had an answer. Their answer was “punishment is the King’s revenge.”

In a monarchy, any crime is a rebellion against the King. Crime rebels against his rulership, since the rule of law is the rule of the King. Crime rebels against him personally, since the law is the will of the sovereign. Punishment must not just restore the King’s justice. It must be a direct reply from the King to a rebellious subject. Its goal is not balance or fairness but excess. All must fear the King’s revenge.

To redress the harm that the criminal causes the kingdom, the public execution must reveal his crime and condemn it. It must contrast the weakness of the subject who has dared to violate the law with the strength of the king. To accomplish these goals, executions sometimes theatrically reenacted the crime. As late as 1772, just 17 years before the French Revolution, a serving girl from Cambrai who had killed her mistress was put to death in the same chair that her mistress had been sitting in when she was murdered. Her executioner reenacted the murder, striking her on the chest, on her left forearm, and then on her chest again with the kitchen cleaver used in the murder.

What punishment should a regicide receive? Clearly all of them, because a regicide does not attack part of the King’s will but all of it. This was not always possible - a human can only be killed once - but the executioners of the Early Modern Period did their best. Foucault documents the 16 day long execution of Balthasar Gérard, killer of William of Orange, in gruesome detail.

A public execution is a battle between the King and a rebellious subject. A scaffold was often surrounded by troops - cavalry of the watch, archers, guardsman, soldiers -  partially to prevent the people from intervening but partially to symbolize the military nature of monarchical punishment. In this battle, the executioner is the King’s champion. He is a shameful champion - traditionally, an executioner’s orders were not placed on a table but thrown on the floor - but a champion nonetheless. If the executioner triumphed, if he cut off the head in a single blow, he would show it to the crowd to rapturous applause. If he failed to execute the condemned man as directed, the crowd could attack him and carry off the prisoner.

Foucault has a wonderful collection of “public execution gone wrong” stories. In Tours, for example, a man called Pierre du Fort was condemned to be hanged. Whenever the executioner tried to throw Pierre down, Pierre caught his feet in the steps, preventing himself from swinging freely. Enraged, the executioner kicked Pierre repeatedly while his wife tugged at Pierre’s feet from under the gallows.

When the crowd saw that the executioner was causing Pierre too much pain, they began to hurl stones. As the executioner finally managed to throw Pierre down, the stones came faster, forcing him to dash to the ladder. The executioner descended so quickly that he fell off half-way down and smacked his head on the ground. He struggled to his feet, bayonet in hand, threatening to kill anyone who came near. The furious crowd rushed him, beat him, rolled him in the mud, nearly drowned him in the stream, and dragged him to the University and then to the Cordiliers cemetery. Pierre was cut down and the gallows was smashed, carried off by children, and thrown into the Rhône.

Pierre was carried to the cemetery to prevent his recapture and then to the church of Sainte-Antione. The archbishop, seeing the angry mob at his doorstep, wisely decided to pardon Pierre. He sent Pierre to the hospital and asked that that special care be taken of him. Lastly, Foucault adds as a kind of flourish, the crowd pitched in to have a new suit, two pairs of stockings and shoes made for Pierre. He was given shirts, breeches, and a wig.

The subtext of Foucault’s hilarious collection of stories: public executions could be politically dangerous. There is no point organizing a symbolic battle between the King and the criminal if the King can lose. To make matters worse, the people expected the King to be a graceful loser and pardon the condemned man should the execution fail. In countries like Burgandy, it was a custom. In order to abolish these expectations and customs, explicit instructions like “hanged by the neck until dead” had to be added to capital sentences.

Even with these changes, the public execution remained dangerous. The people flocked to the scaffold to hear a man with nothing left to lose curse the judges, the laws, and the government. Executions became Saturnalia where nothing remained to prohibit or punish. Under the protection of imminent death, the criminal could say anything and the crowd cheered. There was also, I think, the irresistible suggestion that if the executioner was the King’s champion, the criminal must, by process of elimination, be the people’s. The crowd was invited to side with the criminal - to fight the King’s justice. In the dying days of the Ancien Régime, reformers searched for a better system of punishment.

III. IRONIC PUNISHMENT

The case for reform was strengthened by the changing nature of crime. As Foucault tells it, during the feudal period crime targeted feudal rights. Common crimes included smuggling and tax-avoidance. These crimes violated the rights that the feudal system awards to groups of people. Smugglers, for example, violate the King’s right to tax trade. As feudalism gave way to capitalism and France became richer, crime began to target goods. Writing in 1764, Le Trosne complained that brigands could cost richer peasants up to a third of their incomes. The problem became worse when the newly created bourgeoisie began to buy the old feudal estates. Traditionally, the peasantry had the right to collect wood, to graze livestock, etc. in the landed estates. These rights were rejected by the new owners of the estates, who regarded these activities as theft.

As crime stopped targeting the rights of the old feudal nobility and started targeting the goods of the new capitalist bourgeoisie, the bourgeoisie began to panic. They became convinced that France was in the middle of a crime wave, even though in absolute terms crime seems to have been decreasing at the time of the Revolution. They began to search for a way to restore order. They reasoned:

    “A criminal commits a crime because he expects benefits from it. If each crime is associated with disadvantages which outweigh its benefits, there will be no reason to commit crime.”


On hearing this, a modern social scientist might respond:


“Punishment doesn’t deter crime! Your approach won’t work! When modern America made drug sentences stricter, drug use didn’t decrease. People’s lives were ruined for nothing.”



The reformers had a ready response to this argument. If one of the bourgeoisie reformers was magically transported to the present, he would almost certainly reply:


“Your system of punishment wasn’t_ironic_ enough. A raver won’t be spontaneously reminded of jail when she is offered a tab of LSD. There is no psychological association between jail and LSD which would bring it to her mind. What you should have done is punish LSD users by sentencing them to a year long bad trip. Flood their bloodstreams with LSD! Scare them over and over! Make sure every schoolchild gets to see LSD users terrified by visions only they can see! Just looking at a tab of LSD will remind those children of the punishment that awaits them if they use it. Then you will deter crime.”



The reformers wanted to instill the French citizenry with a set of Pavlovian responses. A response would trigger whenever a citizen considered committing a crime and remind him of its punishment. Their scheme sounded so modern, so stereotypically Orwellian, that I briefly wondered if Foucault’s analysis was influenced by modern totalitarian thinking. I was quickly proved wrong. Servan, Minister of War of the Revolutionary Government, writes:


The ideas of crime and punishment must_“follow another without interruption. When you have thus formed the chain of ideas in the heads of your citizens, you will then be able to pride yourself on guiding them and being their masters. A stupid despot may constrain his slaves with iron chains, but a true politician binds them even more strongly by the chain of their own ideas_.” He concludes: “on the soft fibers of the brain is founded the unshakable base of the soundest Empires.”



What punishments were suitably ironic? Vermeil, writing in 1781, suggests that speculation should be punished by fines, theft by confiscation of property, arson by the stake and murder by death. Poisoners should have a goblet of liquid thrown in their face and then be submerged in a cauldron of boiling water. Other reformers suggested that highwaymen be put to work mending the roads.

The reformers also hoped that ironic punishments would correct the impulses that led the criminal to commit crime. The beggar, they reasoned, begs because he is lazy. Hard work will teach him better habits. “One will not succeed in locking beggars up in filthy prisons which are more like cesspools. They will have to be forced to work.” A good punishment should subdue the passion that motivated the crime.

To form a psychological association between a crime and its punishment, punishment must be public. A secret punishment is a wasted punishment. The reformers wanted each place of punishment to become a Garden of the Laws that families would visit on Sundays. Children would be taken to these gardens to receive lessons in civics. Bexon, in a project presented to the King of Bavaria, proposed an entire penal heraldry. Poisoners should be made to wear a shift embroidered with snakes and other venomous animals on the day of their execution. Traitors should wear a shift labeled “traitor” and parricides a shirt embroidered with daggers or the murder weapon.

The system of punishment we have today, where all major offenses are punished by prison, would have surprised and disappointed the reformers. Imprisonment had a bad reputation in post-revolution France. It reminded the revolutionaries of the jails where political enemies of the King were imprisoned. Prison was also criticized for its practical drawbacks: it is costly, it is hidden from the public, it makes criminals more likely to reoffend. Imprisonment, they argued, is only fit to be the ironic punishment associated with crimes like abduction.

By 1810, however, basically all serious crimes were either punished by death or imprisonment. This surprised several deputies of the French Assembly, who wondered why ironic punishment had not been tried instead. One complained:


“If I have betrayed my country, I go to prison; if I have killed my father, I go to prison; every imaginable offense is punished in the same way. One might as well see a physician who has the same remedy for all ills.”



This raises the question: “what happened?” Why did France decide to punish crime by imprisonment without even trying the alternatives? Foucualt’s answer: during the nineteenth century, everything became more prison-like. Punishment just came along for the ride.

IV. CLOCKWORK SOCIETY

Bentham opens his essay “Panopticon” with a list of the benefits of a panopticon:


“Morals reformed - health preserved - industry invigorated - instructions diffused - public burdens lightened - Economy seated, as it were, upon a rock - the gordian knot of the Poor Laws not cut, but untied - all by a simple idea in architecture!”



Bentham did not design the panopticon to improve prisons. He designed it to improve society. Bentham, along with many statesmen of the nineteenth century, dreamt of building a clockwork society. In a clockwork society, each citizen is shaped into a tiny machine. Their days follow a precise timetable designed to maximize their productivity. Their movements are choreographed to give them a mechanical consistency. They are trained to respond to signals rather than words. They are constantly monitored, and any citizen who proves defective is taken to a repair shop to be fixed.

Fantastically Orwellian? Perhaps. But as Foucault documents, the French took this project very seriously.

The Écoles mutuelles, or mutual improvement schools, timetabled their children’s lives in 4 minute increments. Foucault helpfully supplies an extract from their timetables:


8:45. Entrance of the monitor.

8:52. The monitor’s summons.

8:56. Entrance of the children and prayer.

9:00. The children go to their benches.

9:04. First slate.

9:08. End of dictation.

9:12. Second slate.



The students’ movement was carefully choreographed. Take the command “Enter your benches”. On hearing the word “Enter”, a child was expected to place his hands on the table and put one leg into the bench. On hearing the words “your benches”, he should put his other leg in and sit down. Take the command “Take your slates”. At the word “Take”, a child was expected to grab the string that her slate is hanging by with her right hand and the slate itself with her left hand. At the word “slates”, she should unhook it and place it on the table.

Needless to say, boarding schools were preferred to day schools, because the environment that the children lived in could be completely controlled.

La Salle, in his book “The Conduct of the Christian Schools”, suggests that teachers should communicate to children via signals. To command a child to start or stop reading, a teacher should strike the signal once. To command a child to repeat a word that he has mispronounced, the teacher should strike the signal twice. If the pupil cannot find the word that he has mispronounced, perhaps because he has read several words beyond it, the teacher should strike the signal three times. The teacher should continue to strike the signal until the student found the word that he misread. La Salle hoped that whenever a good pupil heard the noise of the signal, he would imagine that he was hearing the voice of God calling him by name. Like the young Samuel, he would call out to God from the depths of his soul, saying “Lord, I am here.”

The statesmen of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century tried to reorganize the whole of society along these lines. Factory workers were carefully monitored to prevent them from wasting their time. Workers were forbidden from telling stories during meal-breaks. Soldiers’ movements were choreographed precisely. The Prussian regulations of 1743 laid out a thirteen stage process for raising a weapon to one’s shoulder. Prisoner’s days were timetabled precisely. They were sometimes given instructions via signals. For example, an excerpt from Léon Faucher’s rules “for the house of young prisoners in Paris” reads:


Art. 18. Rising. At the first drum-roll, the prisoners must rise and dress in silence, as the supervisor opens the cell doors. At the second drum-roll, they must be dressed and make their beds. At the third, they must line up and proceed to the chapel for morning prayer. There is a five-minute interval between each drum-roll.



The statesmen of the Enlightenment were fascinated by Rome both as a symbol of liberty and a symbol of order. The Rome of the Enlightenment was both the Rome of the forum and the Rome of the camps. It was the Rome of the Senate but also the Rome of the legions.

The legacy of these reforms is still with us today. Almost nobody disputes the right of the states to surveil its citizens and regulate them in certain conditions, for example, to prevent pandemics, terrorism and disorder. Most people agree that schools have the right to micromanage their children’s time, that companies have the right to monitor the employees to prevent them from wasting time. The great disagreement of our times is not if surveillance is legitimate but when. The difference between “free” countries like France and “not free” countries like China is fundamentally a matter of degree.

In a clockwork society, punishment is a medical procedure. Punishment takes place in a prison, which is a medical institution. A criminal is a sick man, a defective machine. Prison must fix him. It must rehabilitate him. It must transform him into a productive and obedient member of society. A judge is a doctor who must determine if a man is healthy or sick, that is, if he is innocent or guilty. If he is sick, the judge must choose a course of treatment. Trained psychologists help the judge decide whether the man would be best treated in a prison or in a mental institution. (Or rather, since a prison is a mental institution, which type of mental institution should treat the man.) Jailers, the nurses of the prison, monitor the man throughout his treatment. If the treatment seems to have worked, he may be released early.

In a clockwork society, a prison should teach prisoners good habits. Habits are formed through constant practice. Constant practice can only be enforced by constant monitoring. Constant monitoring requires a panopticon. In Bentham’s panopticon, cells are arranged in a ring around a central tower. Each cell has two windows: one facing inwards towards the tower, and one facing outwards towards the surrounding area. A prisoner, schoolboy, worker, soldier or patient is placed in each cell. Light is shone through the outward facing windows. This light allows a guard standing in the central tower to see the silhouette of the prisoner in each cell. Each cell is a tiny shadow-puppet theater that the guard can examine at his leisure.

A panopticon should remind its prisoners that they are constantly under surveillance. This doesn’t mean that they have to be constantly surveilled. Bentham suggests covering the windows of the central towers with venetian blinds. If the prisoners cannot see whether the tower is occupied, they cannot know whether they are being watched. All they know is that they might be. He suggests replacing the doors in the tower with zig-zagged corridors so that the sound of a door opening or a gleam of light from behind a door cannot betray the guard.

Today, jailers have access to an even better panoptic instrument: the CCTV camera. A CCTV camera can watch a prisoner 24-7. Their recordings can even be retroactively watched if there is reason to believe that the prisoner has misbehaved. The modern prisoner is not only watched by the people of the present: he is watched by the people of the future.

V. MODERN PUNISHMENT

The Ancien Régime kings, the revolutionary reformers, and the Enlightenment statesmen all had a philosophy behind their penal systems. The kings wanted to take revenge on criminals, the revolutionaries wanted to deter crime, and the Enlightenment statesmen wanted to rehabilitate criminals into well-adjusted factory workers. While their penal systems were strange, they were clearly directed towards a goal. Can modernity say the same?

Any modern philosophy of punishment probably centers on rehabilitation. Even the strictest advocates of deterrence will grudgingly admit, when pressed, that prisoners should leave prison better adjusted to society than when they arrive. Prison, however, seems to be very bad at doing this. Perhaps a penal system from the early industrial revolution designed to transform delinquents into obedient factory workers is not the best way to create well-adjusted information-age citizens.

What might a modern penal system look like? It might explicitly acknowledge the medical nature of rehabilitation. It might replace jails and jailors with mental institutions and psychologists. It might parole its patients when they seem re-adjusted instead of letting them spend their time uselessly in prison.

A medico-penal system must answer complicated questions. Is it right to release a murderer after a few months if he seems to be fully rehabilitated? Should a thief be jailed for years if he shows no sign of improvement? Should ex-prisoners be monitored to prevent them from relapsing? What values should be inculcated in prisoners?

Would a medico-penal system really work? Probably not. Medical institutionalization seems to have had limited success. It would be nice, however, to have a penal system designed for a particular objective. At the moment, our penal system neither rehabilitates nor deters crime. It wouldn’t even provide a king with cathartic revenge! Perhaps it is time to imagine a new penal system which better reflects modern ideas about punishment.




Don't Sleep, There Are Snakes

Okay, let’s go! Starting off in San Francisco, you take flight AA 1442 to Dallas/Fort Worth, then AA 1261 to Miami, then Gol G3 1478 on a red-eye flight to Brasilia. After a 14-hour layover in this Jerusalem of evenly-spaced rectangular grids, G3 1478 will carry you to Porto Velho; a city of 500.000 people, outposted fairly deep in the Amazon rainforest. Layovers and all, the first 7300 miles of this journey have taken you 33 hours.

You’ve only got 150 miles left to go, but those are going to be a bit of a chore. You could charter yourself a seaplane, but at this point you’re tired of flying. The small town of Humaitá is a 2 ½ hour drive away; you can hire a small boat there. For most of the next 24 hours, you’ll be going downriver on the Rio Madeira. Near the tiny settlement of Auxiliadora, it’s joined by the Rio dos Marmelos - now it’s just a few more hours upriver, going back south, until you finally arrive at the mouth of the river Maici. Here, along the river banks, lives a people called the Pirahã by outsiders, and they have no idea that their language is so strange and unusual it has made careers, broke families apart and ignited a decades-long conflict in the field of linguistics. And if they did, they would find it very funny.

In 1978, Daniel Everett, trained linguist and missionary, came with his family to the river Maici. For the past 200 years of trade relations and missionary work, despite many, many attempts, no outsider had managed to acquire more than a basic knowledge of Pirahã, no Pirahã had learned more than a few words of any other language, and not a single Pirahã had converted to Christianity.

In Don’t Sleep, There Are Snakes, Everett describes how he spent his entire professional life trying to figure out what was going on.

How do you learn a language if there’s not a single bilingual speaker in the world? You point at things and write down everything you hear as accurately as you can.

Everett figures out very quickly why no outsider speaks Pirahã – even the basic building blocks of the language are a nightmare. Phonemes are the fundamental sounds of a language that differentiate one word from another. Most variants of English give you in the neighborhood of 20 vowels and 20 consonants to work with. Pirahã has very, very few phonemes: Three vowels and eight consonants. All the different words sound the same. Once he’s gotten used to that, he noticed that his interview partners keep varying the pronunciation apparently at random. The same words sound all different.

Here’s a very nice example, and if you strain your ears, you might even be able to relate a few words to their transcription!

Pirahã, as it turns out, is an intensely tonal language. So intensely tonal, in fact, that stuff like consonants and vowels seem more like an afterthought and all the meaning you need can be conveyed just via pitch – in the book, Everett at one point uses musical notation. Pirahã speech can be hummed, whistled, yelled, sung. Outsiders aren’t exactly fans. “It sounds like they are crying all the time,” says one official of Brazil’s Indian Protection Service. The river traders just call them “little animals”.

In 1984, Everett writes a paper about the sound structure of Pirahã.

The difference between “unusual” and “unique” is immense. If you find something “unusual”, that’s very nice and interesting. If you find something “unique”, it’s probably in conflict with the scientific consensus, the theory de jour, and people will be very mad at you. He starts getting hate mail and fan mail. In the end, Peter Ladefoged, probably the world’s leading expert on phonetics, tells him: “I’m skeptical of the claims you have made about Pirahã’s sound system.” He says as they meet in the arrivals area at Porto Velho airport, and Ladefoged's baggage includes all manner of high-tech microphones. The scientific process works; the theory of sound structures in human speech has to be rebuilt.

Everett begins to embark on his real heresy. He’s been around the Pirahãs for many years now, on and off, and he’s really starting to get the hang of the language. He’s also gotten familiar with the culture, and he noticed how different they are, both language- and culture-wise, from the other tribes in the area, often Christianized and adopting Western habits.

Everett structures his stories about Pirahã life and his discussions of linguistics in a very clever way. Here’s an example: On multiple occasions, he accompanies them on hunting or foraging trips into the jungle and invariably gets lost; his companions find their way around with ease. Later, he talks about his frustrations trying to find out the terms for “left” and “right” – as usual, the answers he gets are contradictory and apparently random. The puzzle clicks into place when he eventually figures out that Pirahãs orient themselves not relative to their own body, but relative to the river Maici. The directions aren’t “left” and “right” and “forwards” and “back”: They are “upriver”, “downriver”, “into the jungle” and “to the river”. How clever is that? When you’re in the jungle, knowing where the river is is a question of life and death. If you have to express directions in absolute terms all the time, you learn orienteering from the moment you start talking, with the river as your fixed point of reference.

And the river is pretty much a fixed point of reference. From a certain perspective, Pirahã society looks a bit like what happens when you just keep asking “Do you really need…?”

Permanent housing? What for? The temperature is perfect to walk around half-naked all year round and nothing you could feasibly build is going to keep all the critters out. So, we’re doing rain shelters in the rainy season and sun shelters to keep the smaller kids in the shade and that’s it. There might be tarantulas and cockroaches crawling all over you when you’re asleep, so what? Also, do you really need 8 hours of sleep? Harden yourself! We’re going to take naps and get a few hours in at various times of day: “Don’t sleep, there are snakes.”

The baskets they make fall apart after a few uses. It would be easy to switch to a stronger material like wicker, but why? You just need the basket when you go foraging, they’re perfectly fit for purpose. Just make a new one. Storing and preserving food? The Pirahãs never do that for themselves, only to trade. Year-round, you can just get fish from the river or hunt or forage for a few hours in the jungle and you’re set. If you really don’t feel like fishing or hunting, you can just talk and laugh and play pranks and not eat for a day or two, what’s the big deal if you’re feeling hungry? Harden yourself.

Sure, they will happily trade for shotguns and keep asking Everett for medicine, but every man knows how to craft powerful bows. Even alcohol, that perennial bane of indigenous peoples – well, they’re more than happy to get blackout drunk, but they’re not going to specifically start looking for it. They don’t want to depend on anything from the outside world. Everybody pulls their own weight and that’s how things are supposed to be.

Everett respects and admires the Pirahãs enough to resist all notions of the “noble savage”. His descriptions of the self-sufficient contentment of the Pirahãs are often followed by episodes of (often alcohol-fueled) violence, and he illustrates the consequences of the pull-your-own-weight-by-your-bootstraps mentality very, very clearly:

“The woman was in agony. ‘Help me, please! The baby will not come,’ she cried out. The Pirahãs sat passively, some looking tense, some talking normally. ‘I’m dying! This hurts. The baby will not come!’ she screamed. No one answered. It was late afternoon. Steve started towards her. ‘No! She doesn’t want you. She wants her parents,’ he was told, the implication clearly being that he was not to go to her. But her parents were not around and no one else was coming to her aid. The evening came and her cries came regularly, but ever more weakly. Finally, they stopped. In the morning Steve learned that she and the baby had died on the beach, unassisted.”

This is what an average life expectancy of 45 years looks like in practice.

It’s pretty obvious that culture and vocabulary influence each other. For instance, a complete gibberish phrase like “I updated my priors” would only make sense if you worked for the Vatican, maintaining the personnel database of various monastic orders. Possible interactions between culture and grammar however, the underlying structures of language, the rules that determine how content is carried - that’s a lot more contentious.

Back in the 70s, the ever ongoing nature-vs-nurture-debate had, in the field of linguistics, swung all the way to “nature”, and Noam Chomsky’s theories of grammar had revolutionized the field.

To keep it short, Universal Grammar basically places human language development on the same innate level as something like walking. Not only will every healthy human being learn to walk on two legs, but apart from some minor differences, everybody has essentially the same gait, constrained by rules of biomechanics: Knees only bend a certain way.

Human language, according to UG, is pretty much the same: Every healthy human being is going to learn a language, and apart from some minor differences, everybody uses essentially the same fundamental set of rules to construct their grammar. Like eventually learning how to walk on two legs, this is a deep, fundamental, biological component of the human being - and like the fact that knees only bend a certain way, certain grammatical structures are invariable constraints that all humans share.

The Pirahãs have never heard of the grand theories about how human beings are supposed to function. They merrily ignore everything you might have foolishly thought of as universal human experiences. There are no color terms in the language; “like blood” or “not yet ripe” is the closest you can get. Everett had assumed they’d count “One, two, few, many” like many hunter-gatherers; he has to revise his assumptions. They don’t count at all! If you want to denote a quantity of things, you get “bigness” and “smallness” to work with. Harden yourself.

There are no creation myths - or any other myths. No folk tales, no fiction. There’s no gods. There’s spirits in the forest. Sometimes, only the Pirahãs can see them. Sometimes, the spirits will speak through an individual. The spirits seem not entirely otherworldly. They can give advice or threaten, help or hinder, give suggestions or advice, but also:

“This kaoáíbógí also likes sex, and he frequently talks about his desire to copulate with village women, with considerable detail provided.”

(My copy of The Origin of Consciousness in the Breakdown of the Bicameral Mind is staring at me as I write this, somehow looking smug.)

The Pirahãs don’t do art or decorations of any kind. They wear a few stones for spirit-related purposes, but apparently with no regards to aesthetics. They do bury their dead, but there’s no rituals connected to their funerals. They grieve, they move on.

Their relationship to knowledge and truth can be described as Holmesian - from the early stories:

“[On Dr. Watson finding out that Holmes neither knows nor cares about the Copernican model] "But the Solar System!" I protested.

"What the deuce is it to me?" he interrupted impatiently; "you say that we go round the sun. If we went round the moon it would not make a pennyworth of difference to me or to my work."”

That’s a Pirahã attitude.

Proponents of Universal Grammar see recursion, the “infinite use of finite means”,  as the one non-negotiable difference between human speech and mere animal communication, and it has to be on the level of grammar - clauses, phrases, words. Every human language needs to be able to generate sentences of arbitrary length (e.g. “the cat ate the rat that ate a rat that ate a rat” etc.).

Neither Everett nor I are sure why that’s so important, but here is the absolute focal point of all controversy about his research. Because he finds no instances of recursion. No relative clauses, nothing so much as a second verb in a phrase.

Going back to our previous example, this is not like claiming that Pirahãs walk backwards - it’s akin to claiming that their knee joints are reversed. Everett thought he had made it when he got to work from an office across the hall from Chomsky’s himself. Now his reputation evaporates. He misanalyzed the data. He must be mistaken. His claims are impossible. He’s a liar, a charlatan. Some of Chomsky’s followers redefine “recursion” to the point of meaninglessness. Angry papers are still written today, invariably by people who don’t speak a word of Pirahã. In the meanwhile, Universal Grammar, once thought to be the basis for a Grand Unified Theory of Language, has not exactly lived up to its promise; theoretical linguistics are as splintered and contentious as ever.

Everett talks about a lot of his views in opposition to Chomsky and Chomsky-ish theorizing, still not quite able to let go of the most powerful of intellectual father figures, but he forges on. The unusual qualities of Pirahã culture and the unusual qualities of their language have to be related, and he thinks he’s found the key. He calls it “immediacy of experience principle” and formulates it such:

“Declarative Pirahã utterances contain only assertions related directly to the moment of speech, either experienced by the speaker or witnessed by someone alive during the lifetime of the speaker.”

This rule is grammatical as much as it is cultural: We don’t talk abstractions. Their unique lack of creation myths follows naturally. Nobody you know saw the world being made, so it’s not relevant. Everything that is not clearly referenced to the here and now goes out the window - and with it colors and counting.  With it, worries about the future, notions of the divine or ideas of the afterlife. And do you really need…?

It is a compelling argument: Your language will be able to express everything that’s relevant to your culture. If you don’t need abstraction because there’s nothing to count and nothing to plan for, nothing abstract you need to talk about, your language won’t have many ways to communicate abstract concepts.

Everett leaves the inevitable failure of his missionary work, his faith and his family to the very last. It’s a good move: After 260 pages of demonstrating, again and again, the hard-nosed pragmatism of their language and culture, their absolute disinterest in anything abstract, conceptual, intangible – you know what’s going to happen.

He tells the Pirahãs of his personal journey to God. His alcoholism, his drug addiction, the suicide of his stepmother. The Pirahãs find this immensely funny:

“She killed herself? *laughter* How stupid. Pirahãs don’t kill themselves!”

The Gospel of Mark is dutifully translated and checked for accuracy with the help of some Pirahãs. Everett decides to record it so the Pirahãs can play it at their leisure. This doesn’t work – they treat the Gospel of Mark as entertainment. He tries again. The next recording is made by a native speaker to eliminate any possibility of mispronouncing the word of God. The Pirahãs seem to take it more seriously this time around – until word spreads that Piihoatai, the voice actor, wasn’t actually talking about something he had witnessed himself.

More attempts, more failures. Jesus somehow turns into a spirit with a foot-long penis, scaring the village women.

Eventually, Everett is done. He recalls one of his instructors: “You gotta get them lost before you can save them.” But they’re not lost. They always know where the river is.

Shaken by the enduring, deep satisfaction of the Pirahãs with their lives without any grand, overarching truths and explanations, he loses his own faith. His wife divorces him. His family breaks up. The Pirahãs laugh. The river remains.

Look, this is a fantastic book. Read it. I haven’t even mentioned that it’s also just a very fine travel book, replete with danger and fascination and scarred river pirates.

It’s infuriatingly short: My edition is 300 pages exactly, and that’s including the appendix. Everett keeps teasing you with things like the Pirahãs’ spirit LARP sessions, and while you’re reading on, forming ideas about what role they might play in keeping society together, you’ve suddenly reached the epilogue.

You think about the trade-off between complete mastery of all worth knowing and all worth doing, and a confused, incomprehensible modern society where nobody will leave you to die on a beach if your pregnancy becomes complicated – but the book runs out of space before you’ve learned enough.

You leave with the feeling that you’ve barely scratched the surface of what’s going on, that there’s so many more pieces of the puzzle just barely out of view, and maybe that’s on purpose: You get the impression that Everett, after dedicating his entire life to study and fieldwork, might feel the same.




Drunk: How We Sipped, Danced, and Stumbled Our Way to Civilization

Apéritif

I like wine and ale, so I probably wanted Drunk to be a different book than it was as a result before I started reading. I wanted this book to say that actually recent about-faces in guidance on alcohol use were all wrong, pop-science articles from several years ago calling moderate drinking good for you were right, and that more recent complete arguments against any drinking at all were overzealous safetyism. This is despite being aware of the dangers of confirmation bias. It is not the book that I was expecting it to be either in this bad write-the-bottom-line first way, nor in a good determine-what’s-true way, but rather a different book with a different focus.

This book is definitely for alcohol and other intoxicants, albeit with cautions and exceptions. And Slingerland does describe himself as a "philosophical hedonist" against "general queasiness about risk". But the discussion in Drunk takes more of a society-wide, species-wide view. Whether the infamous J-shaped curve for risk for Coronary Heart Disease and Diabetes, with its lowest point at about 1 to 2 drinks per day[1], is “real” is not deeply explored[2]. The question of whether light drinking might be individually healthy is dismissed as irrelevant:


Since pleasure per se is rarely accepted as publicly defensible rationale, defenders of alcohol use, for instance, have generally focused on its supposed health benefits. Wine lowers cholesterol! It’s good for your heart!

The scientific literature on the health benefits of alcohol consumption is, in fact, mixed and confusing...



And:


All things considered—liver damage, calories, and all—a spot of social drinking is good for you, and this has nothing to do with any French paradox or narrow health benefit.



Instead, Slingerland makes a case that the psychological effects of drinking have cultural and social benefits. With a lot of squinting, this can be thought of as pulling the rope sideways: whether alcohol is beneficial or harmful to any particular individual doesn’t matter as long as group benefits outweigh any reasonable measure of the sum of individual harm. While there are stories of drugs and alcohol improving individuals lives, that is not the focus. And although it's acknowledged that drinking can be fun, that's not the point either.

[image: ]

Dynomite, CC-BY SA__, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Health_risks_of_alcohol_consumption.svg  . I was tempted to zoom in on the portion < 2 drinks a day to better show the dip for coronary heart disease and diabetes, but the overall chart shows that the confusion on individual health effects that Slingerland mentions is really only plausible for light/moderate drinking.

What this book says could easily have been tweaked into an argument that alcohol is different from most other psychoactive substances and ought to be regarded as special and accepted to a greater degree. There are some hints of this in Drunk. But at first glance, it seems like alcohol, cannabis, ecstasy, peyote, LSD, kava, and opium all get mishmashed together in this work, as


…people have been getting intoxicated—drunk, stoned, or lit up with psychedelics—for a really long time, all over the world.



So it initially feels slightly unclear about whether the discussion is about these supposed benefits of alcohol or human tendencies to seek out psychoactive substances and put them into cultural practices instead. Slingerland sort-of addresses the topic by indicating that he does not consider stimulants like caffeine and nicotine to be intoxicants, as they improve rather than decrease physical and cognitive performance[3].

The source of this intellectual jumbling together of disparate-looking drugs seems to be which intoxicants are used by some culture in a social practice. Using this definition allowed me to find that Slingerland does actually give the use of ecstasy "in modern rave culture, where the powerful boost in serotonin created by MDMA intoxication is combined with driving, repetitive beats and group synchrony" as an example of what he's talking about; I initially hadn't remembered it being in the book but found it after doing another search. This can't be quite right though, as Slingerland mostly considers caffeine only to contrast it with alcohol, and people meeting for coffee is unremarkable. Maybe it's intoxicating drugs that are used in a ritual? An endnote to the introduction indicates that drugs can either be normalizing (caffeine) or intoxicating, categories which are themselves from Stephan Braun's Buzzed: The Science and Lore of Alcohol and Caffeine. Regardless of how they are defined, Drunk is an argument for intoxicants in general and not just ethanol.

Alcohol in particular is not usually thought of as socially-beneficial. While individual health concerns are emphasized in modern arguments against drinking, the supposed social costs of the drug are also reasons typically given to avoid its use and availability, and such arguments have been made for a very long time. Could it have not only been unfairly maligned as one of the most socially harmful drugs, but have such estimates completely gotten the direction of the ultimate effect on larger groups wrong?














		
	U.S. Prohibition era poster, from https://prohibition.osu.edu/gallery/posters	Modern CDC infographic, from https://www.cdc.gov/alcohol/onlinemedia/infographics/cost-excessive-alcohol-use.html


Main Course

Drunk starts by highlighting that it is actually strange that drinking alcohol is not only a thing that people can do, but enjoy doing. Alcohol has many obvious negative effects at first glance to indicate it's just bad for the imbibing individual. Besides that, historically it was very expensive, requiring a reservation of grain or similar produce that could have been used directly for food instead:


It should puzzle us more than it does that one of the greatest foci of human ingenuity and concentrated effort over the past millennia has been the problem of how to get drunk.



Organized into five chapters, "Why Do We Get Drunk?", "Leaving the Door Open for Dionysus", "Intoxication, Ecstasy, and the Origins of Civilization", "Intoxication in the Modern World", and "The Dark Side of Dionysus", the middle three chapters of the book and the ideas presented in them actually comes across as  slightly jumbled. The first chapter makes sense as an introduction of why alcohol use is at all mysterious in the first place and reviewing shortfalls of common explanations, and the last chapter makes sense as an intoxicants are good, but… end, but the overall argument is spread across these middle chapters with – just a bit – of pop-sci-book fluff.

Putting the important points of Drunk together: Rather than an evolutionary mistake, human beings are naturally inclined to intoxication, metaphorically Homo imbibens, a term attributed to Patrick McGovern, rather than Homo sapiens. Early hominids sought out over-ripened fruit that had low but notable quantities of alcohol, the "Drunken Monkey" hypothesis, and also inherited capabilities to detoxify and consume plant toxins. In early humans this drive for alcohol, and maybe other intoxicants as well, caused agriculture to start in a "Beer Before Bread" history. As human civilization arose and society developed, parallel biological and cultural evolution ensured that the use of the available intoxicants would be interwoven with other practices and infused in society. We see this today, in the use of intoxicants for social bonding and helping with out-of-the-box thinking (humans are "required to be creative, cultural, and communal"). The social use of alcohol is not incidental, but is a subtle culturally-transmitted technology that allows humans to cooperate in situations where defection would otherwise be the norm, and intoxication allows us to more easily suss out motives and thoughts.

ACX readers, especially those also familiar with the LessWrong sequences, are likely to enjoy the discussion of alcohol in a both a biological and cultural evolutionary context, perhaps with some mental translation to selection and mild eye-rolling at the personification of evolution in the introduction, described as being kept up at night by the possibility of humans drinking Jäger shots. The book gets better quickly: Slingerland later explains natural selection doesn't work that way and evolution could get stuck with less than perfect overall designs – in principle, such as sticking with a brain that's rewarded by intoxication when that is nonetheless harmful to survival and reproductive success.

In trying to gauge how accepted or controversial this is, I had to read over Donald Brown's lists of human universals several times before realizing that although "intoxication" is not listed, "mood- or consciousness-altering techniques and/or substances" is. "Feasting" is also considered a universal and there are several descriptions in Drunk of alcohol and drug use accompanying feasts and festivals. A book by Ronald Siegel, arguing that intoxication is a universal drive, was notable enough to get a blurb in Time magazine in 1989 – the 2005 3rd edition of this book, Intoxicated, changed the subtitle from "Life in Pursuit of Artificial Paradise" to "The Universal Drive for Mind-Altering Substances" and is in the bibliography for Drunk.

I am slightly disquieted to find some overlapping arguments from SIRC, which has been accused of having ties to the alcohol industry and is an advocacy think-tank regardless. Nonetheless, this is not a counterargument but still weak evidence in favor of the contents of Drunk. (Think tanks very rarely lie?)

Somewhat similar game theory ideas about alcohol use appear in a 2009 paper by Jan Heufer. I haven't looked at this very closely at all, but there's a note in the abstract that "If coordination on an exclusive technology is efficient, social norms or laws can raise efficiency by legalizing only one drug" which sounds like another possible reason for the ubiquity of alcohol over other intoxicants besides the ones given by Slingerland.

Returning back to Drunk itself, two theories for human use of alcohol are mentioned. The "hangover theory" supposes low levels of alcohol were normal in the past – itself either leaning on the "Drunken Monkey hypothesis" or various ideas about fermented beverages being antimicrobial or improved nutritionally over the unfermented grain – and that modern behavior around alcohol is simply a misalignment caused by greater availability in the modern world. In dismissing this idea, Slingerland explicitly leans on Heinreich's ideas on cultural evolution (Ch 1, footnote 46), and reasons that to improve nutrition by fermentation, there would really be selection for porridge rather than alcohol, and dirty water would be more likely to result in water-boiling rituals. I did not actually know porridge can be made by fermenting oats prior to reading this.

While the term "evolutionary hangover" is regularly applied in other contexts, this collision in terminology makes for very confusing reading in this book. I had to constantly remind myself that the hangover theory has little to do with an alcoholic hangover. A joke in the intro about how if it were true, then evolution should reach for some aspirin, does not help.

In contrast, "hijack" theories suppose alcohol is evolutionarily novel. Think "chemical wireheading" although of course that phrase is not used in the book. In this view, alcohol consumption continues because humans haven't had a long enough evolutionary time frame for there to have been strong selection against drinking alcohol. This explanation is rejected in Drunk, among other reasons, by noting that an unpleasant reaction to alcohol, caused by a mismatch of ADH and ALDH, leading to a build-up of Acetaldehyde on ingesting alcohol, has been around for about 10000 years, and could easily affect nearly everyone at this point. In reality, this "is most common in East Asians" and even then to a limited extent. Drunk also considers cultural evolution again: it's very easy to imagine a world where prohibition offered societies a decisive advantage that alcohol-free cultures came to utterly dominate the world even in just the last century, but that didn't happen.

The argument that if reduced efficiency for ALDH were adaptive then it'd be everywhere has been flipped around elsewhere as "Evolution May Make it Harder for Humans to Hold Their Liquor". I don't know if there's a good explanation contra Slingerland for why it hasn't already, but the amount of time this would have taken is not overlooked in Drunk, but instead Slingerland presents examples of similar mutations spreading widely (for example, lactose tolerance in some European populations)[4].

Having established a mystery as neither perspective can explain why drinking alcohol is so popular, Slingerland begins to examine human nature, considering game theory, evolution, and the structure of the brain. Chapter 2, "Leaving the Door Open for Dionysus", explains that humans are a strange social species, acting in some cases almost more like hive insects in terms of cooperation, even though related to much more aggressive and individualistic chimpanzees. Humans are "most helpless of altricial mammals" with a long childhood, and reliant on cultural transmission of ideas for success. Henrich's famous example of manioc processing in South America making it non-toxic gets a retelling here as well.

Considering the behavior of children, Slingerland notes that they can have better lateral thinking than adults. Going into the biological reason for this, there is a description of changes in the brain as children age, with the Prefrontal Cortex (PFC) maturing last in the early 20s. The development of the PFC in adulthood increases self control and abstract thought, but suppresses creativity.

Going into riddles, the Remote Association Test (RAT), and the Unusual Uses Test (UUT) the concept and benefits of lateral thinking are introduced. This leads to a discussion of an experiment actually done with both children and adults (Gopnik, Alison, et al.) where children had dramatically superior performance in determining when "blicketness" was a property of a pair of objects rather than a single object, an insight that decreased with age: 84% of 4-year olds correctly determined how to activate the blicket detector with a pair of objects compared to 53% of 6 and 7-year olds and slightly fewer adults.

These ideas are connected by explaining that humans have less-developed PFCs across their very-extended childhood because of a reliance on social learning. This allows children to observe and learn better in order to pick up the culture that they're in and the techniques which that culture has developed. Yet, this is a tradeoff as the greater ability to observe and learn and greater creativity come at a cost of focus and control. Such social learning is relatively rare across species but humans have it to an extreme.

Drunk introduces some very basic game theory (if you have ever read anything at all about the prisoner's dilemma, you already know the game theory that's introduced here) and, noting again that humans don't have the sort of circumstances that make cooperation easy for bees and ants, must deal with "tension between our need to cooperate on a large scale and our individual, primate-driven selfishness". Emotional commitment can allow people to mutually make choices that considered only individually would be detrimental for everyone, however, the PFC "is the enemy" in such cases, guiding toward calculated rather than emotional decisions that cause all players to have worse results.

Putting this together, Slingerland goes over the benefits that would be possible if only there were a way to partially shut down the PFC temporarily and in a controlled manner: regaining a sort-of childlike creative state, with credible increased emotion over reasoning. While noting that there are other ways to obtain altered states of consciousness, even in a social setting, the easiest way to do this is just with alcohol. The low-tech nature of this solution is yet another plus, compared to transcranial magnetic stimulation (TMS), which is "typically not welcome at parties."[5] There are several examples of how the behavior of those who are intoxicated resembles that of those with PFC damage. Metaphorically,


Dionysus appeals to the more ancient, primitive regions of our brains, those dedicated to sex, emotions, movement, touch. Apollo finds his natural home in the prefrontal cortex. The PFC is what makes adult humans typically function more like grim wolves than playful Labradors. Under its guidance, we become very efficient at specialized tasks and are able to pursue them relentlessly, brushing aside boredom and distractions and fatigue.



So reducing PFC activity increases creativity and trust, and alcohol reduces PFC activity; all else equal, therefore alcohol increases creativity. Everything else staying equal does not seem like a safe assumption from a drug that's flat-out described in detail as having an extremely wide variety of other effects in different parts of the brain. However, Drunk returns later to confirm this suspicion in the next chapter as Slingerland highlights a study that intoxication actually does improve performance on the Remote Associations Test. Similarly, the UUT is mentioned again later in Drunk in the context of microdosing hallucinogens.

The importance of this increase in creativity and social openness is considered in the context of drinks at academic conferences, office parties, after-hours drinking by Japanese salarymen and Swedish bureaucrats, the dispersion of ideas in the 1800s, changes in innovation as a result of U.S. prohibition, and the Ballmer Curve (the XCKD comic is included in the book).

Delving into just one of these examples, Slingerland cites a 2017 manuscript of economist Michael Andrews' working paper "Bar Talk: Informal Social Interactions, Alcohol Prohibition, and Invention" for a comparison of innovation, using patents at a proxy, of wet and dry counties in U.S. prohibition as additional support of the importance of intoxication in helping social connections. However, in the more recent copies of this paper available online, Andrews mostly attributes the decline in patents to the closing of saloons itself, breaking up social networks formed around them, rather than alcohol per se, as patent rates went back up several years later.

I was puzzled reading the SSRN version of this paper: unless there's something special about alcohol, why didn't all the saloons in the U.S. didn't just turn into coffeehouses in 1919 and otherwise continue business as usual? The version of the working paper on Andrew's personal site has an answer to this question which the 2019 SSRN version does not (difference in bold):


Taken together, these tests suggest that changes in the consumption of alcohol had at best modest effects on the patenting rate, while the large negative effects from shuttering saloons remains. This is consistent with the conclusion of qualitative researchers such as Oldenburg (1989, p. 169), who calls alcohol consumption “the junior partner in the talking/drinking synergism.” Thus, while far from conclusive, these results imply that invention is one instance in which we cannot “blame it on the alcohol” (Foxx, 2008).



The Oldenburg book referenced is the origin of the phrase "Third Place", by the way (the other quote is the Jamie Foxx song).

Focusing again on Drunk itself, "Beer before Bread" theories about the rise of agriculture are introduced at the beginning of chapter three, "Intoxication, Ecstasy, and the Origins of Civilization". As someone who's home-brewed wine[6], I had heard before that fermenting alcoholic beverages has been practiced by many cultures across thousands of years, and it's nice to see a summary and review of the evidence of the age of these practices in Drunk. Using this idea that early agriculture had the production of alcohol as its goal with easier access to food as a nice side-effect rather than the other way, Slingerland then notes that civilization requires agriculture, and therefore would not exist without alcohol.

It's interesting that alcoholic beverages existed even around 10000 years ago, but I'm not sure what the practical implication would be if actually food were the primary goal of early agriculture and alcohol were the side effect. Maybe it's just because prior theories of food-first agriculture are plausible that I'm not convinced by the counterfactual. Rather than a no-civilization world if early humans didn't care about alcohol, are we sure civilization wouldn't just be delayed a few hundred years? At worst a few thousand years? Ideas can be implemented badly behind their time, but it's not that hard to suppose someone would have eventually figured out to put plants in the ground and tend to them for food if alcohol had no appeal to early humans.

A section on ecstasy – the mental state, mostly not MDMA despite the quote about rave culture appearing in this portion – is fascinating but very compressed and could easily form the basis for a book itself. It's normal for writing about ecstatic states to be difficult as they're almost fundamentally ineffable, but I find it difficult to write about the writing in this part of Drunk which itself is mostly about writing about ecstasy. Nonetheless, Slingerland emphasizes that the word and state are basically misunderstood by almost everyone:


True ecstasy is terrifying to the individual because it shatters the boundaries of the self. This is frightening and disorienting for an ape, but simply business as usual for a honeybee or ant. The ecstasy that comes with chemical intoxication causes not merely physical and mental pleasure, but effects a transformation that is crucial for achieving group cohesion...



This is, it's noted, directly in the etymology: "from the Greek ek-stasis, or literally 'standing outside oneself'". A wide array of ecstatic rituals featuring dancing and music are described, with Slingerland suggesting that the literature actually downplays the extent to which intoxicants are acknowledged as a part of this collective effervescence, including an original analysis of HRAF data by his research assistant, Emily Pitek, showing a 71% overlap in cultures with "ecstatic religious practices" and various other tags indicating the use of intoxicants. As a side note, Slingerland especially notes work by Robin Dunbar in acknowledging the role of alcohol in such rituals (as in "Dunbar's Number" although that's not brought up by Slingerland), and recommends "Functional benefits of (modest) alcohol consumption" by Dunbar and several others.

The theme of ecstasy is brought up again later as it's noted that lists of the attributes of ecstatic religious practices look a lot like a description of Burning Man, and Larry Harvey, one of the co-founders, actually described the intention of the festival to be ecstatic, effervescent, and collective. And of course, there are drugs. More generally, Slingerland highlights a survey of (not-Burning-Man) festival attendees as finding festivals more transformative with the use of drugs within 24 hours (but not actually with alcohol itself – an endnote speculates that this might be confounding as those abstaining from drugs might also be less involved in the festival).

Drunk also describes the stresses and anxieties that the contradiction of being an individual living in a civilization can cause: considering that the agricultural civilization most of humanity has been living in for the last several thousand years is far different than the lifestyle we're adapted for, there's again discussion of how alcohol makes it possible for "fiercely independent hunter-gatherers to shrug off those aspects of their chimpanzee nature that present a barrier to living like a social insect." Slingerland reviews some studies in rats and in humans to show that alcohol really does have a stress reducing effect, in case of doubt.







	Stable Diffusion, "Chimpanzee head on a bumblebee body flying through the air, professional realistic illustration on plain background", from sketch.


A recurring theme throughout Drunk is that these substances have their cultural function specifically because of their effects. It's wryly noted that all of these cultural practices centered around alcohol could have developed to use non-alcoholic alternatives but didn't specifically because those alternatives don't have any substantial mind-altering effects. The recent existence of "sober bars" is brought up, but it's argued that these only work in a sense, and participants experience placebo-bar benefits, because of the existence of and cultural expectations around alcohol-serving bars. I can't help but wonder again why U.S. saloons in 1919 couldn't start serving mocktails and skate by for a decade or so on previous expectations, but I guess that wouldn't have worked somehow since it wasn't actually done.

At several points throughout Drunk, a handful of examples of alcohol being used for social control are mentioned, and a particularly succinct overview of these examples follows this section in another, "Political Power and Social Solidarity". Including in brief: probably the booze-filled construction of Göbekli Tepe[7] (an endnote acknowledges this is speculative), "the Erlitou and Shang cultures in the Yellow River Valley of China", Incan focus on chicha (corn beer), and even continuing into modern examples of festivals and fraternities.

Hallucinogens are also mentioned, and a particular section on "Modern Shamans and Microdosing" in the "Modern World" chapter is dedicated specifically to considering their potential role. Slingerland recounts similar experiences both from his own life when he "dabbled in psychedelics as a young adult" and from early psychologist William James tripping on nitrous oxide: both of them thought they had discovered deep universal insights but actually had written down nonsense when reviewed again later[8]. The problem with hallucinogens, it's explained, is that they cause too much a disconnect to reality to be put into everyday life or common rituals. However, they're also powerful agents for reducing PFC control of the other areas of the brain, allowing increased "entropy" which usually just results in trippy effects but "the thoroughly shaken brain sometimes finds itself resettling into a useful different configuration" which really does lead to deep insight. As can be guessed from the section title, Microdosing is introduced as a possibility to overcome this limitation.

If this sounds a lot like how these drugs can be thought of as increasing the learning rate in an updating process as previously discussed on ACX's predecessor Slate Star Codex, it should: Slingerland cites exactly the same article by Carhart-Harris and Friston that was reviewed on SSC in 2019, "REBUS and the Anarchic Brain".

My initial impression of the final chapter of Drunk, "The Dark Side of Dionysis", was that it was an unfortunate counter to the rest of the book necessary for it to be published; a CYA against those would might otherwise claim that Slingerland was being reckless in his promotion of intoxication and especially of alcohol. I'm still not fully convinced it would have been published without this portion of the book, but it is nonetheless as thoughtful and well-researched as the rest prior to this point.

Acknowledging that a significant portion of the population might be susceptible to alcoholism, Slingerland asks how this could be if intoxication were historically common as previously supposed. Considering the possibility of a "modified hangover theory", two very recent changes are suggested as being within a recent-enough time that they would not have an evolutionary impact – distillation and social changes that made solitary drinking more accessible.

The ABV levels of different alcoholic beverages are given, with traditional beers and wines at 2-4% although modern equivalents are stronger, and naturally fermented beverages topping out at 16%, and a process of repeatedly freezing and removing the ice from these – fractional freezing – can push levels up to about 20%. However, distilled liquors are typically around 40 to 60% ABV. Beyond just being a greater amount of alcohol concentrated into a single drink, Slingerland noting that a "couple bottles of vodka contain a dose of ethanol equivalent to an entire cartload of pre-modern beer", this is also problematic as ingesting liquors causes a more rapid rise in BAC, directly from "pleasant social buzz" levels of about 0.08 to far higher levels with "slurred speech and wild disorientation." On this basis, Slingerland actually favors raising the legal drinking age for liquors while simultaneously suggesting that a lower age makes sense for wine and beer.

For the decrease in social drinking and the rise of the potential for solitary drinking, while there are examples of formal banquets and symposiums given as a brake on drinking due to timing rules and conventions, "even quite informal" social drinking is given as an example of risk-reduction compared to drinking alone.

To mitigate these dangers, Slingerland gives actionable advice in suggesting to adopt a "Southern" European approach to drinking rather than a "Northern" approach. Oversimplifying even from the description in Drunk, this means preferring social drinking of naturally-fermented beverages, usually with a meal and neither excessively fast nor to excess, as opposed to doing shots of distilled liquor, binge-drinking, and drinking alone. The high level of consumption in "Southern" countries is contrasted with nonetheless low levels of alcoholism.

"The Dark Side of Dionysus" also includes an overview of alcohol-attributable fractions of global deaths and disability-adjusted life years based on WHO data[9]; only for ischemic stroke and diabetes is the current real-world direct effect of alcohol beneficial. Alcohol also increases risky behavior, and in reviewing statistics and literature on sex and alcohol, it's noted that it can lead to poor choices and abuse.

Finally, there is an overview of how alcohol can be damaging even when working as intended to bring groups closer together. This necessarily involves creating outsiders. Men have generally drunk more than women across societies, and Slingerland surveys several of the ways this could create inequality. Additionally, people may not drink for a wide variety of reasons not intended as a rebuff to the drinking group: health concerns, religion, family obligations, etc.

Digestif

Something that bothers me is that if alcohol is really an old friend of humanity, wouldn't we expect the observed health effects to be substantially more beneficial, at least in the < 2 drinks per day range? The negative effects aren't ignored in Drunk, but the implication in this line of thinking seems to be missing. There is, at least, a piece of the puzzle missing for why outside chemicals were ever needed for groups of humans to come together in the first place. If the goal were for humans to be more hive-minded, couldn't we just... do that? Why is a chemical hack necessary? Humans have lots of differences from other primates, naively that could have been another one. I'm guessing, although not sure, that this is why "Beer Before Bread" is emphasized so much – in such a timeline, humans have a reduced need to develop innate cooperation.

I'd like to know more the extent to which it's supposed that intoxication is literally instinctual – Siegel is quoted that "intoxication is the fourth drive" – and the extent the use of alcohol and other drugs as social lubricant and/or glue is a useful technique that has been independently adapted by multiple cultures, with earlier alcohol consumption setting the stage to allow such cultural innovation to occur.

As a description of historical societies, the role of alcohol and intoxicants in maintaining cultural control is fascinating. As a way to actually run a modern society, I don't think Slingerland calls out how easily this could be abused in the wrong hands. To be clear, there is no advocacy in Drunk for such "alcohol makes right" antiegalitarianism either, and decentralized exclusion of nondrinkers is specifically called out as unfair in the “Dark Side” chapter. However, thinking over the possibilities here: Office parties with a few drinks? Maybe. Going on a hallucinogenic retreat with coworkers to become one with the universe and our employer? No. And while Huxley also has interesting things to say on the topic of intoxicants – Drunk has a few passages quoted from The Doors of Perception – please let's not accidentally make a soma-based brave new world.

Drunk highlights many social rituals that involve people getting absolutely out of their minds… well... drunk. But in determining how much social drinking is actually optimal, a tipsiness with a BAC of 0.08 tops is suggested for most cases. This isn't fully a contradiction – it's explored that occasional heavy drinking sessions might be useful to bringing a group together while habitual binge-drinking is just an unalloyed bad. But I think this is a bit underdeveloped: should this be a once in a lifetime event for an inner circle of close compatriots? A yearly festival of a subculture? A monthly bonding ritual? The details are sketchy.

The wide variety of different intoxicants mentioned makes it difficult to know what to do or recommend if you accept that some sort of intoxicant would make a group more effective but are worried about potential negative physical effects of alcohol in particular. Various nootropics, psychoactive substances, and hallucinogens have had some discussion in the ratsphere, but this has mostly revolved around individual effects rather than effects on social groups. Legality and/or availability can be a concern in some cases, obviously.

It seems unlikely to me that a new nootropic marketed as making you temporarily less intelligent but your group more socially cohesive and effective would ever get off the ground. Alcohol may be an unfortunate Schelling point as the cultural infrastructure around it already exists. You can invite someone for a drink, but you can't invite them to have your PFCs mutually knocked off-line by TMS (and the fact that it took so many more words to describe the TMS-thing is itself a sign of the lacking social infrastructure).

Do I recommend Drunk? While written in a very logical, prefrontal cortex appealing style[10], if there were ever a book that deserved to be judged on an impressionistic basis after a glass of Pinot Grigio, this is it. So, how do I feel about Drunk? I guess it convinced me to evaluate it on its own terms, slightly buzzed, but I just do not believe the overall social argument on an outside view basis: grand stories of human nature are often wrong, and there are obvious reasons to think this one is more appealing but less tied to reality. There seem to me to be way too many teetotalers and subcultures that eschew such substances in the world[11]. If this worldview were correct, Slingerland wouldn't need to point it out – it would be wildly obvious rather than a subtle point to be teased out of mountains of research across several disparate fields[12]. On yet the other hand, maybe WTF happened in 1971 was not the end of Bretton Woods but Nixon declaring the War on Drugs leading to a delegitimization and reduced availability of what turned out to effectively be empathogens[13]. This itself is wildly irresponsible speculation which I also don't quite believe, but it's a creative idea and I really did have a glass of wine before making the connection, and I can believe the part about alcohol increasing creativity.

So, reviewing the question again the next day, sober, as Drunk mentions done for important decisions in ancient Persia[14] and in Germanic tribes as observed by Tacitus: Do I recommend the book Drunk? Yes strongly, but with reservations. The book is interesting and likely to have insights even if the overarching ideas might be wrong. And I don't have any solid reason to think that the overall argument is wrong, beyond the absurdity heuristic and some mild controversy surrounding some of its supporting evidence (the drunken monkey hypothesis is not that solid, beer before bread might or might not be how things went for early agriculture, etc). The view of intoxicants as a culturally-evolved technology, put together for reasons beyond immediate human intuition and understanding, is thought-provoking: anyone trying to lead a group should ponder what will fill this role if not necessarily literal intoxicants, everyone should be on guard for both intoxicants and substitutes being potentially used to cement individuals to groups.

Many of the concepts discussed are likely to be familiar to ACX readers or dovetail nicely with topics either here or on other rationalist blogs[15]. Slingerland's background in Sinology does come across in a large number of references to Chinese history and poetry throughout, which I personally found slightly distracting, but could be good or bad depending on your own interests. It does seem that there's a pro-alcohol, pro-intoxicant spin on the literature summarized, which is at least sometimes explained and addressed in the end-notes.

The topic is important in a "big if true" way: if humans are evolved to use intoxicants for social cohesion, then maybe drug and alcohol use should be encouraged, while attempts to discourage intoxication based on a cost-benefit analysis that ignores this factor will be counterproductive. Kevin Munger observed that the bartenders at the October 2022 Effective Altruism Global conference had very little to do, although it's not clear to me if this is from genuine abstention or the use of alternatives.

Accepting there "are many ways humans can achieve a hive mind, but liquor is certainly the quickest" – why would I, as a contrarian individualist, want this? Some tricks only work if you don't know how they operate. Can two people or a small group agree to have drinks, ostensibly for fun? Sounds easy. Can two people agree to shut off their critical thinking so as to be mutually intellectually defenseless? Sounds difficult, a thing that would require a high level of existing trust, even if the actual effect and actions are the same. Indeed, if the summary of the effects of alcohol in Drunk were too common knowledge, the very act of suggesting a drink could be very suspicious depending on the context. The modern world also contains social dangers in the form of advertising, impersonal institutions – (AI, governmental, and corporate), propaganda, and remote and even automated scams that did not exist in the human ancestral environment, any of which would be better dealt with fully aware. A "chemical handshake" only works with a mind that is capable of being affected by chemicals.

Ultimately however, Drunk: How We Sipped, Danced, and Stumbled Our Way to Civilization acts like an intellectual figure-ground inversion in its view of humanity and society, focusing on a plausible nearly-universal aspect of human life that is nonetheless often overlooked and taken for granted, and does so thoughtfully. Cheers.


Notes


[1]

By coincidence Asterisk published an updated version of Dynomight’s 2021 post on how an experiment that would have mostly settled this important question was killed as I was writiAnother Roundng this review and the Asterisk issue got a link at ACX. If the chart above looks familiar, while looking for a different source for a good chart of this relative risk curve, I found that Dynomight had also uploaded their chart to Wikipedia and it was attached to “Alcohol and Health” there, so it’s here too.


While searching for any more recent developments, I found a 2022 crossover study of a 0.5% ABV water solution, essentially similar to the strength of a traditional fermented soda, which did report a decrease in "AST, ALT, and LDH levels" (Oshima S, Shiiya S, Kato Y). There are multiple reasons, starting with but not just the small sample size noted as a limitation within that paper, to be cautious about that result.





[2]

While searching for current Effective Altruism thinking about alcohol, I found a post on the EA Forum by Omizoid that collects and summarizes a lot of studies. Disclaimers: I am not an EA, I haven't looked very closely at this, and also I like the TLDR conclusion and just said earlier in the review I have confirmation bias.



[3]

Mostly. There is some very mild inconsistency as a later passage describes older varieties of tobacco as "more powerful and intoxicating" than modern varieties. An endnote includes that it was usually smoked along with hallucinogens, but that really shouldn't change whether nicotine itself is considered an intoxicant.



[4]

Later, when Slingerland is discussing the historic novelty of distilled liquors, he explicitly suggests that this may indeed cause alcohol flush reaction to spread in the future.



[5]

I wasn't able to determine from a very quick search if anyone has ever claimed a similar effect with tDCS, which would only be slightly weirder at a house party than a VR headset.



[6]

Two for one book recommendation although I am not writing a second review to justify this: Terry A. Garey's The Joy of Home Wine Making is a good intro.



[7]

Also coincidentally, if Göbekli Tepe sounds familiar it was mentioned in The Dawn of Everything__.



[8]

Slingerland tells this story more poignantly, another reason to read the book.



[9]

Drunk contains a table rather than a graph, but see Figure 4.5 in the WHO document for the same numbers.



[10]

Which is acknowledged as "ironic", p 214



[11]

Religions and cultures that eschew intoxicants are acknowledged in Drunk but supposed as contrasting to a wider culture of intoxicant usage.



[12]

I'm reminded of Daniel Lakens' "Impossibly Hungry Judges" (not about alcohol nor Drunk):


If hunger had an effect on our mental resources of this magnitude, our society would fall into minor chaos every day at 11:45. Or at the very least, our society would have organized itself around this incredibly strong effect of mental depletion. Just like manufacturers take size differences between men and women into account when producing items such as golf clubs or watches, we would stop teaching in the time before lunch, doctors would not schedule surgery, and driving before lunch would be illegal. If a psychological effect is this big, we don’t need to discover it and publish it in a scientific journal - you would already know it exists. Sort of how the ‘after lunch dip’ is a strong and replicable finding that you can feel yourself (and that, as it happens, is directly in conflict with the finding that judges perform better immediately after lunch – surprisingly, the authors don’t discuss the after lunch dip).





[13]

Wikipedia currently includes a sentence that "Enactogen" is preferred over "Empathogen", but this is unsourced, none of the reasons given for doing so make very much sense, it's actually possible to guess what an "Empathogen" from the term without thinking deeply about the etymology, and people outside academia actually use the term "empathogen" even if very rarely.



[14]

Further attributed to Iain Gately's Drink: A Cultural History of Alcohol



[15]

I haven’t read it, but Slingerland’s previous book was recommended in the comments of "The 3 Books Technique for Learning a New Skill" on LW, where AlpineAlps recommended Trying Not to Try: The Art and Science of Spontaneity for the skill of "Experiencing Flow".






Ejaculate Responsibly: A Whole New Way to Think About Abortion

After reading this book and taking extensive notes, I noticed there actually is no exclamation point in the title. But there should be, so I’m going to pretend there is.

Ejaculate Responsibly! argues that men should take responsibility for their fertility. We currently assume that abortion is a woman’s choice. Some people think abortion is wrong—some people think irresponsible child-bearing is wrong—in either case, the woman bears the moral responsibility. And the pain, angst, and cost of either pregnancy or abortion.

Meanwhile, a man who ejaculates irresponsibly can walk away, with consequences limited to, maybe, a child support bill to pay. We assume that male ejaculation is a given, something that will never change, so both pro-choicers and pro-lifers focus on changing women’s behavior and the law.

Isn’t this unfair? asks Gabrielle Stanley Blair. She argues that, given the biological realities of male fertility, men should take primary responsibility for birth control. The book exhorts men to change their behavior, but also dips into thought experiments on the theme of “what would men do if they really cared about preventing abortion?”

Let’s take a moment to appreciate this spiffy cover.

[image: Ejaculate Responsibly: A Whole New Way to Think About Abortion]

Ejaculate Responsibly! is a beautifully short book (126 pages). Its main arguments are presented verbatim but reordered below.


	
Men are 50 times more fertile than women.


	Most times when a woman has sex, she cannot be impregnated because her egg is not fertile. Every time a man has sex, he can potentially impregnate someone, because he is always fertile.





	
Women’s fertility is unpredictable.


	[In a] 2020 study of 32,595 women...even among women who wanted to be impregnated, and were trying hard to track their fertility, using the fourteen-day ovulation guidance was not accurate...Even if cycle length can be predicted, the day of ovulation can be very variable, meaning that you cannot accurately predict the fertile phase using cycle length alone.





	
Ovulation is involuntary, ejaculation is not.


	We treat ejaculation as something that happens at random, that is unintentional, that is impossible to anticipate or predict. And we treat ovulation like it can be pinpointed well in advance and easily predicted. Somehow, we've confused the two.





	
Birth control for women is hard to access and hard to use.


	The list of side effects for the Pill/Patch/Ring/Shot is long and serious, including depression, fatigue, headache, insomnia, mood swings, nausea, breast pain, vomiting, weight gain, acne, bloating, blood clots, heart attack, high blood pressure, liver cancer, and stroke.





	
Birth control for men is easy to access and easy to use.


	The stereotype of men trying to avoid using condoms is basically a given in our culture...But what if our cultural myths around condoms are wrong?

	[T]he expectation ought to be that a man uses a condom every time he has sex. And if a man is deeply condom-averse, it should be an absolute given that he would get a vasectomy.





	
Vasectomies are less risky than tubal ligations.


	Successful reversal rates are known to hover around 75 percent for vasectomies reversed within three years, with less success as the time between vasectomy and reversal attempt increases, but, happily, things are improving.

	Of course, if reversal success is a worry, men can always bank their sperm before the vasectomy.





	
We expect women to do the work of pregnancy prevention.


	Why would a woman ever need to ask a man to wear a condom? Why wouldn't it be the default that men should provide their own condom and put it on without a request?





	
Men cause all unwanted pregnancies.



	
The realities and burdens of parenting are unfathomable.


	People don't want to hear that pregnancy and childbirth can be so awful, because if we were honest about how difficult it is, and how it will permanently change your body, perhaps fewer women would be willing to endure it.

	[The author has six children.]





	
There are zero consequences for men who ejaculate irresponsibly.


	Men can and do walk out on pregnancies. Women cannot.

	[O]nly 43.5 percent of parents report receiving the full amount of child support due.





	
Men can easily prevent abortions but choose not to.


	[M]en could easily prevent elective abortion, which is virtually all abortion, simply by ejaculating responsibly.







As a committed feminist (whoops, just lost my audience, huh), ahem, as a committed feminist, I wanted to like this book. It’s the unicorn combination of left-wing ideology, egalitarianism, and personal responsibility! And, like most women, I’ve been annoyed many times with men who come up with bullshit reasons for not wearing a condom.

Then I looked up the footnotes and they lost me. Partly because the notes are in PDF form, which makes it really unnecessarily hard to open links, but what do you care, you have a book reviewer to copy and paste links for you.

Start with the discussion of women’s birth control. We are told that hormonal birth control causes a long list of bad things, including heart attack, liver cancer, and stroke. Or, if you go with a copper IUD, you can expect “significant daily bleeding for months or more than a year” and the IUD insertion is described by “a surprising number of people…as the worst pain they've experienced in their life.”

I don’t want to denigrate these claims, because some women do indeed suffer from the side effects of birth control, and that’s valid, and maybe we should give more pain medication during IUD insertions. But these are not typical experiences! The vast majority of women who use hormonal birth control do not get liver cancer, and the vast majority of women who use IUDs don’t bleed for a year afterwards.

My IUD insertion involved less than a minute of mild pain and I had no unusual bleeding. How much weight should you give that? Very little! But the positive anecdotes deserve as much weight as the horror stories.

(Part of this, by the way, is the FDA’s fault—yes, friends, it’s all about the FDA. Unlike the IUD horror stories, the author’s claim about side effects of hormonal birth control mostly checks out, but, as with most lists of side effects that American patients are given, she makes no attempt to distinguish between common risks and incredibly rare ones.)

A person who wanted to tell an honest story about birth control would focus on typical experiences, not just the horror stories. This was the first clue that the author is operating from a conflict mindset and presenting facts tendentiously.

Ejaculate Responsibly!’s most unusual claim is that male birth control is not just on the horizon, but already perfectly good, in the form of condoms and vasectomies, which every man should use. There’s some fudging of the data with regard to vasectomy reversibility. Compare this quote from Ejaculate Responsibly!:


Stanford Medical Center reports that, depending on the type of technique used, their vasectomy reversal success rate is 95 percent and makes clear that the length of time between the vasectomy and the reversal doesn't affect that success.



—with what Stanford Medical Center actually says, in the source referenced by Blair’s own footnote:


While the age of the vasectomy is a factor, there is no time cutoff where a vasectomy reversal will not work…The effectiveness of a vasectomy reversal is up to 90-95 percent. Vasovasotomy procedures (90-95 percent) generally have higher success rates than vasoepididymostomy procedures (65-70 percent). In either type of surgery, the vasectomy reversal is often more successful with microsurgery…



—and with what the NHS actually says, in another source referenced by the author:


A vasectomy can be difficult to reverse. Vasectomy reversal is not usually available on the NHS. You can pay for it privately if you wish. Whether or not a vasectomy reversal is successful can depend on how long ago the vasectomy was done. The longer ago it was done, the less likely it is a reversal will be successful.



—and a third source referenced by the author:


Unlike vasectomy, vasectomy reversal is a much more technically challenging procedure that is performed only by a minority of urologists and places a larger financial strain on the patient since it is usually not covered by insurance.



Your friendly book reviewer did very little research for this review. Looking at the author’s footnotes is enough to undermine many of her claims. All in all, vasectomy can be reversed more often than I had thought, but a lot less often than the author wants us to believe.

But let’s move on to the sexier(?) subject of condoms. If men ought to take responsibility for their fertility, we should be investing heavily in male birth control development, right? Nope, not at all. Ejaculate Responsibly! barely mentions the possibility of new male birth control technology. This isn’t Where Is My Flying Car? This is the opposite of that. Why would we need new technology, when condoms are so great?

If you’re tempted to think that condoms aren’t so great, listen to the testimony of Author’s Anonymous Male Acquaintance:


When discussing the 1 to 10 physical pleasure scale, a man volunteered to me: “Realistically I think we're actually talking 9.75/9.8/9.9 as far as sex with condoms go. Believe me, I know this because I'm a man and really the difference is barely noticeable. It's disingenuous for guys to claim it is.”



If you’re not convinced, Anonymous Male Acquaintance #2 explains that if you think condoms are less fun, it’s because you’re not experienced.


There is some truth to the idea of sex with a condom being less fun, but it's because condoms require practice. Men who have practiced using condoms and experimented with different varieties and use lubrication know that condoms don't diminish their pleasure during sex in any significant way.



The “stereotype” that condoms make sex less pleasurable is a “cultural myth.” Condoms are accessible, affordable, and convenient. “If men find that they don’t like the experience of sex with a certain brand of condom, they can try others until they find a favorite.” You can practice. You can try lubrication. “Successful condom users report that once they solved the size, materials, and lubrication questions, they could barely tell a difference between sex with a condom, and sex without.”

“Successful condom users report” sure sounds like survey data, right? Let’s see what the notes say.

Four notes here. #1 is an article on why men dislike condoms, which argues that condoms are “really not that bad,” although they “don’t feel super great” for women either, and in any case men should use condoms because of pregnancy and STD risk. #2 is a listicle titled “Men: 5 Ways to Make Condoms More Pleasurable. #3 is a survey study of college-age people which concluded that:


Both women and men rated unprotected vaginal intercourse as more pleasurable than protected vaginal intercourse. However, men’s pleasure ratings for unprotected vaginal intercourse were higher than women’s. Furthermore, men and women’s pleasure ratings for condom-protected intercourse were correlated with their actual condom use behaviors. Men’s “pleasure decrement” scores indicated a significantly greater reduction in pleasure ratings between unprotected and protected intercourse than women’s scores. Men who perceived a larger decrease in pleasure between unprotected and protected intercourse were less likely to have used condoms in the past 3 months than those who perceived a smaller decrease in pleasure. The results provide evidence that many people believe that condoms reduce sexual pleasure and that men, in particular, who believe that condoms decrease pleasure are less likely to use them.



That’s right. Ejaculate Responsibly! is citing a study which concluded that both women and men enjoy unprotected intercourse more to support a claim that “successful condom users” can “barely tell a difference.” (The “pleasure decrement,” if you’re wondering, was 1.31 on a scale of 1 to 5 for men and 0.85 for women.)

Note #4 is a study of people in substance abuse treatment who were enrolled in an HIV risk reduction study. The study asked people who had unprotected sex about reasons they did not use condoms.


Men were more likely than women to endorse barriers to using condoms. Men endorsed negative effects on sexual experience (e.g., not feeling good or natural, not fitting well, changing orgasm, interrupting the mood, and interfering with partner intimacy, not wanting to put a condom on themselves or their partner). Related to access, men were more likely to be religiously opposed to using condoms. Consistent with other studies reporting men’s concerns about condoms, more men reported negative effects of condoms on sexual experience, and more condom barriers overall, while women were more balanced in advantages and disadvantages of condom use.



Yep, another study cited by the author as supporting the claim that condoms don’t decrease pleasure actually supports the opposite of that claim. Blair seems to have absorbed the idea that one must come up with sources to put in the notes, but not the idea that one’s sources are supposed to actually back up what one says.

To be fair, the study also concluded that, for both men and women, “stronger endorsement of barriers to condom use was associated with less use of condoms.” In other words, people who dislike condoms are less likely to use them. This could be read to support the author’s claim if we imagine that experience makes sex-with-condoms better, so that people who use condoms more come to dislike them less. Of course, an alternative common-sense explanation would be that people who dislike condoms use condoms less because they dislike them—it remains very unclear whether more experience with condoms would change the mind of people who dislike them.

Now, some of you out there are probably still not convinced that condoms are great, probably because you unquestioningly swallow cultural myths. ACX readers are known for that. But if you have consensual unprotected sex, you are basically participating in a suicidal act.


Have you ever agreed to sex without a condom, even though you knew your partner wasn't on birth control? Why? Even if she agreed, why would you risk her health and life like that? Did you consider what kind of cultural pressure she must feel to agree to something that is essentially self-harm?



Or a homicidal act.


When men choose to have condom-less sex, they are putting a woman's body, health, social status, job, economic status, relationships, and even her life, at risk in order to experience a few minutes of slightly more pleasure. It's horrible to type it out. It gives me a stomachache just thinking about it. Would men really choose a few moments of slightly more pleasure over risking a woman's whole life?



This is safetyism. This idea that a risk must be treated as a certainty. This idea that it is immoral to take any risks, and this refusal to quantify and compare risks. (The maternal mortality rate in the United States in 2021 was 33 out of 100,000, or 0.0329%.)

Remember when I said that the book veers into thought experiments about punishing men who impregnate women?


What would it look like if there were real and immediate consequences for men who cause an unwanted pregnancy? What kind of consequences would make sense? Should they be financial? A loss of rights or freedoms? Should they be as harsh, painful, nauseating, scarring, expensive, risky, and life-altering as forcing a woman to go through a nine-month unwanted pregnancy?

Pretend that at the onset of puberty, all males in the United States are required by law to bank their sperm and then get a vasectomy. If/when the male becomes a responsible adult, and perhaps finds a mate, if they want to have a baby, they can use the banked sperm, or if necessary, the vasectomy can be reversed, and then redone once the childbearing stage is over. This would certainly eliminate essentially all unwanted pregnancies, so it seems like it would be welcome legislation for anyone who is serious about wanting to reduce abortion.



I do wonder if any anti-abortion men have done this. If you really don’t want your girlfriend or wife to have an abortion, well, there’s your solution. Except that of course imposing this by government fiat would be horrifically tyrannical, and I wonder who gets to decide if you’re “responsible” enough to use that banked sperm? In my dystopian novel, it all comes back to the FDA.



A historian should have written this book. I would have liked to see a historically-informed account of the evolution in attitudes toward fertility control. In Biblical times, the story of Onan and the differential treatment of lesbianism and male homosexuality suggest that ejaculation was an important moral issue. In Romantic and Victorian times, remember the obsession with preventing masturbation? “Don’t leave him alone night or day,” Rousseau advises the tutor of his ideal pupil, Émile. The tutor must share his pupil’s room, if not his bed. “Let him go to bed only when overcome by sleep.” Every sperm is sacred, anyone?

Now, maybe eliminating male masturbation from the world was never super-feasible, but how did we go from harsh, moralistic bans on all extramarital ejaculation, to a world in which male masturbation is accepted, and unprotected ejaculation is largely seen as devoid of moral weight, while women and girls have the power of life and death in their hands alone?

This fascinating moral reversal and its implications is not what you will read about in Ejaculate Responsibly! Ejaculate Responsibly! limits its focus to present-day reproductive issues, and provides a deeply biased picture of those. Every typically-female experience is portrayed as tragic and every typically-male experience as problem-free. Men will be put off to read that “sperm are dangerous,” like an infection.


If you have a son, his sperm can “infect” any woman he has sex with. As parents, as a culture, we need to emphasize how carefully sperm needs to be handled…Sperm should be considered a dangerous bodily fluid that can cause pain, a lifetime of disruption, and death for some.



Women will be horrified by the author’s portrayal of the agony, disability, and permanent damage of pregnancy and childbirth. (And no, Blair never explains why she chose to have six children anyway.) (She’s a Mormon.)

What about the issue of trust between the sexes? If birth control for women is so risky and painful, should we put our trust in men and have faith that they are telling the truth about that vasectomy? Seems risky. Or should all men use birth control, and all women use birth control? Seems inefficient. But I note the issue only to note that Blair doesn’t.

Despite these major flaws, Ejaculate Responsibly! is one of the most memorable books I’ve read recently. Accept it as a polemic, and don’t expect its arguments to be logically impregnable. Read it with a friend and argue about it. Read it for inspiration if you are a woman in need of the strength to insist on condoms, or a man who wants to be exhorted to use them consistently. If you are a strongly anti-abortion man, consider the vasectomy plus sperm bank strategy. Just keep in mind that any of this book’s factual claims should be double- and triple-checked.




Fathers and Sons by Ivan Turgenev

I: Introduction

One hundred years before Nixon and the hippies, Ivan Turgenev wrote of a very different Sixties generational conflict than the one we remember today. His novel, Fathers and Sons__, published in 1862, captures a period of radical overhaul in Russian society where two generations – one, that of aging aristocrats, and the other, their radical sons – seemed incapable of understanding each other.

For much of the early 19th century, Tsar Nicholas I ruled Imperial Russia with an iron fist. He was a notoriously illiberal and inflexible emperor who crushed dissent and resisted change. But when his son Tsar Alexander II ascended to the Russian throne in 1855, the government began a program of reform. Censorship loosened, leading to the publication of new newspapers, books, political pamphlets, and other works. His government permitted ideas, including Western notions of liberalism, to be discussed openly for a time.

In this period of relative openness, debate flourished. There were the liberals and progressives, who wanted to reform society gradually. Then there were their opponents, the reactionaries and traditionalists who sought to hold onto the features that had defined Russian society for so many decades: absolutism, holy aristocracy, the Orthodox church, Russian nationalism, and Slavic identity. And there were the radicals, who wanted to tear down the old institutions entirely and start society anew. The older generations who came of age under the repression of Nicholas I could not understand Russia’s youngest generations, who seemed willing to disregard all that was once held dear. The world was changing, and many felt they were being left behind.

Turgenev, himself a liberal in favor of Westernization, was an ardent opponent of the traditional Russian institution of serfdom. Yet even Turgenev, progressive as he was, found himself and his generation to be out of touch with, in the words of Rosamund Bartlett from the introduction to my copy of the book, the “single-minded new social types that seemed to thrive in the new Russia of Alexander II.” Fathers and Sons is Turgenev’s attempt to build a bridge of understanding between the old and new that were seemingly at odds. And with that lens, the book helped me better understand the generational conflicts of the 2020s.

II: The new nihilists

Fathers and Sons opens as Nikolay Petrovich, a minor, landed aristocrat, awaits the return of his son Arkady from his university studies in St. Petersburg. Nikolay Petrovich lives a relatively lonely life. His estate in the countryside keeps him far from the center of Russian life, and some years have passed since the loss of his beloved wife. Nikolay’s brother, Pavel Petrovich, and a peasant girl named Fenechka, with whom he has since fathered a child, are his main company.

The reunion between Nikolay and Arkady is a joyous one. But Nikolay soon notices something different about his son. In the year since he has gone to St. Petersburg, Arkady has encountered strange new ideas. He has also brought home a friend to meet the family: Bazarov. Arkady evidently admires this older man, a physician-in-training with little respect for tradition. Bazarov, and by consequence, his dutiful follower Arkady, proclaim themselves to be nihilists.

Nihilists?

“‘A nihilist,’ pronounced Nikolay Petrovich. ‘That comes from the Latin nihil, nothing, in so far as I can make out. So the word must mean a man who…acknowledges nothing, mustn’t it?’

‘Say rather, a man who respects nothing,’ interrupted Pavel Petrovich and returned to the butter.

‘Who approaches everything from a critical point of view,’ commented Arkady.

‘But isn’t that just the same?’ asked Pavel Petrovich.

‘No, it isn’t just the same. The nihilist is a man who bows down to no authority, who takes no single principle on trust, however much respect be attached to that principle.”

Much of the first half of the novel is occupied by Nikolay and Pavel Petrovich attempting to understand Arkady and his new friend’s strange ways. For the most part, they treat Bazarov well. But Bazarov is contemptuous of Nikolay and Pavel Petrovich. “Why should I indulge these provincial aristocrats!” he exclaims. “It’s all just vanity, dandyism, the little ways of a society lion.”

And though Nikolay and Pavel Petrovich are liberal by Russian aristocratic standards – they believe that Russia is due for reform – the nihilists à la Bazarov go immeasurably further. They believe that Russian society is sick and decrepit. Everything must be torn down and rebuilt anew according to what makes sense and what is logical. Aristocracy, liberalism, principles, progress, duty, parliamentarianism, Orthodoxy – all are ridiculous notions that must be rejected entirely.

Bazarov instead finds value in only what can be proven scientifically. “A decent chemist is worth twenty times any poet,” he tells Pavel Petrovich at one contentious tea session. Art is particularly worthy of Bazarov’s scorn. Through the eyes of the nihilist, it has been art that has promulgated archaic traditions by spreading “romanticism, nonsense, decay, [and] artist’s trickery.”

Thus, when Arkady spots Nikolay Petrovich reading some of the works of the great Russian poet Pushkin, in deference to Bazarov, he takes his father’s book from his hands and replaces it with a more appropriate German scientific work.

Nikolay and Pavel Petrovich are taken aback by this behavior. They try to keep up with the latest developments and debates, yet they are being left behind by a strange new generation. Pavel Petrovich, a proud man, concludes, not completely falsely, that Bazarov is simply disrespectful. Nikolay Petrovich, much shyer and more unsure of himself, and out of love for his son, concludes that it is in fact him who is the problem. “Either I’m stupid or it’s all nonsense. It must be that I’m stupid,” he says.

III: Against what does Bazarov rebel?

Bazarov’s rejection of everything appears to readers, both now and in 1862, to be the product of that impudent youthful tendency to believe that one has found all the answers that previous generations have not. And it is, to a degree. Upon the publication of Fathers and Sons, Turgenev faced relentless criticism from all sides. Bartlett writes, “Each generation found the picture of the other very life-like but their own very badly drawn. The fathers protested, and the sons were enraged to see themselves personified in the positive Bazarov.”

Yet consider for a moment exactly what it was that Bazarov was rejecting. Bazarov is, throughout almost all of Fathers and Sons, surrounded by members of the Russian aristocracy. And to be a member of the Russian aristocracy in the mid 19th century was to live on the profits of others’ work. Though aristocrats often held an officer’s post in the Imperial Russian Army or a position in the civil bureaucracy due to the status of their birth, the aristocracy’s source of power was its control of Russia’s land, and, by extension, the millions of souls who toiled to make that land bountiful. And though Imperial Russia lacked the railway connections and industry that were beginning to characterize Western Europe at the time, it had no shortage of two things: people or space.

Therefore, as an almost entirely agricultural economy, behind Germany or Britain in development, Imperial Russia developed unique social institutions. Well into the 19th century, Russia maintained a peculiar institution called serfdom, which lasted long after similar social relations had phased out in the West. Though not technically slaves, serfs were bound by law to the land on which they lived. The lord who owned that land had enormous power over his serfs. He could prohibit them from leaving the land, mortgage them for a profit, dispense with punishments, and control how they worked and lived. In many cases, though not everywhere in Imperial Russia, owners could sell their serfs separately from the land. Most importantly, the landlord could charge his serfs cash or labor rent for use of the land.

This generated enormous wealth for the one percent of Russian society lucky enough to claim membership in the aristocracy. The over 80 percent of society that was the peasantry (under half of which were serfs belonging to individual landlords), conversely, lived to serve. This system, which can have no other descriptor than that of exploitation, persisted for hundreds of years.

Then, between 1853 and 1856, Russia fought, and lost, the Crimean War against the combined forces of the Ottomans, France, the United Kingdom, and Sardinia-Piedmont. The defeat shocked Russia’s leadership, which was slowly beginning to realize just how far behind the rest of Europe they had fallen. Some, like Bazarov, concluded that the entire structure was rotten. For others, including Russia’s liberals, serfdom was easy to blame for Russia’s backwardness. It explained why the empire was so poorly organized and so poorly industrialized. It needed to be reformed.

Tsar Alexander II initiated that reform in 1861. That year, he signed into law the liberation of the serfs, freeing over 20,000,000 individuals from their legally enforced ties to the land. They now had the right – in theory – to marry and to purchase property freely; to travel from the land and to start businesses. But of course, the emancipation occurred on terms favorable to the aristocracy, which continued its domination of Russian society until the 1917 Revolution (former serfs had to dispense redemption payments as compensation to former landlords, for instance).

Would it be so absurd for Bazarov to look over this process of reform underway at the time of Fathers and Sons and conclude that other liberal reforms – the parliament or the bar – would be instituted in such a way that they would also protect the interests of the entrenched elite as well? That the sickness in Russian society extended beyond serfdom? That other institutions were at fault and should have been done away with? That art is not apolitical and can serve elite interests?

From the modern perspective, Bazarov’s rejection of the aristocracy makes sense. We no longer accept as right that a tiny fraction of society has the God-given power, enshrined in law, to dominate the entirety of a country as a matter of principle, with different sets of rights and obligations than everyone else – despite our own real problems with inequality. When Bazarov shows contempt for Nikolay and Pavel Petrovich, he is showing contempt for two men who have for years essentially “owned” other human beings, their serfs, through their control of the land, however liberal their disposition.

If we encountered another person in 2023 who had previously “owned” other people in this same way, we too would probably view them as contemptuous. Of course, there is a danger in viewing 19th century characters through a 21st century lens, but Bazarov was certainly far ahead of his time in some regards.

IV: A representative of his time?

Turgenev opted to write about Bazarov in an attempt to understand the new men of the 1860s. Bazarov is a representative of his generation and their new ways of thinking. However, when they came of age, Bazarov’s generation did not tear down the structures of Russian society. Russia’s autocracy survived until 1917, 58 years after the events of Fathers and Sons – and at a point where Bazarov’s generation would be in their 70s and 80s (if they lasted that long). Evidently, many of Bazarov’s contemporaries would have fought to preserve the institutions that the generation supposedly detested. Despite being a symbol of his generation, Bazarov represented only a small part of it.

Chuck Klosterman describes this phenomenon in his recently released book The Nineties__. He writes, “Within any generation, there are always two distinct classes: a handful who accept and embody the assigned caricature, and many more others who are caricatured against their will, simply because they happened to be born in any particular year.”

He gives the example of Courtney Love, who is thought of as a stereotypically 1990s figure. However, it was artists such as Shania Twain and Garth Brooks who were selling all the records through that decade.

Similarly, when we think of the 1960s, we imagine it to be a time of hippies and political radicalism. Yet it was much of this generation – for whom these descriptors often did not apply – who would grow up and vote for Ronald Reagan in a landslide in 1984. Christopher Hitchens described this phenomenon thusly:

_“_There were the people of the Sixties, and then there were the “sixty-eighters” or, if you wanted to be more assertively Marxist and internationalist about it, les soixante-huitards. I was one of those who desired to be a bit more assertively Marxist and internationalist about it. After all, to be a mere “Sixties” person, all you needed was to have been born in the right year, and to be available for what I once heard called ‘the most contemptible solidarity of all: the generational.’”

Yet, it is not wrong to suggest that even a small group, unrepresentative at the time, can embody a period by the ways their ideas influence the decades to come. In the 1960s, opposing the Vietnam War and marching in favor of racial and gender equality were seen as radical positions in much of the United States. Today, these positions are seen as common sense.

The nihilists did not seize hold of Russian society in 1862. However, another transformative ideology did take power in 1917: that of the Bolsheviks. We know how that story ended. Tens of millions died of starvation, millions more were condemned to executions and gulags, and half of Europe was locked behind an iron curtain for decades. The inheritors of Bazarov’s legacy failed in their attempt to remake the world in a new way. The promise of a more just world was never realized. As it turns out, simply destroying the old does not set the foundation for building the new. You can destroy culture, but you cannot easily replace it, because the creation of culture is not a top-down process.

Today, Bazarov still resonates because we know people, of all political stripes, who think that society can begin anew, again. Yet, towards the end of the novel, Bazarov begins to realize that there are flaws in his worldview. I return now to Fathers and Sons’ narrative with our main characters at the Petrovich estate.

V: Returning to the novel

After several weeks of staying with Nikolay and Pavel Petrovich, Bazarov decides to return to his own parents, and Arkady joins him. On the way, they stop at a local town and end up stumbling into the company of a widow named Anna Sergievna Odintsova with whom they stay for some time. Anna Sergievna is witty and owns a significant amount of property. She and Bazarov soon develop quite the rapport. Despite his earlier denouncements of love as the romanticism of fools, Bazarov finds himself confessing his love to Anna Sergievna. But she refuses to reciprocate the pronouncement, as she finds Bazarov’s worldview too depressing. Arkady, meanwhile, strikes up an interest in Anna Sergievna’s sister Katya, but decides to leave with Bazarov following his rejection.

The pair of friends arrive at chez Bazarov. His parent’s offer him a hero’s welcome, fawning over his every need. Bazarov, however, finds their presence irritating and decides to depart, breaking his parent’s heart in what is perhaps the saddest scene of the book. He and Arkady return to Nikolay and Pavel Petrovich – but Arkady soon leaves again to be with Katya Sergievna.

Bazarov, rather than returning to the home of the woman who rejected him, decides to stay with Nikolay and Pavel. This is despite Pavel Petrovich’s obvious dislike of him. Pavel Petrovich dislikes Bazarov so much that, after catching Bazarov trying to kiss Nikolay Petrovich’s lover Fenechka, he decides to challenge the nihilist to a duel by pistols. Bazarov denounces the idea of dueling as a foolish relic of the past but decides to participate in it anyway: “From a theoretical point of view, a duel is an absurdity. From a practical point of view, it’s another matter,” he says.

With this duel, the conflict between the two generations – the traditional, principled stock of the aristocracy, and the new men of the 1860s who reject all that came before – erupts into actual violence. Bazarov shoots Pavel Petrovich in the leg, who escapes from the duel with his life intact, though not his pride.

Bazarov returns to his father’s estate to practice medicine. Unable to stop thinking of Anna Sergievna, Bazarov makes a careless mistake and contracts an infection while performing an autopsy. His health rapidly deteriorates and he soon finds himself on his deathbed. His final action is to summon Anna, who kisses him and leaves before he succumbs to his illness. The confines of his ideology, nihilism, did not stop him from running towards love in his final moments. The novel ends as Arkady marries Katya, Nikolay Petrovich marries Fenechka, and Pavel Petrovich leaves to live the rest of his life in Germany, all living happily ever after.

VI: Generations of conflict

Bazarov’s death was one that made me feel genuinely sad. He spends the entire course of the novel denouncing every aspect of Russian society and generally being disrespectful to everyone. But he dies at the beginning of a more nuanced understanding of life. He begins to appreciate that simply rejecting everything may not be the right way to live; that there is value in the aesthetic and in love. That he came to this realization too late leaves open the question of what could have been for Bazarov’s life following his maturation.

His death felt like a loss. Despite the reader’s perception, other characters in the book treat him with pronounced deference. Arkady calls him a “selfless, honourable man.” Bazarov’s father proclaims that he “worships” his son. The force of his personality, his self-assurance, and his intelligence lend a likability to Bazarov that his kindness perhaps does not merit. One comes away viewing Bazarov not as a misanthrope, but more as a young man suffering from the youthful overconfidence that so many people have suffered from at one point or another.

We also mourn Bazarov for his role as the representative of a new generation. The core of the book is the conflict between those in favour of the great reforms of the 1860s, those who wished to go further, and the aristocracy that had thrived under Nicholas I. This was a real conflict. People who had lived all their lives under the false comfort of the stagnant Tsarist rule were suddenly confronted by sons and daughters who had been exposed to strange and exotic ideas from the West. And they did not know how to react.

VII: The more things change…

Fathers and Sons remains relevant because its central theme, that of generational conflict, never dies. Indeed, in the more than 160 years since it was published, the division between generations has only seemed to expand. Technology advances at an ever-faster rate and social norms evolve with every passing year. I often think of the 1960s, which nearly tore apart the United States, France, and much of the Western world, one hundred years after the heyday of Turgenev’s “men of the sixties.” The Civil Rights Movement, the protests against the Vietnam War, the free speech movement, second-wave feminism, rock and roll – all seemed to be the product of a new generation determined to overthrow the existing order and create a new world. Songs of this era emphasize this theme. Bob Dylan is the obvious example. As he sings in ‘The Times They Are A-Changin':’


“Come mothers and fathers throughout the land

And don't criticise what you can't understand

Your sons and your daughters are beyond your command

Your old road is rapidly agin'

Please get out of the new one if you can't lend your hand

For the times they are a-changin'”



Later in the decade, the call for generational solidarity took on a more militant tone. Take Jefferson Airplane’s track ‘Volunteers:’


“One generation got old

One generation got soul

This generation got no dissertation to hold

Pick up the cry

Hey now it's time for you and me

Got a revolution, got to revolution

Come on now, we're marching to the sea

Got a revolution, got to revolution”



Whatever you think of the 1960s counterculture and its legacy, the conflict between generations was real then, too. This was the decade where artists such as the Beatles or the Rolling Stones, beloved by the young then and everyone today, were considered dangerous subversives. Activists like Timothy Leary seemed hellbent on convincing America’s youths to try dangerous new drugs like LSD. The modern iterations of a multitude of modern rights movements – for Indigenous people, Latinos, free speech, the gay community – launched during this decade. As Rick Perlstein notes in his excellent book, Nixonland__, we are still living with the generational culture wars that started in the 1960s.

Like the Sixties – both the 19th and 20th century variations – we now find old and new generations seemingly unable to understand the other. The Millennials and the Gen-Zs (the oldest of whom are now closer to 30 than they are 20) blame the Boomers for all the world’s ills, while the Boomers view the new generations as sensitive and lazy.

However, perhaps the real generational divide today is between those who remember life before the internet and those who have known nothing but. It is between those who remember what it was like to live an analog existence and those who have had exposure to the dark corners of the web, and by extension, the strange, niche ideas that it propagates, from a young age.

The divide between generations seems to be accelerating. Gen-Zers now drink less, go out less, have fewer contacts with friends, are more anxious and depressed, and get their driver's licenses later in life than previous generations. In place, they spend more time online than all those who came before them. For older people, their online habits are often difficult to understand. Gen-Zers are more approving of socialism than Boomers or Gen X, for instance, and are less proud to be American.

New technologies like AI threaten to further accelerate this gap. What sort of things will Generation Alpha, those born after the 2010s, do, think, and believe, having been raised around enormously disruptive tools like GPT-4 and DALL-E?

VIII: Time advances, but culture stands still

As the pace of change accelerates, it simultaneously feels that cultural time is standing still. The late Mark Fisher and building on the work of earlier philosophers such as Jean Baudrillard, argued that 21st century life is haunted by lost futures that have been eliminated by technological progression, capitalism, and cultural repetition. Whereas throughout the 20th century, there seemed to be a logical cultural progression from one decade to the next, in the 21st century, Fisher argued, this process has stopped. Culture has settled into a stasis of endless repetition. Our movie theaters are dominated by remakes and sequels. Our streaming platforms are increasingly dominated by older songs. Fisher writes, “To be in the twenty-first century, is to have twentieth-century culture on high-definition screens.”

Look at the biggest film releases scheduled for 2023: Scream IV, John Wick: Chapter 4, Dungeons and Dragons, Tetris, The Super Mario Bros. Movie, Fast X, Transformers 7, Indiana Jones 5, Mission Impossible 7, Saw X, another remake of Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, and so on. The newer generations are consuming the same recycled content as their parents.

Klosterman, in the aforementioned The Nineties, dived deeper into this perception, arguing that the 1990s were the last distinctive decade that felt like they had a specific feeling of place and time. I too have a pet theory – that the way we remember a decade consists not only of the attitudes of the monoculture, but also the counterculture’s reaction to that and the relationship between the two. We remember the 1950s not only for white picket fences and the nuclear family, but also for the bubbling movements of Civil Rights and the Beatniks that would challenge the whole system in the decade after. Bazarov, and those who thought like him, were the counterculture of the 1850s and 1860s.

But in the 2020s, the internet has destroyed the ability to have both a monoculture and a counterculture. There’s just too much content out there. Moreover, the history of the 20th century, where utopian movements in China, the USSR, and other places descended into hellscapes, destroyed the perception that society can be remade from the ground up for a long time (and perhaps for good reason). Bazarov wanted to destroy Imperial Russia’s traditional institutions, like the aristocracy, because he wanted to build something more just and more scientific, in their place. We may no longer truly believe it is possible to build something better – we believe only that we can tinker with what we already have. There is no longer a sense of cultural progression. Newer generations lash out, wanting to tear things down, but are unable to come up with a viable alternative to build in place. A sense of directionless-ness is the result.

IX: Conclusion

In Bazarov’s age, the liberal reforms of Tsar Alexander II would be stripped back following an assassination attempt on the Tsar in 1881. His successor, Alexander III, was highly reactionary. For a time, it appeared that Bazarov’s generation had failed to remake Russia. Yet almost 60 years later, the inheritors of his line of thought would embark on a disastrous attempt to put their own revolutionary ideas into practice.

We do not know what reverberations our modern generational conflicts will have years from now; how the radical ideas of the present – embodied by the politically active Gen-Zer – will influence society’s thinking 30 or 50 years from now. What we can say, however, is that one novel by Ivan Turgenev, written over 160 years ago, reminds us that modern conflicts of misunderstanding are nothing new. It helps us to understand the history of the 19th and 20th centuries, our own experiences of generational conflict, and the world we live in today. For that, we can be thankful.




Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas: A Savage Journey to the Heart of the American Dream by Hunter S. Thompson

This book probably changed my life more than it should have. First published in 1971, I read it as a hand-me-down paperback from someone's older brother, when I was an American middle school student in the late 70's. The opening lines are iconic:


"We were somewhere around Barstow on the edge of the desert when the drugs began to take hold. I remember saying something like 'I feel a bit lightheaded; maybe you should drive....' And suddenly there was a terrible roar all around us and the sky was full of what looked like huge bats, all swooping and screeching and diving around the car, which was going about a hundred miles an hour with the top down to Las Vegas. And a voice was screaming: 'Holy Jesus! What are these goddamn animals?'"



As a literary stylist, the late Hunter S. Thompson was known for his "gonzo journalism" approach: this tale is based on a true story, meaning some liberties are taken with the facts. On the gradient between fiction and nonfiction, this memoir-as-fable falls somewhere between the realms of "nonfiction novel" and "roman a clef." Huckleberry Finn might call it "mostly a true book, with some stretchers."

The second paragraph:


"Then it was quiet again. My attorney had taken his shirt off and was pouring beer on his chest, to facilitate the tanning process. 'What the hell are you yelling about?' he muttered, staring up at the sun with his eyes closed and covered with wraparound Spanish sunglasses. 'Never mind,' I said. 'It's your turn to drive.' I hit the brakes and aimed the Great Red Shark toward the shoulder of the highway. No point mentioning those bats, I thought. The poor bastard will see them soon enough."



The book's subtitle, A Savage Journey to the Heart of the American Dream, gives a hint of our author's broader scope: a certain moment in American history where the drug-fueled and rebellious late 60s counterculture crash-landed in the early 70s. First published as a two-part serial in Rolling Stone magazine, the story is enhanced by the cartoonishly grotesque ink illustrations of Ralph Steadman.

[A couple links to some good images of those.]

It starts as a road trip. American variations on this classic odyssey/journey/quest motif include the aforementioned Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain (the Great American Novel of the 19th century) and On the Road by Jack Kerouac (1957, influential but overrated - Scott's perspicacious review is here.)

On the Road actually shares a character ("Dean Moriarty" aka Neal Casady) with another famous book involving another epic American road trip: The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test by Tom Wolfe (1968). Which I also read in junior high, and which also arguably had more of an impact on me than it probably should've, and which Scott also reviewed, brilliantly and hilariously, here.

I learned a thing or two from Fear and Loathing (henceforth "F&L"), and from Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test, and I guess they deserve some ... credit? (blame?) for inspiring me to adopt some, ah, freethinking tendencies when it comes to better living through chemistry.

Reading F&L again, more than four decades later, I debated whether its effect on my younger self was beneficial or otherwise (a bit of both?)

I wouldn't claim Disreputable Books corrupted my poor innocent little mind, since I was deliberately seeking out questionable influences of my own volition. I was eager to try any book which would qualify as scandalous. Isn't every 12- or 13-year-old at least a little suspicious of Respectable Grownup Culture and all the Approved Messages the grownups try to pawn off on you? Like a lot of other kids, I was primed for a more cynical perspective, and decidedly receptive to the sardonic, picaresque charm of lines like:


"Every now and then when your life gets complicated and the weasels start closing in, the only real cure is to load up on heinous chemicals and then drive like a bastard from Hollywood to Las Vegas. To relax, as it were, in the womb of the desert sun."



Our narrator, Hunter S. Thompson's alter ego, goes by "Raoul Duke." He is (like Thompson) a journalist. The ostensible purpose of this trip is to cover the Mint 400 off-road race for Sports Illustrated.

The Mint 400 is held annually in the desert outside Vegas: the 4th annual race is the one featured in the book. F&L did begin as a Sports Illustrated article which Thompson was supposed to write, but the tale grew in the telling until it mutated into something much stranger and more significant.

The book's epigraph is a quote from Samuel Johnson: "He who makes a beast of himself gets rid of the pain of being a man," and its aptness is clear from the first page.

The preparations for this journey from California to Vegas are described: our protagonists have rented a giant, "fireapple-red" Chevy convertible and filled its trunk with a supply of beer, tequila, rum, and an impressively diverse collection of illicit drugs. After enumerating these, our narrator notes "The only thing that really worried me was the ether. There is nothing in the world more helpless and irresponsible and depraved than a man in the depths of an ether binge. And I knew we'd get into that rotten stuff pretty soon."

Duke's partner in crime is his 300 lb. Samoan attorney called Dr. Gonzo, a fictionalization of Thompson's friend Oscar "Zeta" Acosta, a Chicano attorney, author, and noted drug enthusiast who disappeared in Mexico in 1974.

Dr. Gonzo is fond of dispensing legal advice like "As your attorney I advise you to get the chiliburger. It's a hamburger with chili on it," and "As your attorney, I advise you to tell me where you put the goddamn mescaline."

Duke and Gonzo's near-constant consumption of LSD and mescaline throughout the story is noteworthy. The psychonaut mentality characteristic of hallucinogen devotees is one thing. The self-destructive debauchery exemplified by their indiscriminate consumption of virtually every other controlled substance known to man is another. Our "heroes" in this book manage to combine the two. They are never once described as sober, spending the entire story under the influence of something or other - usually multiple, powerful, mind-altering substances at once.

Quite a few songs from the era are referenced throughout F&L. The two which feature most prominently are the Rolling Stones' "Sympathy for the Devil," and Jefferson Airplane's "White Rabbit." As their journey begins, our dynamic duo have "Sympathy for the Devil" cranked to maximum volume on a portable tape recorder, and are listening to it on repeat, as a "demented counterpoint" to the car radio.

So, out of their heads on mescaline and casually drinking beers, they drive off with the top down at top speed on a bright desert highway to Las Vegas. Of course, they impulsively decide to pick up a young fellow hitchhiking along the way. But this leads to some paranoid thoughts.


"How long can we maintain? I wondered. How long before one of us starts raving and jabbering at this boy? What will he think then? This same lonely desert was the last known home of the Manson family. Will he make that grim connection when my attorney starts screaming about bats and huge manta rays coming down on the car? If so -- well, we'll just have to cut his head off and bury him somewhere."



This is the first instance of a recurring motif: the contrast between thoughts of horror/violence and ridiculous behavior.

Every over-the-top, out-of-control, potentially ultraviolent episode in the book is played for laughs: it's a type of transgressive comedy that would only become more popular in subsequent decades.

Dr. Gonzo suddenly pulls the car over with no warning and slumps over the steering wheel, demanding "medicine." Duke gives him a couple of amyl nitrate capsules - "'Don't worry,' I said. 'This man has a bad heart.... But we have the cure for it.'" Duke then helps himself to a capsule.

The "medicine" kicks in right away: Dr. Gonzo "fell back on the seat, staring straight up at the sun. 'Turn up the fucking music!' he screamed. 'My heart feels like an alligator!'"

As both protagonists are laughing uncontrollably, the hitchhiker slips out of the car and runs off, yelling "'Thanks a lot. I like you guys. Don't worry about me.'"


"I yelled 'Come back and get a beer.' But apparently he couldn't hear me. The music was very loud, and he was moving away from us at good speed."



There's a temptation here to just quote huge swaths of the book. If the story so far sounds entertaining to you, I highly recommend reading it - if not, don't bother. Or I guess you could just hate-read it in an afternoon: it's only about 200 pages long.

Duke and Gonzo reach their destination and, despite several drug-induced challenges, manage to check into their hotel room.


"By this time the drink was beginning to cut the acid and my hallucinations were down to a tolerable level. ... I was no longer seeing huge pterodactyls lumbering around the corridors in pools of fresh blood. The only problem now was a gigantic neon sign outside the window, blocking our view of the mountains -- millions of colored balls running around a very complicated track, strange symbols & filigree….

'Look outside,' I said.

'Why?'

'There's a big . . . machine in the sky, . . . some kind of electric snake . . . coming straight at us.'

'Shoot it,' said my attorney.

'Not yet,' I said. 'I want to study its habits.'"



The following day, Duke makes an effort to cover the Mint 400 race. But this proves nearly impossible because the off-road course is so large and the motorcycles are kicking up so much desert dust: "our visibility was down to something like fifty feet ... the incredible dustcloud that would hang over this part of the desert for the next two days was already formed up solid."

Abandoning the race, Duke and Dr. Gonzo set out for an evening on the town. Their antics get them thrown out of the Desert Inn, so:


"I drove around to the Circus-Circus Casino and parked near the back door. 'This is the place,' I said. 'They'll never fuck with us here.'

'Where's the ether?' said my attorney. 'This mescaline isn't working.'

I gave him the key to the trunk while I lit up the hash pipe."



They both get completely sozzled on ether fumes, and head on in. True to its name, the Circus Circus features live trapeze acts above the gambling tables, and a rotating carousel which is also a bar. But the mescaline Dr. Gonzo took earlier finally kicks in with a vengeance, and the two beat a shambolic retreat out of the casino and over to their hotel room. Duke tells his attorney to take a shower and get his head straight, while he steps back out briefly to deal with the car.


"My attorney was in the bathtub when I returned. Submerged in green water -- the oily product of some Japanese bath salts ... He was lost in a fog of green steam; only half his head was visible above the water line."



Observing that Dr. Gonzo has chewed up an entire blotter of acid while he was gone, Duke realizes he's in for a long night. His attorney demands that he crank up the song "White Rabbit" on the portable tape deck that's plugged into the bathroom outlet ("One pill makes you larger / and one pill makes you small ... go ask Alice / when she's ten feet tall").


"'Green water and the White Rabbit . . . put it on; don't make me use this.' His arm lashed out of the water, the hunting knife gripped in his fist.

'Jesus,' I muttered. And at that point I figured he was beyond help -- lying there in the tub with a head full of acid and the sharpest knife I've ever seen, totally incapable of reason, demanding the White Rabbit."



The situation deteriorates further:


"He seemed on the verge of some awful psychic orgasm . . .

'Let it roll!' he screamed, 'Just as high as the fucker can go! And when it comes to that fantastic note where the rabbit bites its own head off I want you to throw that fuckin radio into the tub with me."



The subsequent action involves large grapefruits and a can of Mace. Eventually Dr. Gonzo is dissuaded from demanding to be electrocuted in the bathtub while listening to "White Rabbit" at top volume.

As that bad craziness dies down and the night wears on, Duke finds himself in a pensive mood, musing on his early experiences with LSD when it was first becoming popular in California.


"San Francisco in the middle sixties was a very special time and place to be a part of. Maybe it meant something. ... There was madness in any direction, at any hour. ... You could strike sparks anywhere. There was a fantastic universal sense that whatever we were doing was right, that we were winning....

Our energy would simply prevail. There was no point in fighting -- on our side or theirs. We had all the momentum; we were riding the crest of a high and beautiful wave...."

He concludes this chapter with a sort of elegy for that moment: "you can go up on a steep hill in Las Vegas and look West, and with the right kind of eyes you can almost see the high-water mark -- that place where the wave finally broke and rolled back."



Towards the end of the book he returns to this theme, noting how much the drug scene had changed from the mid 60s to the early 70s:


"the popularity of psychedelics has fallen off so drastically that most volume dealers no longer even handle quality acid or mescaline except as a favor to special customers: Mainly jaded, over-thirty drug dilettantes -- like me, and my attorney. The big market, these days, is in Downers."

"'Consciousness Expansion' went out with LBJ . . . and it is worth noting, historically, that downers came in with Nixon."



Hunter S. Thompson was born in 1937. Other people born that year include comedian George Carlin, actor Jack Nicholson and actress Jane Fonda. People born just two years earlier, 1935, include: Oscar "Zeta" Acosta (aka Dr. Gonzo the Samoan attorney), Ken Kesey (author of One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest and central "acid guru" figure of The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test)...and Elvis Presley.

These folks all belong to the so-called "Silent Generation," which included as its older members the Beats (such as Kerouac, Alan Ginsberg, etc) who were circa 10 to 15 years older than Thompson and, on the younger side, Bob Dylan, the Beatles & the Stones - born in the early '40s, circa five years younger than Thompson. After that, enter the Boomers.

Born between the Beats and the Beatles, the cool kids of Thompson's particular sub-generation were caught up in the general pop culture transition from beatniks to hippies.

By way of comparison: it was mostly the younger Boomers, sometimes identified as the sub-category "Generation Jones," who were the first (late-70s) punk rockers. Members of that group often had as much in common with Gen X as they did with older Boomers. Perhaps it should be unsurprising that many of the most interesting cultural phase shifts correlate with demographic transitions.

As a work of gonzo literature, Fear and Loathing made quite a splash across multiple generations in terms of cultural impact, and influenced some other media as well.

Thompson's fictionalized alter ego "Raoul Duke" directly inspired the character Uncle Duke from the Doonesbury comic strip by Gary Trudeau. Thompson was initially annoyed by the caricature, but later came to view it less negatively.

Where the Buffalo Roam, a 1980 film adaptation of some of Thompson's other writings, starred Bill Murray as the Thompson/Duke character. Many critics, including Thompson himself, thought Murray gave a good performance, but could not salvage the film's badly adapted script.

Eventually, in 1998, after decades of false starts, Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas was made into a big-budget Hollywood film. Johnny Depp starred as Duke and Benicio Del Toro played his Samoan attorney. Directed by Terry Gilliam, and featuring multiple famous actors in cameos, it received mixed reviews. I enjoyed it, but was a little surprised at how extremely faithful the film was to the book, recreating multiple scenes line for line. It's still effective, given the talented people involved. But with every scene that's scrupulously recreated, the movie loses a bit of that anarchic, improvised feel which is one of the book's great strengths. Perhaps the film might have caught the book's spirit better if it had been a little less faithful to the original text.

Thompson's most famous book prior to F&L was Hell's Angels: The Strange and Terrible Saga of the Outlaw Motorcycle Gangs, by all accounts a groundbreaking exploration of biker gang culture at its peak, research for which involved him spending a lot of time hanging out with some seriously violent individuals. Not being particularly interested in the Hell’s Angels, I haven't read it. But if that sort of thing interests you it's apparently quite good.

The author Tom Wolfe said it impressed him, and also noticed it


"revealed that he [Thompson] had been present at a party for the Hell's Angels given by Ken Kesey and his hippie -- at the time the term was not 'hippie' but 'acid-head' -- commune, the Merry Pranksters. The party would be a key scene in a book I was writing, (The Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test). I cold-called Hunter in California, and he generously gave me not only his recollections but also the audiotapes he had recorded at that first famous alliance of the hippies and 'outlaw' motorcycle gangs, a strange and terrible saga in itself".



Wolfe later described F&L as "a scorching epochal sensation."

Fear and Loathing and Electric Kool-Aid Acid Test were exactly the kind of jolt I was looking for as a newly teen boy at the tail end of the 1970s.

Reading them, I felt like I was catching up on what some of the more interesting grownups had been doing while I was too little to understand grownup things. Trying to get up to speed. Filling in the backstory of then-current events and trends which I'd only just begun to find interesting. I started listening to late-60s "acid rock" around the same time (Jefferson Airplane, Doors, early Pink Floyd) for the same reasons. Also, I just liked the music.

And I liked Hunter S. Thompson’s writing a lot. One of his distinctive characteristics as an author is the way his traditionally masculine/macho tendencies get filtered through his anti-establishment attitude and experimental sensibilities.

The testosterone-fueled temptation to find out just how far you can push things leads to some strange places when you're trying to figure out exactly how much absolute over-the-top craziness you can indulge in without getting killed or locked up.

Thompson’s military experience is telling in this regard: he enlisted in the U.S. Air Force in 1955, the year he turned 18. Only three years later, his commanding officer recommended him for an early honorable discharge, writing "...this airman, although talented, will not be guided by policy. Sometimes his rebel and superior attitude seems to rub off on other airmen staff members."

A macho impulse toward one-upmanship or bragging rights is one of the reasons people sometimes consume excessive quantities of drink or drugs. Since at least as far back as Snorri Sturluson’s 13th-century account of Thor engaging in a drinking contest against giants, the ability to drink quantities of alcohol which would fell lesser men has been considered a sign of valor.

Also, the stereotypically male obsession with vehicles and weapons and the specs thereof surfaces repeatedly throughout F&L.

A few examples of this:


	
(Handgun) "suddenly he was waving a fat black .357 magnum at me. One of those snubnosed Colt Pythons with the beveled cylinder."



	
(Motorcycle) "Vincent Black Shadow" - "two hundred brake-horsepower at four thousand revolutions per minute on a magnesium frame...not much for turning, but it's pure hell on the straightaway"



	
(Hunting knife) "he grabbed a grapefruit and sliced it in half with a Gerber mini-magnum -- a stainless-steel hunting knife with a blade like a fresh-honed straight razor.






'Where'd you get that knife?' I asked.

'Room service sent it up,' he said. 'I wanted something to cut the limes.'

'What limes?'

'They didn't have any,' he said. 'They don't grow out here in the desert.' He sliced the grapefruit into quarters . . . then into eighths . . . then sixteenths . . . then he began slashing aimlessly at the residue."



And, of course, every drinking man needs to have opinions about brands of hard liquor. Wild Turkey bourbon whiskey and Bacardi Anejo rum are each specified by name twice. This is definitely not "product placement" - both brands would probably have preferred not to be named in this context. Much tequila is consumed as well, but no brands are specified for that distinctively Mexican spirit.

There's an implicit tension in all this between precision and chaos - a bit of a yin/yang vibe.

For example, at one point Duke decides the car needs higher tire pressure so it will handle the corners better as he speeds around the streets of Las Vegas.

He takes it to a nearby gas station and has the attendant pump all the tires up to fifty PSI (Pounds per Square Inch), but determines this is still insufficient and brings it back for more.

The attendant refuses: "'These tires want twenty-eight in the front and thirty-two in the rear. Hell, fifty's dangerous, but seventy-five is crazy. They'll explode!'"

Duke, insisting these are special experimental tires designed to handle extremely high pressure (a lie he made up on the spot), inflates the tires himself until they're "tighter than snare drums; they felt like teak wood when I tapped on them" and drives off to enjoy the new cornering abilities, while noting that the ride had become "a trifle rough; I could feel every pebble on the highway, like being on roller skates in a gravel pit".

Most people, in some context or other, have felt the desire to test, or push, the Limits: what is even possible? Does it get you somewhere interesting? Toddlers and teenagers around the world are currently conducting investigations, and always will. The young at heart sympathize.

And then there's debauchery as a gesture, as a lifestyle. Striking a rebellious pose, performative wildness. Flipping off respectable society because of all its bullshit. And yeah, sure, who doesn't feel that way sometimes? But too much focus on that makes it all about them. External locus of control is not cool.

What is? Well, in part, "cool" is about a restricted range of emotion: keeping your cool, chill, not flustered. If you can be out of your mind on chemicals yet still manage to function, that's one type of cool. Like being able to hold your liquor.

Getting away with stuff is cool. Flouting rules and laws and any other limits as one pleases - that's got a real transgressive, prankish appeal, like a good heist movie.

The trickster archetype is ancient, eternal - and, like Loki in the Marvel movies, it's not just about "mischief." It's about lawlessness, chaos -- at worst, indifference to the welfare of others. Just typical sociopath behavior? Or is it about trying to live like a legend? Like a force of nature, or at least a natural disaster? To become larger than life. Like one of the funhouse booth options Duke encounters at the Circus Circus casino:


"Stand in front of this fantastic machine, my friend, and for just 99¢ your likeness will appear, two hundred feet tall, on a screen above downtown Las Vegas. Ninety-nine cents more for a voice message. 'Say whatever you want, fella. They'll hear you, don't worry about that. Remember you'll be two hundred feet tall.'

Jesus Christ. I could see myself lying in bed in the Mint Hotel, half-asleep and staring idly out the window, when suddenly a vicious nazi drunkard appears two hundred feet tall in the midnight sky, screaming gibberish at the world: 'Woodstock Uber Alles!'

We will close the drapes tonight. A thing like that could send a drug person careening around the room like a ping-pong ball. Hallucinations are bad enough. ... But nobody can handle that other trip -- the possibility that any freak with $1.98 can walk into the Circus-Circus and suddenly appear in the sky over downtown Las Vegas twelve times the size of God, howling anything that comes into his head."



—

After recovering from his bathtub freakout, Dr. Gonzo orders a set of "fine cowhide luggage" from room service and flies home. Duke checks out of the Mint hotel, planning on rocketing back across the desert to California in the Great Red Shark, but a telegram from Gonzo redirects him to another hotel in downtown Vegas, the Flamingo, where our dauntless Samoan has rented a room so he and Duke can attend the National District Attorney’s Conference on Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs. Rolling Stone magazine wants Duke to write an article about it.

Duke's take on this: "If the Pigs were gathering in Vegas for a top-level Drug Conference, we felt the drug culture should be represented."

F&L is divided into two parts, and this is where the second half starts. In real life, it was the second of two separate trips to Vegas by Thompson and Acosta; the book conflates them into one extended rampage.

When Duke checks into the new room at the Flamingo, he is unpleasantly startled to find Dr. Gonzo already there, with a young woman / teen girl called Lucy, as in "Lucy in the Sky with Diamonds," whom he met on the plane. Lucy has run away from her home in northern Montana, bringing along many of the portraits of Barbara Streisand which she has painted. Both Lucy and Dr. Gonzo are tripping on acid: he gave her some on the plane. When Duke walks in, his Samoan attorney is stark naked, and Lucy is wearing only a "shapeless blue smock."

Sex is mostly just a passing thought in F&L. Dr. Gonzo's ill-advised entanglement with Lucy is the only time sex has a real impact on the narrative.

Out of Lucy's earshot, Duke explains to him


"'Just picture yourself telling a jury that you tried to help this poor girl by giving her LSD and then taking her out to Vegas for one of your special stark-naked back rubs.'

He shook his head sadly. 'You're right. They'd probably burn me at the goddamn stake .... Shit, it doesn't pay to try to help somebody these days.'”



They pack her off, still in a druggy daze, to another hotel on some pretext, but she has regained enough clarity to remember their hotel number, and calls the room. This leads to a frenzied performance over the telephone by Dr. Gonzo:


"'O MY GOD! THEY'RE KICKING THE DOOR DOWN!' He hurled the phone down and began shouting: 'No! Get away from me! I'm innocent! It was Duke! I swear to God!' He kicked the phone against the wall, then leaned down to it and began yelling again: 'No, I don't know where she is! I think she went back to Montana. You'll never catch Lucy! She's gone!' He kicked the receiver again, then picked it up and held it about a foot away from his mouth as he uttered a long, quavering groan. 'No! No! Don't put that thing on me!" he screamed. Then he slammed the phone down.

... the room was quiet again. He was back in his chair, watching Mission Impossible and fumbling idly with the hash pipe. It was empty. 'Where's that opium?" he asked."



This leads to the adrenochrome scene.

The real-life chemical compound known as adrenochrome was once hypothesized to play a significant role in the onset of schizophrenia. This led the early psychedelic pioneer Aldous Huxley to speculate that it might also be able to function as a psychoactive drug. Despite not panning out on either front (medical or recreational), adrenochrome's reputation has not been hindered by its obscurity and lack of efficacy.

In this scene from F&L, Thompson fictionalizes it as an insanely powerful drug which can only be sourced from "the adrenaline glands from a living human body ... It's no good if you get it out of a corpse." This was pure gonzo bullshit on his part, but it worked as part of the story, where his 300-lb. Samoan attorney happens to possess a vial of pure adrenochrome which he apparently accepted as payment from a Satanist client accused of child abuse. Raoul Duke samples a tiny amount and regrets it: "my tongue felt like burning magnesium ... Total paralysis now. Every muscle in my body was contracted. I couldn't even move my eyeballs, much less turn my head or talk."

80s goth band the Sisters of Mercy wrote a song called "Adrenochrome," almost certainly inspired by this depiction in F&L.

Amusingly enough, the "QAnon" internet conspiracy theorists of the early 21st century mistook these tall tales about fictional drug abuse for Actual Facts about cabals of international Satanic ritual-murdering child-molesting cannibalistic drug fiends, and revived the nearly-forgotten "adrenochrome, unethically sourced drug of abuse" as a purportedly factual vice of the boogeymen they love to fear and loathe.

Having recovered from the adrenochrome, the next day Duke and Gonzo attend the opening session of the National District Attorney’s Conference on Narcotics and Dangerous Drugs in the main ballroom of the Dunes Hotel.


"We all wore name tags. ... Mine said I was a 'private investigator' from L.A -- which was true, in a sense; and my attorney's name-tag identified him as an expert in "Criminal Drug Analysis." Which was also true, in a sense."

"Here were more than a thousand top-level cops telling each other 'we must come to terms with the drug culture,' but they had no idea where to start. They couldn't even find the goddamn thing. There were rumors in the hallways that maybe the Mafia was behind it. Or perhaps the Beatles."



After noting that some of the people in attendance were surprisingly stylish in an undercover super-Mod way, he continues:


"for every urban-hipster, there were about twenty crude-looking rednecks who could have passed for assistant football coaches at Mississippi State.

These were the people who made my attorney nervous. Like most Californians, he was shocked to actually see these people from The Outback. Here was the cop-cream from Middle America . . . and, Jesus, they looked and talked like a gang of drunken pig farmers!

I tried to console him. 'They're actually nice people,' I said, 'once you get to know them.'

He smiled: 'Know them? Are you kidding? Man, I know these people in my goddamn blood!'

'Don't mention that word around here,' I said. 'You'll get them excited.'"



The speakers at the drug conference are mercilessly caricatured as "second-rate academic hustlers" comically out of touch with real drug culture and peddling nonsense to gullible cops.

Although Duke finds it "easy enough to sit there with a head full of mescaline and listen to hour after hour of irrelevant gibberish" his attorney is less content.


"'I'll be down in the casino,' he said. 'I know a hell of a lot better ways to waste my time than listening to this bullshit.'"



Duke soon follows and they leave the conference behind, heading out for more drug-fueled adventures amid the seedy charms of Las Vegas.

—

By the end of the trip, they have comprehensively demolished their hotel room.


"The general back-alley ambience of the suite was so rotten, so incredibly foul, that I figured I could probably get away with claiming it was some kind of 'Life-slice exhibit' that we'd brought down from Haight Street, to show cops from other parts of the country how deep into filth and degeneracy the drug people will sink, if left to their own devices."



And one morning they have an unfortunate encounter with Alice from Linen Service.


"We'd forgotten to hang out the 'Do Not Disturb' sign . . . so she wandered into the room and startled my attorney, who was kneeling, stark naked, in the closet, vomiting into his shoes. ...

'She was holding that mop like an axe-handle,' he said later. 'So I came out of the closet in a kind of running crouch, still vomiting, and hit her right at the knees . . . it was pure instinct; I thought she was ready to kill me"



Duke wakes up when he hears her scream: "I was out of bed in a flash, grabbing my wallet and waving the gold Policemen's Benevolent Assn. press badge in front of her face.


'You're under arrest!" I shouted.

'No!' she groaned. 'I just wanted to clean up!'

My attorney got to his feet, breathing heavily. 'She must have used a pass key,' he said. 'I was polishing my shoes in the closet when I noticed her sneaking in'"



Fortunately for Duke and Gonzo, Alice believes them to be cops. So they improvise a story about how they're investigating a drug ring at the hotel, and recruit her to be an informant. She agrees - "I'll help you all you need! I hate dope!" - apologizes for disturbing them and leaves, smiling, as Dr. Gonzo says to her "Thank God for the decent people."

The beginning of the end of this whole demented adventure is a mad drive onto an airport runway to get Dr. Gonzo onto his flight home.

Running late, and having missed a crucial turn, Duke resorts to driving their huge convertible across


"the grassy moat between the two freeway lanes. The ditch was too deep for a head-on run, so I took it at an angle. ... we careened up the opposite bank and into the oncoming lane ... bounced on the freeway and kept right on going into the cactus field on the other side. I recall running over a fence of some kind and dragging it a few hundred yards, but by the time we got to the runway we were fully under control"

"No sign of alarm or pursuit. I wondered if maybe this kind of thing happened all the time in Vegas -- cars full of late-arriving passengers screeching desperately across the runway, dropping off wild-eyed Samoans clutching mysterious canvas bags who would sprint onto planes at the last possible second and then roar off into the sunrise."



Duke and Gonzo's goodbyes consist of a quick in-joke about a poem Hunter S. Thompson once published in a student-run countercultural magazine in 1965. His attorney's assessment of the poem is "'probably good advice, if you have shit for brains.'"

So, as for my assessment of this book: would I recommend it? To certain types of people, yes: it's not for everybody.

As Thompson said on a few occasions, "I hate to advocate drugs, alcohol, violence, or insanity to anyone, but they've always worked for me."

Depending on your sense of morality, narrators with few discernible goals beyond narcissistic hedonism may rub you the wrong way. F&L is a lot more fun to read than On the Road, but they overlap somewhat in their emphasis on freedom - freedom from the constraints of society's typical tiresome bullshit, to be sure, but also something like freedom from any sense of responsibility to anyone, for anything.

Is this mere sociopathy? Valorizing freedom and adventure "uber alles" might be your best move some days, but it necessarily puts every other desirable goal and virtue on the backburner at best - not something most folks would recommend, long term.

When I read On the Road, in college, I mainly found it boring, rather than noticing just how terrible the protagonists' behavior was. (Which Scott, rightfully, calls out in his review).

And when I read Huckleberry Finn, back in grade school, Huck's abusive dad didn't really phase me: he was just a bad guy. Revisiting that book more recently, it bothered me considerably more how Huck's dad kidnaps him, keeps him prisoner in a cabin in the woods, threatens him with a firearm, and repeatedly beats him black and blue. Some pretty severe child abuse there: no wonder Huck sympathized with Jim's desire to escape slavery.

Likewise, the first time I read F&L I didn't notice just how much inappropriate brandishing of handguns and hunting knives Dr. Gonzo is guilty of. He comes off as more of a jerk than I had noticed the first time I read it, when I pictured him like a Yosemite Sam type, just talking trash and pretending to shoot everything.

Which, in a roundabout way, speaks to the question of whether such books are a Bad Influence. If the stuff you'd never do anyway doesn't even really sink in the first time you read it, how bad of an influence has it been?

Notably, despite all the highly questionable choices with potential for disastrous consequences, the actual bad behavior in F&L (aside from violating every drug law ever enacted) amounts mainly to property damage, traffic violations, and skipping out on bills - there's even some minor effort to look out for Lucy's welfare (though primarily to avoid getting busted).

And part of the appeal of this kind of story is that readers want to be shocked and titillated - the romance of the outlaw.


"Maybe do a bit of serious drag-racing on the Strip," Duke thinks at one point. "Pull up to that big stoplight in front of the Flamingo and start screaming at the traffic: 'Alright, you chickenshit wimps! You pansies! When this goddamn light flips green, I'm gonna stomp down on this thing and blow every one of you gutless punks off the road!' ... How often does a chance like that come around? To jangle the bastards right down to the core of their spleens."



The one brief "drag-race" they actually get into is even more lurid than that:


"I stomped on the accelerator and stayed right next to them for about two hundred yards, watching for cops in the mirror while my attorney kept screaming at them: "Shoot! Fuck! Scag! Blood! Heroin! Rape! Cheap! Communist! Jab it right into your fucking eyeballs!"



I enjoyed F&L as a young teen and enjoyed it again, more than four decades later, while re-reading it to write this review. It's got the pacing of an adventure story. Can't honestly describe it as a good influence, but how much it actually influenced me vs. how much "I was already the type who goes looking for that sort of thing" is debatable.

This book may have ... inspired? encouraged? me to go down some metaphorical (and a few literal) dark alleys I might not otherwise have sniffed out - for better and worse. Had some stupid/fun adventures. Played in various bands in clubs and bars, there were some over-the-top parties, some colorful road trips.... "But you grow up and you calm down" as the Clash said ("Clampdown" London Calling). Once the novelty wears off, that feeling of breaking on through to the other side becomes less revelatory.

Was it worth it? Would I go back and do it all again? With 20/20 hindsight: "yes, but...."

It was important, maybe necessary, for me to become the kind of person who has done such things, who took the chance, to be the type who might - even if, paradoxically, most of those particular things eventually proved less important than they seemed.

I'll always love the feeling of disorientation, though! You can get it from amusement park rides, in dreams, through drink, and drugs...as a little kid I used to spin around in circles until I was too dizzy to walk straight, just for fun. And that's another part of the appeal of a story like this: it's all about turning regular life into a crazy adventure. If you can't find the secret door that lets you into Narnia, you can at least enjoy some strangely altered realities in this world for a while.

A couple of well-worn quotes from The Marriage of Heaven and Hell by historic British visionary William Blake seem relevant here:


"The road of excess leads to the palace of wisdom."

"If the doors of perception were cleansed, every thing would appear to man as it is: infinite."



Perhaps William Blake bears more responsibility than is generally recognized for the ascendance of "sex, drugs, and rock'n'roll" as a philosophy worthy of devotion.

In 1953, English author Aldous Huxley used the second quote for the title and epigraph of his autobiographical account of experiences with mescaline.

60s rock icon Jim Morrison of the Doors was fond of these sayings, and of Blake and Huxley in general - his band's name was a reference to the same quote Huxley used. Morrison was also influenced by Kerouac's On the Road, and famously died somewhere along the road of excess at age 27, most likely prior to reaching the palace of wisdom. He died in 1971, the year F&L came out. There's a whole pantheon of hedonistic rock gods who die at age 27, ranging from seminal figures like Morrison, Jimi Hendrix, and Janis Joplin, all the way to latter-day members of the "27 Club" like Kurt Cobain and Amy Winehouse.

Kurt Cobain would've been a year behind me in school. Unlike Nirvana, none of the garage bands I played in got famous, but I still felt a certain kinship with that guy and similar, less well-known, musicians. Older Gen-X types like us who started bands in the late 80s/early 90s often took some inspiration from the wilder, crazier, more experimental side of late 60s/early 70s music and culture. I wasn't the only guy around who had read Fear and Loathing. It's no surprise the grungy Seattle bands sounded like they were trying to resurrect Zeppelin and Sabbath. There was a lot of nostalgia for the classic visions of drug-addled rock'n'roll debauchery we grew up with.

Around '91, at some little hipster clothing store in Boston, I bought a (bootleg) Fear and Loathing t-shirt: an all-over print of Ralph Steadman's illustrations silk-screened in black and acid green on a hand-bleached background. Got a lot of compliments on that shirt. The book had attained iconic status by then, ensconced in the Pantheon of Cool two decades after it came out.

Now it’s five decades later, and we’re as far from 1971 as '71 was from 1919. There’s a fancy commemorative hardcover edition of F&L available. Some of the casinos Duke and Gonzo careened through are still standing, others are gone. Drug trends have varied a bit over the last half-century - no one was talking about microdosing or fentanyl in the seventies - but I suppose there will always be a fair amount of drinking and recreational drug use associated with casinos and with artistically inclined people like writers and musicians. There has been since the late 19th century at least. Gamblers are risk-takers by definition, and artsy types tend to be more edgy and experimental than the general public, in part due to temperament and in part, perhaps, to keep up appearances: cultivating distinctive vices is an easy way to distinguish oneself from the insufficiently bohemian masses.

Of course, an incautious interest in intoxicants comes with downsides too obvious to bear belaboring. People die or wreck their lives all the time due to drink or drugs.

As for psychedelic enlightenment, don’t knock it if you haven’t tried it. But at the end of the day, how helpful is it to cleanly perceive William Blake's infinity in everything? The one infinity we can all easily see is the blackness between the stars.

Kurt Cobain, after struggling with heroin addiction for years, died of a self-inflicted gunshot to the head, age 27 in '94.

Hunter S. Thompson did not die at 27. He died forty years later, age 67 in 2005 - from a self-inflicted gunshot to the head. Whether he had reached the palace of wisdom by then is a matter of speculation, or opinion. He had certainly traveled the road of excess for many years.

In accordance with his wishes, his cremated remains were packed into fireworks and shot out of a cannon which was perched atop a colossal 15-story tower constructed in the shape of his "gonzo fist" logo (a fist with two thumbs clenching a peyote button.) The expensive ceremony, hosted by Thompson's widow, and son, was funded by actor Johnny Depp, who had befriended Thompson in the course of portraying him in the movie version of Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas.

Insouciantly garish and loud, these over-the-top funeral proceedings marked an incontestably appropriate end to Hunter S. Thompson's storied career.

—

The book Fear and Loathing ends with our protagonist strung out on amphetamines, paranoid on an airplane and popping amyl nitrates. But Raoul Duke does succeed in his quest, his Savage Journey to the Heart of the American Dream!

As the tale wraps up, Duke returns to the flamboyant charms of the Circus Circus casino to meet his friend Bruce at the bar. Bruce (a thinly veiled version of Canadian musician Bruce Innes) has a steady gig with his band at the casino, and has been trying to help our protagonist illicitly purchase an ape. This ape deal falls through - after the beast viciously attacks another bar patron - and our narrator prepares to leave Las Vegas.


"'When are you taking off?' Bruce asked.

'As soon as possible,' I said. 'No point hanging around this town any longer. I have all I need. Anything else would only confuse me.'

He seemed surprised. 'You found the American Dream?' he said. 'In this town?'

I nodded. 'We're sitting on the main nerve right now,' I said. 'You remember that story the manager told us about the owner of this place? How he always wanted to run away and join the circus when he was a kid?'

Bruce ordered two more beers. He looked over the casino for a moment, then shrugged. 'Yeah, I see what you mean,' he said. 'Now the bastard has his own circus, and a license to steal, too.'"






Games: Agency as Art (Review 1)

I.

Games: Agency as Art is a book about what makes games special. It’s rigorous, readable, and really quite good. Unfortunately, being as it is a work of analytical philosophy, it is also occasionally a victim of its own rigour. Its author - University of Utah philosophy professor, C. Thi Nguyen - notes in an interview that he was (at least partially) compelled to begin writing the book “out of annoyance” with other philosophers - and, yeah, one can tell.

But what it loses through long passages preemptively addressing critics (and are these ‘philosophers of sport’ in the room with us right now?, I kept wondering), it more than makes up for through the originality of its ideas and the accessibility of its prose (at least, by academic standards).

Now, it’s a little unfair of me to read a book primarily created for an academic audience and then criticise it for its academic tendencies - a bit like showing up at a maths conference and taking issue with all the numbers being thrown around. But it seems like a shame to me that Games hasn’t been adapted into a shallower and more focused book for popular consumption, as I sense a lot of the concepts it contains would be of great interest to a general audience, were they easier to swallow.

So, this is me trying to work out if that’s true. In what follows, I distil what I think are Nguyen’s most interesting ideas and share how they’ve helped me understand my own behaviour. I’ll set aside the ideas and framings I found less persuasive until the end.

The Value of Games

Games, says Nguyen, are a “unique social technology”, because of how they affect their players’ agency. The way that games use agency to produce unique experiences is central to his account of why games are special. Before we can unpack why that is, though, it will be useful to hone in on what we mean by a “game”.

Nguyen restricts his analysis to what he calls “Suitsian games” (after philosopher Bernard Suits), which are games that entail the “voluntary attempt to overcome unnecessary obstacles” - where an obstacle is something that gets in the way of a goal.

To be more precise, a Suitsian game has three elements: a “prelusory goal” (the objective of the game), “constitutive rules” (which define and constrain the scope of possible actions one can take in the game), and a “lusory attitude”, which is the mindset a player adopts in consenting to pursue the prelusory goal while being bound by the constitutive rules. Take soccer as an example: the prelusory goal is to put the ball in the net, the constitutive rules include things like “except for the goalkeeper, players cannot use their hands”, and the lusory attitude demands that a player score a goal while operating within the rules. Indeed, the concept of a goal only has meaning within the framework of its constitutive rules - if a player picks up the ball and throws it into the goal, no points are awarded.

It is an open debate whether all games are Suitsian games, and not one we need to touch here. It is sufficient to note that a wide variety of games do fall under this definition, from chess, to most video games and boardgames, to sports.

The next interesting distinction comes from what Nguyen calls “striving play”, in contrast to “achievement play”. Achievement play is playing to win. A professional poker player, for example, is an achievement player. Striving play, on the other hand, is playing for the sake of engaging in the struggle. This should be understood alongside the distinction between “intrinsic” and “extrinsic” goals. Combining these four terms, we can cache out the various reasons that people play games to begin with. This looks like:


	Intrinsic achievement play: playing for the sake of winning in itself

	Extrinsic achievement play: playing as a means to whatever winning brings (e.g. prize money, status)

	Intrinsic striving play: playing for the intrinsic value of engaging in the game

	Extrinsic striving play: playing for the sake of whatever engagement brings (e.g. running a race to improve one’s mental health)



These categories are not exclusive, and one can play a game for reasons that touch upon them all. But they are useful to keep in mind, because they offer us “two very different dimensions by which we may locate where a player finds value in a game”.

So, what’s all of this got to do with agency? Everything, really. If games are defined by pursuing clearly-specified goals while adhering to certain rules and using certain abilities, then to play a game is to exercise one’s agency. While Nguyen declines to provide a comprehensive definition of agency, just understanding that it involves “intentional action, or action for a reason”, is sufficient to get to grips with his framework.

We are now well-placed to see what Nguyen means when he says (to paraphrase) that the thing that makes games special is that they operate in the medium of agency. Game designers use goals, abilities, and environments to sculpt experiences for players; scenarios where they are able to exercise their agency, and in so doing, experience a crystallised form of the pleasure that one might feel from exercising their agency in everyday life.

Nguyen brings this idea into focus in two ways. First, he locates games as part of the ancient human practice of recording things - paintings record sights, music records sounds, stories record narratives, and games record agencies. Second, he draws on philosopher John Dewey’s idea that many of the arts are crystallisations of everyday experiences, to argue that “fiction is the crystallisation of telling people about what happened; visual arts are the crystallisation of looking around and seeing; music is the crystallisation of listening, [and] games…are the crystallisation of practicality.”

Why care about recording agencies or crystallising agentic experiences? Nguyen gives three reasons. First, because games can produce aesthetically rewarding experiences - and indeed, Nguyen thinks the pursuit of these experiences is a crucial reason that people engage in striving play at all. Second, because exposure to the wide range of agential modes that different games offer can develop both our real-life agency and our relationships with others. And third, because the simplified state of affairs and sense of control that games provide can act as an “existential balm” to the complexity and chaos of the wider world. Let’s talk a bit more about each.

Aesthetics

At the core of the idea that games can be aesthetically rewarding is Nguyen’s notion of “harmony” - “the lovely fit between challenge and solution”. As he notes, “aesthetic experiences of action are natural and occur outside of games all the time. Fixing a broken car engine, figuring out a math proof, managing a corporation, even getting into a bar fight— each can have its own particular interest and beauty. These include the satisfaction of finding an elegant solution to an administrative problem, of dodging perfectly around an unexpected obstacle.” The problem is that such experiences are incredibly rare.

The best games, however, bring about heightened versions of these experiences by design. Think of the satisfaction one feels at making an elegant move in chess, defeating a difficult boss in a game like Dark Souls, or perfectly passing a ball to a teammate, setting them up to score.

Nguyen breaks this notion down further by distinguishing between three types of practical harmony. “Harmony of solution” is when there is a fit between the problem and the solution - as in the chess example. Any knowledgeable spectator can appreciate such harmony. “Harmony of action” goes further - this is when you feel your own actions bridge the gap between the problem and the solution. This can only be experienced by whoever is playing the game in question - it is an embodied experience. Finally, “harmony of capacity” - the rarest harmony to encounter in the wild - is when one is pushed to their very limits, and still manages to achieve their goal. Maxing out one’s abilities while attempting to complete a difficult bouldering route is a paradigmatic example of this.

Adjacent to this analysis is the insight that the aesthetic pleasures available from games vary depending on whether one is a player, a spectator, or a designer of the game. And it’s worth noting that, of course, games can have many other aesthetic pleasures beyond those begot by agency. Videogames can have beautiful visuals, stirring soundtracks, and so on. Board games can be beautiful objects in and of themselves. But this has never been in dispute - indeed, the problem that Nguyen is responding to is that those looking to justify the value of games usually focus on these commonalities with other forms of art, and gloss over the features that make games unique.

Agency

To explain how games can develop one’s agency, it’s useful to lay out the “motivational two-step” that Nguyen thinks is necessary to engage in striving play. His basic argument is that when we play a game, we submerge ourselves in a temporary (or interior) agency which is focused on achieving the goals of the game, while continuing to inhabit our exterior agency, which understands the broader reasons why we might be playing. Thus, I am able to play chess against a loved one and devote myself to defeating them, even while I continue to love and wish only the best for them outside of our game. In this way, agency can be layered.

Another way to see this is through the concept of what Nguyen calls “self-effacing ends” - ends that can’t be achieved through direct pursuit, but only through the pursuit of some other end. For example, you can’t enter a meditative state by pursuing it directly - you have to do things like focus on your breath, or a chant. If I host a games night, and my goal is for my friends to have a good time, I have to play the games as if I want to win - without striving, there’s no fun.

By taking up a temporary agency, we are able to narrow our focus and immerse ourselves in whatever games we might be playing. We can think of this temporary agency as an “agential mode”, which includes both the goals of the game, and the mentality, strategies, and skills necessary to play it. Nguyen’s great insight is that different games model different modes of agency. The skills required to be good at chess are quite different to those required to be good at soccer. Taken together, the wealth of games available for one to play constitutes a “library of agencies”. We can spend time with different games, and in so doing, develop our agentic capabilities.

Is this true? Does playing chess make one a more strategic thinker outside of chess? I’m not sure - the evidence seems mixed, and untangling the correlation and causation involved is a game for another day. Even so, it does seem clear that games can develop our skills, and our ability to embody agents that wield those skills. I think the overlap between people who are really good at games like Starcraft II, Civilisation V, and Factorio, and people who are good at coordinating complex projects, must mean something.

Of course, modes of agency can be found everywhere in life. We switch between these agentic modes all the time, sometimes while in pursuit of a single goal. To write this, I must embody the mode of a writing agent. When I chat with my colleagues, I am embodying a social agent. And so on.

Ultimately, Nguyen’s claim here is rather modest. He is not saying that playing a game once will magically imbue you with the best traits associated with being good at it. Nor is he saying that games cannot harm us - indeed, as he argues later in the book, games can also hinder one’s agentic development. Instead, his claim is that, in the same way that legendary philosopher Martha Nusbaumm has argued that “a lifetime of consuming a wide variety of emotionally rich narratives can gradually support one’s emotional development”, playing “a broad variety of striving games, over a long span of time, can help one’s agential development”.

So, playing striving games requires one to take on rigid and temporary agencies - to be bound by constitutive rules and adopt lusory attitudes - and, doing this often, such that we learn to adopt an array of agencies, can enhance our ability to swap between and make use of different agential modes - making us fluid.

Another interesting insight of Nguyen’s: in designing games - where pleasure is experienced through the player’s interactions with a constructed world (and sometimes, with other players) - there is a distance between the object the designers create and the thing the player experiences. In this way, says Nguyen, designers are more like urban planners or governments, attempting to sculpt people’s agentic experiences, than they are like traditional artists.

Finally, it’s worth noting that games not only work in the medium of agency, but, in the case of multiplayer games at least, also in the medium of sociality. The idea here is that games temporarily transfigure our relationships with other people. Playing a board game at a party can turn strangers to teammates, united under a common goal. Nguyen suggests this can be socially and morally transformative, by providing us with “quick sketches” of different social structures. He thus argues that, in the same way that games can provide a “library of agencies” as described above, they can also offer a “library of socialities” - different and otherwise inaccessible means of relating to other people.

Existential Balm

The last reason that Nguyen suggests for why games are valuable is that they can offer an “existential balm” from the complexities of life. This follows from everything we’ve seen thus far. As Nguyen puts it, “in games, the problems can be right- sized for our capacities; our in-game selves can be right-sized for the problems; and the arrangement of self and world can make solving the problems pleasurable, satisfying, interesting, and beautiful”. He calls this “the fantasy of value clarity”.

This is a simple and powerful explanation for why people are drawn to games. They reduce the incommensurability of the world, where it’s trade-offs all the way down, into something manageable and joyous. Interestingly, however, for exactly these reasons, Nguyen is cautious of “gamification” - of trying to make real life more like a game. He thinks that when we do this, we reduce subtle and rich values to more simplistic and quantifiable ones - allowing our values to be captured. This can lead us to lose track of why we care about the things we care about to begin with - to Goodhart ourselves, if you will.

This is true whether the gamification is intentional - as in the case of a fitness watch which one buys with the goal of improving their health, only to find that goal replaced by the goal of maximising their step count, which may or may not actually improve their health - or if is accidental, as in the case of [gestures at the state of tertiary education]. On this latter point, the argument is essentially the same one that James Scott makes in Seeing Like a State: bureaucracies require quantification to govern effectively, and so individuals are made to conform to criteria (like achieving perfect grades on standardised tests) that are legible to institutions but suboptimal for themselves. A high grade is only a rough proxy for a good education; and tireless pursuit of high grades can in fact undermine one’s overall education.

In response to these concerns, Nguyen argues that engaging in aesthetic striving play can help us guard against value capture, for the reasons related to agential fluidity described above. While I did not find these arguments particularly convincing (and perhaps I misunderstood them), I think his points on the dangers of gamification are excellently-made, such that I’m happy to gloss over the inadequacies of his proposed solution (which, as I understand it, is not expected to be taken as a definitive fix in any case).

II.

So that’s what I got out of the book. To craft the above narrative, I’ve cleaved away lots of Nguyen’s analysis that I found less interesting. In particular, I’ve ignored his discussion of how it can be that we are able to take on temporary agencies (and “disposable ends”) in the first place; his analysis of whether aesthetic experiences require a particular state of mind; and much of his arguments of what makes a game a “work”, or a “work or art”.

These arguments are well-made, and his book is richer for including them, but to the lay reader, they only get in the way. While the full-time philosophers have loved much of what I’m downweighting, I have found that mentioning the more technical aspects of the book to everyday people only causes eyes to glaze. Despite this, if any of what I’ve glossed over sounds interesting to you, you should definitely dive deeper. The book itself is also worth reading for the numerous examples of relatively niche games (like Spyfall) that Nguyen shares.

The Games I Play

Finishing this book, I’m left asking myself what games I play. Certainly, I love to play board games and video games in a self-effacing manner. I break out Overcooked not because I want to improve my reflexes, but because sharing a virtual kitchen with a friend turns out to be a fantastic way to bond - and it really is astonishing to me, every time I do this, how little time it takes for whoever I’m playing with to become totally submerged in the task at hand (producing quick meals while embodying a racoon in a chef’s hat). I play single player strategy games like XCom for the aesthetic satisfaction that executing a well-planned strategy brings me. And I play more arcade-like games with simple addictive loops (like Spelunky and Hades) for the thrill of being in motion, and to test my reflexes.

As a kid, my favourite series was Ratchet and Clank. The above account of agency helps me to understand why I was drawn to it - the combination of its bright and cartoonish art style, its excellent soundtrack, and its tight platforming and gunplay all coalesced to allow me to embody my favourite hero. Not just observe, as with a TV show, but actually to embody - to take on Ratchet’s ends as my own, and to find I had just the skills necessary to reach them. Similarly, playing the much-acclaimed Breath of the Wild, I felt as if I was living out an elemental fantasy (wander plains, acquire flaming sword, fight big monster). This is a profound experience, unavailable to children of eras past, and I continue to wonder what effect it will have on us; that modern people have potentially grown up spending more time in libraries of agencies than of narrative. Of course, libraries of agencies have been available to children for as long as games have; but it seems clear that the number of games the average person has access to has exploded in the last hundred years.

Nguyen’s account captures something I haven't previously been able to articulate - why I love games, and why I believe they are due more respect than they usually get. I have had a range of aesthetically meaningful experiences as a result of exercising my agency - from the feeling of satisfaction at completing a 50 hour JRPG to the begrudging awe I’ve felt when an opponent dribbles my whole team and scores a flawless goal in FIFA. My experience with games like bouldering and swimming have heightened my reflexes and reshaped how I move through the world; which is something like agentic development. And I still frequently retreat to colourful platformers (shoutout A Hat in Time) as an existential balm.

Nguyen’s framework also helps me understand how my relationship with games has evolved over time. I no longer find most RPGs nearly as compelling as I used to; perhaps because I am bored of occupying the agentic modes on offer. In recent years, I have found myself hamstrung by what difficulty setting to play games on, because the existence of such settings muddy the aesthetic harmony that I expect games to offer me. And often, as a recently-employed adult with more disposable income than I had as a kid, I find I spend more time scrolling through video game stores, weighing up which agents I might want to embody, or on Youtube watching other people play, then I do actually playing games myself.

Finally, Nguyen’s account of why gamification is problematic elucidates an intuition I have long held - that certain parts of one’s life should not be quantified, lest we lose sight of the qualitative experiences underneath. I have long resisted fitness watches, and, thanks to this framework, now I can account for why that is. This is not to say that I’m right in my resistance; only that I take comfort in better understanding my own behaviour. One frequently hears core facets of life described in gamified language - consider the “dating game”, or the “rat race”. Thinking about Nguyen’s framework helps me to understand why this is (because the obstacles we seek to overcome are often in some sense unnecessary); what is and is not a game; and which games I actually want to be playing.

These are provisional conclusions. I’m eager to let Nguyen’s insights percolate through my mind in coming months and to see what other benefits they might bring. I come away from his book with the sense that I ought to be more mindful of what games I play and for what reasons I play them; that I ought to invest in some better board games; and that I’m going to be talking to whoever will listen about Nguyen’s ideas for some time.

4/5 would recommend.




Games: Agency as Art (Review 2)

By I.O.

Part of what makes the theory of games so captivating is our eagerness to embrace an optional struggle. On any given day, I might procrastinate eating for a few hours because the effort of making myself a sandwich seems like just a bit too much. Yet, when it comes to games, I willingly engage in unnecessary struggles and am eager for greater difficulty. I relish the arbitrary constraint of dribbling a basketball, even though the game would be easier without that constraint. I prefer opponents who will challenge me, and I resist the urge to cheat, even if it would mean victory. Even if I lose, as long as the challenge is fun and intriguing, I may want to play again to experience the struggle once more. This is the mystery that Games: Agency as Art by philosopher Thi Nguyen seeks to explore.

Games are a complete inversion of typical motivation. The pay-off isn’t the point—the activity is. The constraints and challenges are designed to shape an experience that is difficult but might also be interesting, fun, or even beautiful. When I play a game, I play for that experience.

Which isn’t to say I don’t care about status, social cohesion, or any number of other functions that a game might serve. Nor that I am indifferent to winning; I care quite a bit. In some situations, I am highly competitive and want to dominate for the sake of domination. When my nephew-in-law starts bragging about winning at Super Smash Bros., I want nothing more than to take a baseball bat and slam him right off the stage. Instead, what I am saying—and what Nguyen argues in his book—is that the challenge has a certain valuable quality, separate from the consequences of playing. The arbitrary constraints, goals, and abilities come together to form a desirable experience that is valuable for its own sake.

When one plays for the sake of the experience, Nguyen calls it Striving Play. In such play, one must adopt the goal of winning in order to have the full experience, but there is a distance from the goal. The goal is adopted as a means to having the experience but isn’t itself the true goal. Losing might hurt, and winning might be fun, but the true purpose of Striving Play is the experience, and the struggle. Nguyen focuses most of his book on Striving Play because it is so much more interesting than Achievement Play (playing with the sole purpose of winning), and reveals more about human nature.

For example, if I know that I am playing Twister later this week, I will put zero effort into training because it is a game where failure is the point of the game. When I play board games with my wife, I don’t want to be much better than her because it would suck the fun out of the game for both of us. And who wants to be so good at a drinking game if they never have to drink? Nevertheless, suppose I intentionally fail or do not take the goal of winning seriously. In that case, I will not be able to have the whole experience of being immersed in the game. I have to genuinely adopt the goal of winning even though winning is not the point. Again, in a total inversion of typical motivation, we adopt winning as an end as a means to having a struggle. “In most of life, we justify our goals in terms of their intrinsic value or the valuable things that will follow from them. In games, we justify our goals by showing what kind of activity they will inspire.”

To summarize, when playing a game, we willingly take on challenges and goals someone else has given us. These are taken seriously within the context of the game yet hold little significance outside of it. By adopting the seemingly arbitrary constraints and goals set out for us, we enable ourselves to temporarily step away from our everyday existence and immerse ourselves in an agency designed by someone else.

This dynamic is at the center of Games: Agency as Art and sets up three of the most critical takeaways from the book.

Agency as Art

Agency is a strange word, but you better get used to it because I will use it often during this review. Agency means active and intentional action (e.g., thinking, deciding, doing, planning, or even adopting a goal). It is everything philosophers discuss when discussing free will (regardless of whether you believe in the concept itself). For example, when writing a research paper, you must exercise your agency in various ways, in what Nguyen calls agentic modes: research mode, creative mode, rigorous mode, communicative mode, and a nit-picky proofreading mode. All of these modes require different agentic capabilities to accomplish the task given to you.

Nguyen argues that just as a painting might capture a beautiful sunset, games can capture human agency—not (just) for the observer, but principally and primarily for the player. This isn’t to say that games can’t have other aesthetic qualities, such as beautiful graphics or a great soundtrack, but rather, games have a medium unique to themselves; human agency. As Nguyen says in the book:

“John Dewey suggested that many of the arts are crystallizations of ordinary human experience. Fiction is the crystallization of telling people about what happened; visual arts are the crystallization of looking around and seeing; music is the crystallization of listening. Games, I claim, are the crystallization of practicality. Aesthetic experiences of action are natural and occur outside of games all the time. Fixing a broken car engine, figuring out a math proof, managing a corporation, even getting into a bar fight-each can have its own particular interest and beauty. These include the satisfaction of finding an elegant solution to an administrative problem, of dodging perfectly around an unexpected obstacle. These experiences are wonderful-but in the wild, they are far too rare. Games can concentrate those experiences. When we design games, we can sculpt the shape of the activity to make beautiful action more likely. And games can intensify and refine those aesthetic qualities, just as a painting can intensify and refine the aesthetic qualities we find in the natural sights and sounds of the world.”

Consider Chess. "Doing math, philosophy, and the like, can give rise to aesthetic experiences of calculation, puzzle solving, and glorious leaps of the mind. Chess takes that sort of activity and crystallizes it. Chess offers us a shaped activity particularly fecund in aesthetically rich experiences of the intellect."

Interestingly, rather than an object having an aesthetic quality, it is your own agency that evokes emotions of beauty, harmony, tragedy, hilarity, etc. Nguyen calls it Process Art as opposed to Object Art. Other examples of Process Art might include cooking, dancing, doing math, or even making art. The outputs of these processes may also have their beauty, but we are interested in the process itself, the aesthetic experience of using a specific agency.

My own experience of this sort of crystalization is with Machine Learning. There is a particular pleasure in building a great ML model. You have all these constraints with your data and challenges you must overcome, from mundane coding bugs to dirty data and the omnipresent lack-of-data-you-actually-care-about. And it was fun. Not just in moments, but the whole process of building a model was a great puzzle that begged to be solved. I even dreamed of data tables in my perverse version of the Tetris Effect.

And then, I left the world of Machine Learning to pursue something I was more passionate about, and I lost the aesthetic experience that I had grown accustomed to. While ultimately, it was the right choice, I began to miss the challenge.

But then, one day, I stumbled across a video of some British guy having a sublime experience doing a Sudoku—going so far as describing the particular puzzle as the “universe singing.” He was so passionate and in love with the game that I knew I had to give Sudoku another try after years of forgetting the game even existed. And lo and behold, I enjoyed it—especially Cage Sudoku, which added a constraint beyond normal Sudoku. Then, after a couple of weeks of playing the game, I realized it was the same aesthetic experience as building an ML model. Not entirely the same by any means, but there was something about thinking through the constraints of the puzzle that felt like thinking through the constraints of the data. In both situations, you are trying to control for all the possibilities to ensure only one possible solution, or interpretation, remains. Now if people ask me what data science is like, I tell them it is a bit like _Sudoku—_you play around with constraints until everything lines up and you are left with only one possible solution.

Nguyen would say that Sudoku is the crystallization of a specific agency that I will call reasoning by constraints. Other games crystallize other types of agency, such as Chess capturing the agency of calculation and leaps of logic, the game Sign crystalizing the agency of stabilizing meaning, and Monopoly crystallizing profit maximization.

Together, "A collection of games can, then, constitute a library of agencies." Recorded bits of human experience ready to be taken up. Not an escape from reality, but each game distills a specific human activity. “One game might be focused on high-speed reflexes, another on calculative look ahead, or on diplomacy and bargaining, or on manipulating alliances and shared incentives.” Games "are a method for inscribing forms of agency into artifactual vessels: for recording them, preserving them, and passing them around." A way to communicate agencies from one human to another. Two people who have never met, separated by geography, time, and language barriers, can play the same Sudoku puzzle and experience the same agentic experience.

I remember the first time I played Pokemon when I was seven and chose my first “Starter Pokemon.” There are many special moments in games, but that moment will always stand out: the crystallization of the experience of choosing your first pet. Other art forms may be able to crystalize the experience of receiving a pet. Still, no other art form can crystalize the experience of choosing your first pet because no other artistic medium uses “agency.” The ability to crystallize choosing, problem-solving, reasoning, and other forms of agency is a feature unique to games.

Leveling Up Your Agency

The idea that games are a medium through which we can share agencies brings up an intriguing possibility: can games expand our agentic capabilities? Nguyen thinks so. "Games can experientially immerse a player in an alternative agency, making that mode of agency more available to the player elsewhere in life. Games can help to build a broader menu of possible ways of being an agent," which can, in turn, expand our freedom and autonomy, sort of like a more realistic version of downloading Kung Fu directly into your brain, as in The Matrix.

Nguyen doesn’t commit to any particular theory of freedom or autonomy but argues that games expand regardless of the theory you adopt. I’ll avoid the philosophy and will instead go straight to what I think are the mechanisms underlying such a psychological change. I find these mechanisms are more plausible if you consider them from a childhood development perspective, but it is important to note that these mechanisms are not unique to children.

For one, a game may introduce you to a new agency you have never experienced before. Perhaps you are clumsy and lack the experience of graceful movement. In such a case, you might take up a sport or game that requires graceful movement, such as gymnastics, to learn to embody that way of moving and learn grace. Or perhaps you are naive and too willing to trust others, so you might pick up Poker to learn to develop your lie-detection abilities.

Second, a game (or perhaps shifting between games) may enable you to be more fluid in your ability to shift between agencies. For example, you may be stuck in philosopher mode, and your friends consider you a jerk who is constantly correcting and arguing with them. You need to learn to shift your agency, to adopt a new mindset and goals. Since games ask you to adopt arbitrary goals for a time that you can throw aside, perhaps games teach one to quickly lay aside a certain agency to adopt one more appropriate when circumstances change. Or consider my friend who watches math videos before playing a game of poker to get himself in the suitable agentic mode. The shifting between agencies is itself a type of agency worth pursuing.

Lastly, a game may teach you to enjoy an agency you hadn’t previously. This aspect is perhaps the most interesting to me, and so it is where I will spend the rest of the section.

In making this argument, Nguyen is not talking about gamification (which he is concerned about, more on that in the next section). Instead, he argues that in embodying a specific agency, we can learn to appreciate the aesthetic quality of that agency. Consider my earlier example of Machine Learning and Sudoku. I didn’t particularly enjoy Sudoku as a kid but learned to love it as an adult because it offered a similar aesthetic experience to Data Science. Now just reverse the order of those events. Could someone learn to love Data Science by playing Sudoku?

Nguyen’s personal example is that he didn’t start out as a very good philosopher. His teacher said he was great with questions but didn’t have the temperament to sit down and think logically through the problem. But then Nguyen started playing Chess. Chess taught him the joy of thinking through a problem carefully and logically. There was a quality to such thinking that he began to get a knack for, and now that he knew how to access that agency and the accompanying aesthetic quality, he was able to apply that same agentic mindset to philosophy, and thus learned to enjoy the part of philosophy he had previously struggled with.

How does such transformation happen? In most of life, our challenges are beyond us. Too complicated, too complex, too vague, and too different from what we are used to, and so not enjoyable. But games are designed to fit our skills and abilities. "In games, the problems can be right-sized for our capacities; our in-game selves can be right-sized for the problems; and the arrangement of self and world can make solving the problems pleasurable, satisfying, interesting, and beautiful." A cognitive fidelity between the game and real life allows enjoyment from one arena to transfer to another. "Games are a teleologically crisper context for action and evaluation,” allowing us to recognize and appreciate the beauty of a specific agency a little easier.

Are games the solution to the intention-action gap (i.e., Akrasia)? I don’t think Nguyen would go that far, but perhaps it is an essential missing part of the equation. If Nguyen is right, games play a crucial role in helping us to overcome the gap between what we want to enjoy and enjoying it. Just as he learned to love philosophy through Chess, we can learn to love the aesthetic experience of a certain form of agency - the agency of the person we want to become.

Here is another way to think about it: how can you learn to love the struggle of physical activity if you never learn to love the struggle of a sport? How can you learn to love the struggle of a good intellectual challenge if you never meet a challenge that is the perfect intellectual size to struggle with and solve? Perhaps games are the key to expanding our ability into realms of challenge we had previously found daunting, tedious, or a nuisance. Perhaps games are one key (among many) to conditioning ourselves into becoming the person we want to become.

Sometimes we dismiss such aspirational goals as “signaling.” People say, “You don’t really want to do X; you just want to be seen as the type of person who does X.” They assume you only value doing X (e.g., writing) because you think it will make you look smarter, more competent, richer, or whatever else. These comments always bothered me - if you want to be seen as the type of person who does something, it is likely because you value those who do that thing. We shouldn’t lose our aspirational values for fear of our vanity. But perhaps the reason many are so dismissive of such values is that we are not very good at helping people to learn to love the struggle. We have not perfected the art of helping someone to embody and love the agency of the person they would like to become, and so the aspiration seems surface level despite its deep roots in our values. But perhaps games can help us bridge the gap.

The idea that aesthetic experiences can shift our values is not a claim unique to games. Art has long been praised for its ability to influence our values. It is why Eliezer Yudkowsky wrote a Harry Potter fanfiction to promote rational thinking, why a dragon-tyrant eating villagers may have inspired millions of dollars in donations, and why the EA forum chose to organize a fiction writing contest. We might also consider the aesthetics of religion and propaganda. Art seems to have the power to shift our values - for good and ill (and more on the latter in a bit).

What does this process look like concretely? If your current approach to reasoning is flighty, would Chess help? If you are prone to overfitting theories, would Sudoku help? I don’t have strong opinions on this. No one argues that reading Dostoyevsky once will make you a good person, and Nguyen isn’t arguing that playing Settlers of Catan will make you a good steward of resources. At the end of the day, this is a book of philosophy, not science or self-improvement. Nguyen merely wants to claim that a game's seemingly arbitrary constraints, goals, and abilities are not so arbitrary and may serve the important function of expanding our agency. I agree and hope that his work inspires others to put his claim that games expand our agency to the test.

Value Capture

Anything that can shift your values has excellent potential for good and ill - whether religion, propaganda, or even games.

Nguyen’s concern isn't that Call of Duty will turn us into mass shooters. Nor is it about addiction. The concern is that our values will be shifted and over-simplified. This shift towards over-simplification is related to Goodhart’s Law but goes one step further. Goodhart’s Law states that once a metric becomes a target, it ceases to be a good metric. As an example, imagine a teacher who feels forced to teach-to-the-test because test scores are the metric by which they will be judged. Initially, test scores might be a good metric for quantifying student success, and therefore teacher success. But as the teacher feels mounting pressure to improve test scores, the teacher shifts the focus of their lessons away from ensuring the children are learning and towards ensuring the children will perform well on the test. The teacher probably knows the metric is wrong-headed, and is angry that their performance is rated on a simple metric that doesn’t capture how well they are doing their job. But they must teach-to-the-test anyways, leading to an overall lower quality of education even while the metrics show improvement.

The key difference between this example and Value Capture is that once the metric is taken away, the teacher will sigh a breath of relief and return to how they had originally taught. The shift in focus was only temporary.

Imagine a different scenario where a school competes to see which classroom can get the highest test scores. In this scenario, the teacher buys into the game and is excited by the metric. They do their best to optimize their students for test-taking, and teach-to-the-test becomes a mantra. In this scenario, even once the competition and metric are taken away, they may develop a taste for it and are excited to continue to optimize for test scores. Maybe they enjoy it so much that they want to apply that same mindset and optimization approach to other areas of their life. Nguyen calls this “Value Capture.” It is not Goodhart’s Law, but rather a consequence of the law wherein not only does the metric lose its value as a metric, but gains value as a terminal goal for the person who adopted the metric.

If Nguyen is right, aiming for a metric is always dangerous because metrics are essentially a type of point system. There's always the danger of not just missing the target by aiming at the wrong thing (Goodhart's Law) but changing what we consider the target as our attention shifts to quantifiable metrics (Value Capture). Scott talks about a related phenomenon in Unpredictable Reward, Predictable Happiness, where he says he needs to think of rewards as “that thing which changes behavioral programs” rather than as some sort of fuzzy concept of “the target” or “good things that I like.” In other words, the metrics we create are not the true target, but a method by which we change our behavioral programs.

Nguyen’s favorite example is Twitter. Twitter, he argues, gamifies communication. Maybe you join the platform to engage with people, change minds, or stay current on the latest news. But once you are on there, Twitter has embedded you in a game of its own design. They gave you a point system of likes, re-tweets, and followers. These metrics are correlated with your goals, so you play the Twitter game. But after a while, you are less interested in changing minds than in dunking on your most hated politicians because that gets you the most likes and retweets. As you pursue the metric, it de-correlates from your initial values.

My favorite example is that of academia. So many start with high aspirational goals of pushing the frontier of knowledge, only to get stuck in a game of maximizing the number of publications, the prestige of the journals they publish in, their h-index, or whatever other metric that the academic system has imposed on them.

He who controls the point system controls you, argues Nguyen. The nuanced values you developed throughout your life, such as the desire to connect with others, find the truth, and contribute to society, are lost to simplified metrics as social media companies gamify communication, academia gamifies knowledge production, and your workplace gamifies production.

Quantification and metrics wouldn't be problematic if we could match our metrics to our goals exactly. But it is a deep truth that what matters most is the least measurable. We try to operationalize love, happiness, truth, utility, or whatever else. But our metric will always be subtly off from what we care about. Perfect operationalization always escapes us. This is always a problem, but Nguyen argues gamification makes it even worse. When we gamify, we will try to optimize for the metric, which all but guarantees that the metric will de-correlate from the original value we cared about. Worse, pursuing the metric will become more fun and rewarding than seeking that original value.

This community, in particular, should be familiar with the difficulty of operationalizing human values as it underlies so much of the fear around AI alignment. How can you capture, code, and quantify human value? Our values are complex and multi-faceted, and capturing that complexity in a log-loss function seems impossible. And since it seems impossible to code our values into a computer, any AI system trying to optimize the value function we give it will inevitably diverge from what we originally wanted it to do. This scenario doesn’t require true intelligence or even consciousness, just a bad log-loss function and the ability to code.

The solution, Nguyen might argue, is that AI needs to learn striving play. That is to say, it needs to learn that any individual game (or task) is embedded in a larger context of many games that are all worth playing, and it need not optimize so thoroughly that the possibility of the next game becomes limited. Rather than intelligence maximization, agential fluidity becomes the goal: an increased emphasis on general and decreased emphasis on intelligence.

Don’t ask me how to do this. I am not offering this up as an actual solution to alignment—that's far above my pay grade. Nguyen doesn’t even mention AI in his book. Instead, I want to use AI alignment as a sympathetic metaphor to illuminate something more controversial and closer to Nguyen’s arguments.

It is ironic that a community so full of people worried about the potential of an AI to pursue a simplified metric with disregard to other values is so full of utilitarians who debate which bullets they are willing to bite for the sake of moral consistency.  It’s a good thing normies made the majority of content on the internet and not us—our community is a terrible example for a fledgling AI in need of understanding the dangers of an over-simplified value function!

Most of the concerns people have about utilitarianism, and EA for that matter, essentially reflect the same problems this community has about AI; megalomaniacal pursuit of an overly narrow value function. The root fear that maximizers will pursue a metric and lose sight of other values remains the same.

Perhaps we must take seriously the idea that, as Nguyen fears, we have been Value Captured. We played a few too many trolley problems, trained a few too many machine learning algorithms, and played a few too many video games. Now we’ve got oversimplified metrics and an optimize-everything mindset. Our values have shifted from the rest of the world not because we are more rational but because our rational methods demanded that we have something quantifiable and, therefore, overly simplified. Perhaps we have fulfilled Nguyen's fear that

“we will be drawn to systems, institutions, social practices, and activities that closely resemble games, and we may be tempted to adjust our own goals to make our lives more closely resemble game-play. We will be attracted to whatever systems can give us game-like levels of value clarity in our non-game lives.”

I don’t think I will solve the problem here, and tracing the exact genealogy of this community's morals is a task far beyond a book review. But Nguyen’s concerns about quantification and metrics are worth engaging with partly because of the parallels to fears about AI. There is a genuine concern that we have oversimplified the set of human values and therefore any optimization is as poorly aimed as any unaligned AI.

Should we then adopt striving play as a model for how to approach altruism? That certainly seems to be how many approach the topic. They adopt some altruistic goals while thinking about where to donate, but they don't seem to be trying too hard to maximize on any dimension. Meanwhile, EA seems full of achievement players who are going full out and doing everything in their power to win. Like professional athletes, they dedicate their lives to the struggle to win.

There are certainly trade-offs to both types of play. And despite my sympathy for Nguyen's concerns about metrics and quantification, I'm not yet entirely on board. I will keep his thoughts as an omnipresent concern while trying to maximize the value of my donations.

Conclusion

No book review can truly do justice to all of the fascinating lines of thought in a book like this or capture all the reader's implications when reading. Suffice it to say there is more I wish I could have written about.

While the book occasionally drags on through arguments I did not care about (i.e., the reality of striving play seemed obvious to me), it is nevertheless a good and fun read. Nguyen’s prose is easy to follow and not too academic. Part of what makes the book so fun is something I skipped entirely for this review to keep the length down: Nguyen himself is an encyclopedia of games. One wonders where he finds the time to play so many games while fulfilling his other responsibilities. It is good that he found a wife who seems as obsessed with games as he is—as far as I can tell their relationship seems to consist entirely of competition.

The criticisms of the book that I do have are all a bit unfair. He wrote a book on the philosophy of games, and I desperately want him to expand the project's scope.

I wish he would expand on the nature of aesthetic experience. It is a key term in the book and one I have an intuition for, but I feel the need to push back on. I understand that beauty is an aesthetic experience, but what makes it distinct from fun, schadenfreude, oneness-with-the universe, or any other experience humans are capable of?

Another area I would love for him to build on is the empirical side of his claims. I’m woefully ignorant of whether there is empirical work showing that art truly changes values or merely shifts awareness to a different set of values. And even if we take it for granted that art does change values, how skeptical should we be that games, or even non-gamified metrics, can shift our values? If games expand our agency, shouldn’t we expect gamers to have incredible agential fluidity compared to non-gamers—allowing them to enjoy engaging with a wider set of real-world challenges compared to non-gamers? My own experience runs counter to this hypothesis, but perhaps there is a selection bias going on.

Relatedly, I would have loved some clarity on what the process of value transformation looks like in practice. If it is true that games can expand my agency, then what games should I be playing? How often? How can I tell if it works (i.e., which metrics)? What would a concrete plan of agentic expansion through games look like?

But in the end, this is a book about the philosophy of games, not science, self-help, or even ethics and aesthetics. The questions and criticisms Nguyen focused on may have been suitable for others or the field if not for me.

If you do not have time for the book, I recommend listening to some of the podcasts he has been on. The three I have heard (Ezra Klein, Mindscape, and Complexity) have all been excellent dives into the nuances and dangers of metrics and quantification and the (false) moral clarity they provide. Nguyen doesn’t offer much support or nuance on the benefits of quantification, so how to handle those trade-offs is left to the reader (or listener). Still, it is a criticism to add to the list when thinking about metrics.

Overall, Games: Agency as Art is an excellent read that has changed my perspective and given me a new way of thinking about and approaching many topics, including things not mentioned in this review. It may only be for some, and some will be so opposed to some of his arguments that they may struggle with the book. Nevertheless, I would love to see more engagement with these ideas, and I recommend the book to anyone interested in any of the concepts discussed in this review.




Getting Things Done by David Allen

I.

“Productivity systems” like Getting Things Done (GTD) have a bit of a bad reputation in certain circles. Imagine the cool kids in the back row yelling: “All you accomplish with GTD is turning yourself into an even more efficient cog in the machine!” Meanwhile, the diligent student in the front row points out that if you already have good productivity habits, GTD is superfluous and you’re wasting your time reading this essay. Go polish your GWWC pledge pin, or something.

Both are wrong. Yes, GTD is known and marketed as a tool to become maximally-high-performing at a paper-pusher job – but it can also be used if the work you want to get better at is bringing about  "a total revolution of everything". And strictly speaking, it’s not really a productivity system. A better description would be that it’s an easily actionable method for acting with greater integrity, in every single area of your life.

In his opening address for EA Global: Bay Area 2023, Effective Altruism co-founder Toby Ord reflected on the challenges the EA movement has been facing recently, and on what he termed the “importance of character”. There is a section of the talk that could be labeled “How to guard against accidentally or carelessly inflicting tremendous amounts of damage on EA“. In it, he reflects on, among other things, virtue ethics. He says:

“There are virtues that help anyone achieve their aims, even if they were living on a desert island. These are less distinctively moral, but worth having. Things like: patience, determination, and prudence.

There are virtues relating to how we interact with others. Such as: generosity, compassion, humility, integrity, and honesty. I think we’re pretty good at generosity and compassion, actually. And sometimes good at humility too.

I think integrity deserves more focus than we give it. It is about consistently living up to your values; acting in a principled way in private — living up to your professed values even when no-one else is there to see. One of the features of integrity is that it allows others to trust your actions, just as honesty allows them to trust your words.”

GTD is another tool that can “help anyone achieve their aims”. If Ord’s speech inspired you, but you’re not sure how to go about actually increasing your integrity, then this is one method you could try.

(This is probably the most appropriate place for me to insert the obvious disclaimer: GTD is not a panacea. But for a select number of failure modes – not the low-hanging fruit you’re already familiar with – GTD can be of immense help.)

II.

A caveat before you start implementing GTD: It’s likely that your first implementation of it will fail. Most people need several attempts before it’s automated to the point where it’s just “how you do things”. There’s a fairly obvious chain of causality behind that:

You approach or hit a limit of your ability to stay on top of stuff in your life → You become interested in methods to get better organized/more productive, finding GTD → Setting up a GTD-like system requires additional cognitive bandwidth, using up the remaining slack in your system → a minor additional demand (work deadline, social occasion, whatever) pushes you over your limit → giving up GTD is more feasible than giving up anything else → You revert to your previous system of organization.

It’s normal to go through this multiple times.

The outcome we want isn’t to have an organization system requiring huge amounts of ongoing maintenance. It’s the exact opposite. We want to be relaxed and on top of our responsibilities without having to extend mental resources to maintain this state. No frequently broken commitments, no “surprise” events or deadlines that were foreseeable, no ambiguity of what needs to be done when and by whom. In order to achieve this, your implementation needs to be right for you. The multiple iterations process adapts the system to your needs, but it’s generally a good idea to start by copying someone else’ successful implementation. If this outcome sounds desirable to you but what I’m about to describe makes zero sense, it may be helpful to search around the internet or YouTube for other implementations until you find one that “clicks”.

III.

The central principle behind the success of GTD is this insight: Y_our brain is for having ideas, not holding them._ To clear the space, you must take everything clogging up your mental bandwidth – everything, however minor, that is not how it is supposed to be and that you have accepted even the tiniest amount of responsibility for – and get it out of your brain into a trusted external system that you review regularly. That’s it. The rest is commentary.

To get there, David Allen’s book describes a five-part process: Collecting, Processing, Organising, Reviewing, Doing.


	Collecting



Also known as “capturing”, this is when you go through everything that has some claim on your attention and write it down. People who do this for the first time usually take several days until their mind is emptied and stops springing new stuff at them. During this phase, what comes up can be anything. It could be “pick up clothes from dry cleaner”, “fix leaky faucet in kitchen” or “change oil in car”, but it could also be “cancel contract before it auto-renews”, “renew passport”, “clean up the mess on my desk”, or it could be “ask Tom about the problem he’s dealing with he’s shared with me”,“apologize to Laura for insensitive comment I made at the party”, “find out who has food intolerances re: dinner party”, or it could be “update my GWWC pledge page”, “brainstorm new outreach strategy”, or “murphy-proof my org’s new financial strategy”.

I encourage you to do this as you read along.


	Processing



This is the process of deciding what to do about the items in your “inbox”. It’s also the area where most people, including me, have the most room for improvement. David Allen’s book features a flow chart for the decision process, which the friend who introduced me to GTD had printed out and put up above his desk for years.

The first decision: Is this an actionable item?

If not, it needs to be filed appropriately. For some stuff, the most appropriate bucket is simply “trash”. For others, it’s the category “someday/maybe”. Some real items I have in that category right now are “learn the harmonica” and “switch my note taking app to logseq”. The last category here is “reference”. Allen dedicates an entire chapter to finding the optimal tradeoff between [ease of finding stuff] and [ease of filing stuff]. This is highly customisable, but it’s worth it to get it right because otherwise the filing system is either not very useful or not often used.

The second decision is “What is the next action?”.

This is the process to go from “renew passport” to “make appointment with the relevant agency”, from “find out who has food intolerances” to “draft message to send to invitees”. Doing this is crucial. A pile of unclarified collected items is an energy suck. Your brain will try to refrain from even noticing it. Decision-making takes energy, which you’re not always going to have, and a mindset you’re not always going to be in. When you’re not, you probably won’t even be doing any of the things you would be capable of, but you’ll be feeling guilty due to a vague sense that there’s “stuff you could be doing”. But when your inbox is processed, you are in control. You can decide what the most appropriate thing to do is at any given time – and when that answer is “not doing anything”, you’ll feel better about that, too.

Once you’ve decided that something is an actionable item, the decision making tree branches out. If it will take less than two minutes, you should do it right away. That’s because this is the efficiency cutoff where sorting it into the system no longer makes sense. If it turns out to contain multiple next actions, turn it into a project. “Murphy-proof my org’s new financial strategy” becomes {set up meeting, write meeting agenda, assess likelihood that current funding sources will still be available next year,…}. For this particular item, you can probably fill in the blanks better than me.

If it will take more than two minutes and it’s not a project, the options are to delegate it or to defer it. If you delegate it, it goes into the “waiting” pile where the ball is in someone else’s court. If you defer it, then if it’s tied to a specific point of time it goes into the calendar, otherwise into the system. It’s important to only use the calendar for stuff that’s really tied to a specific point of time. If it’s cluttered with other items, you need to make decisions when referring to it, increasing its demand on your energy and decreasing its usefulness. (This was one of my greatest inefficiencies prior to discovering GTD: my calendar and my to-do list were the same app.)


	Organizing the results



This is where the various implementations of GTD differ the most, and where it’s most useful to shop around until you find a tool you “click” with. Personally, I use Everdo. It’s a software specifically for GTD and costs ~80€, but I got the license key from a friend who switched to a different software. I find it very intuitive, but you might not. GTD is implementable with pretty much anything – Evernote, Standard Notes, Obsidian,… You need to find out what works for you.


	Reviewing



This is another step that must not be skipped. The reason is that your brain needs to trust you, on a gut level, that the stuff you got out of your brain and into your system will actually be dealt with. Otherwise, it will keep reminding you of it and you haven’t freed up your cognitive bandwidth. Allen suggests doing this in a Weekly Review process. He says it’s the time to “gather and process all your ‘stuff’, review your system, update your lists, get clean, clear, current and complete”. Put differently, the goal of this step is to make sure your mind is clear and you’ve captured everything, and that your attention is directed appropriately in the time to come (so you’re aware of deadlines, etc.) This is another area where experimenting is worthwhile.


	Doing it.



You may have noticed that there is no sorting by priorities in the steps above. If you’re diligent about regularly reviewing and not putting stuff on your calendar that doesn’t belong there, you need day-to-day-prioritizing much less than you think. Nonetheless, many implementations include priorisation (including Everdo). Again, find what works for you.

GTD does include explicit prioritization. It happens in the second part of the book.

IV.

The process outlined above is only about half of the book. The rest includes reflections on how implementing this goes more smoothly, advice on successful planning (to wit: ask “why” a lot), and a guide to prioritization that aims at aligning your next actions and projects with your priorities at every level of resolution. To visualize this, Allen uses an airplane metaphor. He divides the reflection process in six categories:


Notes


[50]

000 feet: Life



[40]

000 feet: three- to five-year visions



[30]

000 feet: one- to two-year goals



[20]

000 feet: Areas of responsibility



[10]

000 feet: Current projects

Runway: Current actions

The farther up something is on the list, the less frequently it needs to be reviewed. It does, however, need to be reviewed. This is where Allen combines a bottom-up strategy with top-down. You need to decide what you want from life. What are you here for? What does this mean for where you need to be in five years time? And what consequences does this have for the actions you’re taking today?

Every now and then, you need to check whether what past you thought you wanted from life is the same as what present you wants. Get six sheets of paper, write a “height” on each, and jot down what comes to mind. Then reflect.Then make the necessary changes to your action and project lists. If you paid attention in the first part of the book, you know how.

Aligning all these levels is where the magic happens. This is how we make sure that our everyday actions are steeped in integrity, as Toby Ord describes.

I have a project in Everdo labeled “Communications”. This is where I record follow-ups on conversations. “Ask G. about carsharing”, but also “ask F. about shoulder injury” and “follow up with I. about her problem with K.” These are real examples. I made this category because, if I acted in accordance with my temperament, I would be inconsiderate and inattentive. Just deciding that’s not how I want to act will not magically change how I behave, but magic is not a required ingredient for change.

Before I got intentional about my organizing, I often had the feeling that I was juggling too many balls, and that I could only watch helplessly when some of them inevitably crashed and burned. In the interest of transparency, I have to confess that this still happens. But the number of balls I can keep in the air simultaneously has gone up a lot, by at least 30%. And they’re different balls. They’re no longer mostly “stuff I should’ve done years ago”. Instead, most of them are related to laying the foundations of what I want to do in the years to come.

The most important insight I drew from Getting Things Done is that every time we notice something that’s not the way it is supposed to be and then accept even the tiniest amount of responsibility for the thing, we enter into an agreement with ourselves. “I will do what is in my power to fix the thing.” We make multiple of these internal agreements each day. And when we let them slip by, or “never get around to them”, we break them by default.

This doesn’t mean that we have to do everything that catches our attention. No one could do that. Instead, there are three ways to deal with these agreements: 1) Not making them, 2) Completing them, 3) Renegotiating them.

“Not making the agreement” is not the same as ignoring the thing you see. That way, it will just continue to clutter your psychic RAM. No, “not making the agreement” is taking the item, and, during the “processing” stage, deciding to put it into the “trash” category. That’s a valid choice, and one that should be made often. But the key is that it must be a choice.

“Keeping the agreement” is step five: Doing it. “Renegotiating the agreement” could be putting the item in the “someday” category, or it could be defining a different but still acceptable outcome.

All three options are about giving the item in question the appropriate amount of attention. As David Allen writes, the things that are only in our psychic RAM, but not in our external system, “tend to take up much more or much less attention than they deserve”. Because not everything is equally important, we have to collect everything - so we can then allocate it the attention it deserves.

Deciding what promises I make to myself, and doing the best to keep the ones I do make, is the best “adulting” advice I have ever received. It’s a necessary precondition to being faithful to my agreements with others. It is literally synonymous with “acting in a principled way in private — living up to your professed values even when no-one else is there to see.”






God’s Playground: A History of Poland, by Norman Davies

Why Poland matters

God’s Playground is a landmark work. Published in two volumes in 1979, it became a classic, making Davies a household name in Poland. Over 1,000 pages, Davies chronicles the forces which have shaped the country. In the forty years since its publication, no study of Polish history has surpassed it; a review is well worth our time.

We may commend Davies’ panoramic approach whilst questioning his theoretical framework. In the preface, Davies concedes that he does not have a theory. This is problematic – without theory, analysis can become naïve and unstructured – yet remains too common among historians.

Therefore, we might approach God’s Playground through an alternative lens. Social scientists who study history search for exogenous explanations of change. This enables identification of the foundations of stability and change and analysis of causal influences, sometimes with quasi-experimental methods. God’s Playground lends itself to this. As the title indicates, the turbulent and unforeseeable have shaped Polish history to an unusual degree, reflecting the country’s geographic position. In the centre of Europe, flanked by great powers and occupying the landbridge between Russia and Western Europe, it could not have been else.

Skilfully, Davies charts these shocks. Initially, these are associated with dynastic wars. Following the baptism of Mieszko I in 966, a Polish Kingdom tentatively enters European politics.

Soon, we encounter a recurring enemy. Henry II of Germany wars with Bolesław the Brave before the Teutonic Knights, a German chivalric order, install themselves in Prussia in the 13th century. Pursuing the ostensible goal of converting pagans, the order is more interested in plunder and, after overwhelming local heathen, turn their attention to Poland. Polish-Lithuanian forces win a decisive victory at the 1410 Battle of Grunwald, yet the order is a consistently destabilizing force.

Other enemies stir. From the 16th century, the Muscovites become menacing, regularly annexing Polish towns and taking captives. The Poles win their own victories, occupying Moscow from 1610-12, but Russian power grows.

When stability is attained, the results can be splendid. Following the 1569 foundation of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth, a proto-democratic system emerges, known as the Golden Liberty (Złota Wolność). The nobility (szlachta) is the backbone of this system. Among the class, a spirit of equality prevails, meaning that the King is elected, has limited power and must hold a parliament (sejm) every two years**.** Fatefully, the liberum veto enables individual land envoys to oppose the decisions of the majority, its exercise nullifying all legislation passed at that parliamentary session. In the long term, hostile powers exploit it.

Religious freedom is equally advanced. Though Catholicism is always prominent and Poland acts as a bulwark against the Ottomans, the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth is almost as tolerant as contemporary liberal democracies. There are occasional incidents, yet people are free to practice any religion, the nobility protecting minorities from persecution.

Such tolerance reflects and produces a highly diverse population. Modern Poland is associated with ethnic homogeneity, yet the early modern population contained Uniates, Jews, Orthodox and Muslims, Roman Catholics not constituting more than half the population. To this day, Poland has an indigenous Muslim population: the Lipka Tatars. Famously, Poland had a large Jewish community and Davies tells us about its long contribution and tragic demise.

In Western countries, early cultures of tolerance tend to develop into liberal modern cultures, England and the Netherlands being two prime examples. Alas, the curse of Polish history is that these achievements are snuffed out by the shocks which Davies chronicles.

The late 18th century sees a nadir. After decades of decline, Poland is subject to three partitions which incorporate the country into the Russian, Prussian and Austrian empires and, for well over a century, remove it from the European map. The 1791 constitution, still celebrated on May 3 as Europe’s first liberal-democratic constitution, is the last gasp of the old order.

Though an independent Poland emerges after the First World War, the Second Republic is cursed from birth. In September 1939, Nazi Germany and Stalinist Russia deliver a brutal coup de grace, the Molotov-Ribbentrop Pact partitioning the country. Following the Second World War, Poland becomes a Soviet satellite.

Such shocks plunge Poland into disruption. Borders are regularly and dramatically redrawn – the Yalta settlement is particularly radical - meaning that Polishness has a weak link with specific lands. To this day, regional accents are limited; for these to develop, populations must have long-term connections with territories.

Elites are routed. Every generation, upper classes lead uprisings against foreign rule; most fail, leaders being executed or exiled. Infamously, Stalinist Russia identifies nearly 22,000 of the most prominent Poles and executes them in the Katyn Forest. Such loss of elites has few parallels in the West and Davies tells us about it in moving terms. There is a memorable passage on the execution of Romuald Traugutt, leader of the January Uprising.

The attack on Polishness is more insidious. Partitioning powers think little of Polish language and culture – Bismarck detests it - undertaking programmes which aim to eradicate the language. Yet assaults tend to be counterproductive, Poles becoming more attached to their language and national identity strengthening in the 19th century. During this time, the rousing national anthem is written (its first line: ‘Jeszcze Polska nie zginęła kiedy my żyjemy’/‘Poland will not die, for as long as we live’). Many die, but enough live.

Though neglecting the statistical methods which enable estimation of the contemporary effects of historic shocks, Davies does explore the implications of these difficult conditions. Aside from disruption associated with the loss of property and personnel, institutions develop in clandestine conditions, entailing high degrees of secrecy and authoritarianism. The contrast with the UK and US is illuminating. Historically, these countries have been spared invasion and occupation, encouraging the development of open institutions which enjoy high trust.

Poland is radically different, low trust underpinning many problems. As the sociologist Jacek Kochanowicz notes, Poles have ‘a relatively high level of trust in the family and in persons with whom one has close, face-to-face relations… [but] a relatively low level of trust in large, formal, and abstract institutions, including the state’. To this day, Poles have comparatively little faith in institutions such as courts, police and parliaments.

Davies concludes his book in the late 1970s. This had been a quiet decade, the Communist Party making certain concessions and maintaining comparative peace. The 1980s could not have been more different. Soon after the completion of God’s Playground, Lech Wałęsa, a Gdańsk electrician, led the Solidarność revolt against the Communist government. Though unsuccessful in the medium term, Solidarność helped bring about the end of Communism, free elections being held on June 4, 1989.

Since then, an odd thing has happened; Poland has been mistress of her own destiny. The transition to democracy had its challenges, yet economic growth was strong, democracy was consolidated and Poland acceded to the European Union (EU) in 2004. Recently, liberal democracy has been strained, the PiS government attacking the independence of the judiciary and media, yet Poland remains an affluent, liberal-democratic EU member state. Some predict that, by 2030, GDP per capita will be higher than the UK.

Will these conditions last? One can make a good case that they will. Beyond arguments for the permanent victory of liberal democracy - and Fukuyama’s thesis has been more successful than many admit - external threats to Poland are modest. For generations, Germany has been a model of pacificism and internationalism. Russia has been more menacing, the invasion of Ukraine stirring old anxieties. But Poland is a member of NATO and the EU, unlike Ukraine. And given Russia’s problems in Ukraine, the threat seems distant.

Yet reading God’s Playground, one suspects that these conditions will not last forever. Many Poles feel this. Every 1st August, thousands gather in Warsaw to commemorate the 1944 uprising, scouts and guides prominent among them. Observing these adolescents, one perceives that they are not merely paying tribute to a past generation, but mobilizing in defence of their country. Should Russian troops enter Poland, who could doubt that they would immediately resist?

Poland will not die, for as long as they live.




How Emotions Are Made by Lisa Feldman Barrett

Psychologists and neuroscientists have a pretty good grasp on the production of emotional experience. It is a universal, cross-cultural method of communicating our internal states to others; Darwin claimed that producing specific emotional facial expressions (happiness, sadness, fear, disgust and anger) and our interpretation of other people’s facial expressions is the same across Homo sapiens. Many more studies from pioneering emotions researchers such as Paul Ekman have backed up the cross-cultural identification of emotions from pictures of human faces not only from Western cultures but also in Papua New Guinea tribespeople who had never interacted with the West. ‘Classification of Inner States’ and ‘Emotions’ are two of the human universal traits collated by DE Brown in Human Universals and quoted approvingly in Stephen Pinker’s The Blank Slate.

The premise of How Emotions Are Made is that this consensus is wrong.

Lisa Feldman Barrett is a prominent research psychologist. Her website claims she is in the top 1% cited scientists in the world with all the academic reach that entails – there’s the hundreds of research articles in peer-reviewed journals, the TED Talk and the mass-market popular science books. How Emotions Are Made is one of the latter, and leads us through recent research into the neuroscience of emotions while discussing its implications. In this review I want to go through her argument (including some of its later extensions in her scholarly work) and discuss what this means for our understanding of emotions, as well as how this might relate to particular mental health disorders.

Can We Universally Recognise Emotional Facial Expressions?

Feldman Barrett starts by pointing out that there are some problems with the cross-cultural studies of emotional archetypes completed by Ekman and others. The first questions were raised in the 1990s by psychologists like Andrew Ortony and James Russell, who pointed out the large dependence of Ekman on the method in which the questions are asked. Compare the following two methods of asking people to identify the emotion depicted (from Paul Ekman’s work in Papua New Guinea):

[image: ]

From https://www.paulekman.com/resources/universal-facial-expressions/

If you have multiple emotions to choose from, then people across the world tend to agree when shown faces like these. But here is another way of testing people’s understanding of emotions on faces, adapted from an example Feldman Barrett uses in the book. What emotion is being displayed here? Decide now before you read on.

[image: ]

The rates of ‘universality’ of recognition of facial emotion drops sharply with more open-ended questions, and most damningly, a repeat visit to Papua New Guinea in 2013 from psychologist Carlos Crivellari showed that, when open-ended questions were posed to tribespeople in their own language, only the happy face was endorsed as such by more than half the sample, with the other supposedly universal emotional faces described with many different overlapping terms (for instance, disgust was interpreted as anger, sadness or fear).

Similarly, Feldman Barrett’s group re-created Ekman’s facial photos with professional actors (she mentions Martin Landau and Melissa Leo), whom you would suppose would be good at producing easily recognisable emotions on demand, and asked people to identify the emotion expressed in the photo both with and without a contextual statement. A contextual statement might be something like “this man has just witnessed a shooting”, and 66% of people who have read the statement identify Martin Landau as being scared – but this is much higher than if the viewer looks at the photo by itself (in this situation, the majority of the latter group identified him as surprised, with only 38% identifying him as scared).

What if you have more context for the emotion displayed above? Here is the rest of the picture:

[image: ]

Did you pick “thrilled by victory” as the emotion from the first picture? Even if you identified the cropped picture as one of Serena Williams, it would be hard to tell whether she had lost a point or won one (in fact, you could still argue the toss either way even with the full picture). Without context such as a knowledge of the situation or by knowing the individual person very well, our ability to interpret ‘universal’ emotions is very shaky.

Emotional Fingerprints (or Lack Thereof) and the Construction of Emotion

We can’t reliably read emotions on other people’s faces without context, but what if we look at more objective measures? Researchers have hooked subjects up to facial electromyography to objectively measure the movement of facial muscles when particular stated emotions are displayed – they find that there is little overlap between one person’s surprised face and another’s. The most they can distinguish is a pleasant feeling from an unpleasant one.

And as without, so within. A recent meta-analysis failed to find bodily correlates of fear, anger, sadness and disgust within the autonomic nervous system (such as heart rate, skin conductance/sweating, blood pressure, and adrenaline rates). Even more recent studies from rival researchers – researchers who are wedded to the idea of universality of emotions – show huge overlap in how different emotions are experienced in the body. How do you robustly distinguish anger from surprise in the following figure, or jealousy from fear, especially in a single person? The most you seem to be able to do is to distinguish all those ‘hotter’ emotions from another ‘colder’ cluster of depression or sadness.
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Over 5000 people clicked on a computer model of the areas of the body that feel ‘activated’ in particular emotions (warmer colours) or ‘deactivated’ (cooler colours) to produce this composite. Note the overlap, except in depression/sadness, which appears to be its own cluster. From https://acris.aalto.fi/ws/portalfiles/portal/36173502/Bodily_maps_of_emotions_are_culturally_universal.pdf

Looking for correlates to emotions in the brain is the same story – even the amygdala (the area most people know as the brain’s ‘fear centre’) has been shown to ‘light up’ on fMRI with any novel situation, not just frightening ones. Any efforts to find a particular brain region, or brain network, that reliably correlates with people’s expression of a particular emotion has proven fruitless.

Why is it so difficult to find a reliable marker in the body that correlates to an identifiable emotion? Feldman Barrett’s idea is that emotions are not natural types and therefore looking for their ‘fingerprints’ is useless (or, at the very least, needs to be considered in a wider way). Instead, they are constructed in the same way that our brain constructs other experiences, via Bayesian mechanisms.

Regular readers of ACX won’t need to be told about Bayesian processes in the brain, but in the general population this view is not common. Most people assume that an otherwise unoccupied brain gets a stimulus, ‘processes’ the stimulus in some undefined fashion, then produces a response. This is an oversimplification based on left-over relics of behaviourism: there is increasing recognition that the brain works more by producing a Bayesian simulation/prediction of the world around it, which it then tweaks with incoming sense data to update on its priors. To tweak however, you need to be able to recognise the failure of your prior world simulation to predict the future, and update accordingly (ie, you need to process your prediction error).

The important part here is that interpretation of incoming sense data is based on anything that produces your priors – previous experience, your current mood state and the context you are in. Not only does this conception produce many of the more basic phenomena of consciousness such as ‘filling in’ of visual information but, as Feldman Barrett discusses, produces the nuances of different emotions. The physical manifestations of emotion are non-specific, and our interpretation of them depends on context.

For instance, Feldman Barrett tells the story of a date she went on as a young woman: she didn’t feel she was going to get on well with her date, but during coffee she began to feel some flushing in her face and butterflies in her stomach. She began to ask herself “Perhaps there are some feelings there?” This lasted right up until she got home and began vomiting, having previously contracted the flu. She asks, reasonably, how can someone mistake an infection for the first flutterings of young love?

Her answer lies in the idea that Bayesian management of prediction error isn’t just occurring with sensory data from the world around us; it’s occurring with our internal sensory data and the brain’s model of bodily function– a concept most commonly called interoception, and that Feldman Barrett combines with the concept of the brain’s regulation of bodily energy in what she calls allostasis.
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From https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6054486/ ACC, anterior cingulate cortex; AIC, anterior insular cortex; MC, metacognitive layer; MIC, midinsular cortex; OFC, orbitofrontal cortex; PE, prediction error; PIC, posterior insular cortex; SGC, subgenual cortex.

How is interoception linked with emotion? Basic pleasant or unpleasant bodily sensations are interpreted by the brain in the social context, producing psychological states we identify with prior labels that are produced, in part, by the sociocultural context in which we grew up. That is, an upset tummy and flushing occurring on a date might be interpreted as love or lust; or, in another evocative example Feldman Barrett gives, perfectly edible baby food smeared on a baby’s nappy will produce nausea and disgust when people are asked to smell it, with the normally neutral/pleasant smell overcome by the prior of “I’m sniffing a nappy”. The famous example of judges handing down harsher sentences just before lunch is explained in this context as well: the unpleasant interoceptive sensations of hunger are interpreted in the light of the situation they find themselves in (a convicted criminal awaiting their judgement).

Emotions can even be primed (that is, appropriate priors can be set up), as shown in some replicated experiments that examine people who are given air with increased levels of carbon dioxide to breathe. C02 will indirectly produce an increase in sympathetic activity (releasing adrenaline), but if you preface the experiment by telling one group “this stimulus makes people feel tense, like feeling excited” and the other group “this stimulus makes people feel tense, like feeling anxious”, then the evoked emotions break along the expected lines.

The Neuroscience of Emotion

In the book (and in her subsequent work) Feldman Barrett takes pains to dispel many of the classical ideas about how the brain works in the production of emotion. Most notably, her group tries to debunk the idea that identifiable psychological functions within the brain are localised to specific regions or specific neural networks, as well as the notion of a one-to-one correspondence between psychological functions and particular neural networks.

In contrast, concurrently with other work from Pessoa amongst others, the hallmark of the neural architecture of emotion (and of psychological states in general) is that signals can vary from person to person and often involve whole-brain signals that incorporate areas of the brain that do not seem directly connected to the classical neural networks we know and love. These networks are still important – the link between the Default Mode Network and the Salience Network appears relevant in much of our interoception of bodily models – but they are not sufficient. Any one specific neural network state you could name may not even be necessary for a particular psychological state, as there is also significant degeneracy of neuronal inputs into psychological states (that is, many network states can produce similar psychological states). This also explains why it is difficult to interpret the results from functional imaging studies into the links between brain networks and single psychological states: the external environment, current bodily state and the task being performed all interact in complex ways to make neural activity hard to measure consistently, both between subjects and between time points.
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From https://www.cell.com/trends/cognitive-sciences/fulltext/S1364-6613(22)00332-1

But this doesn’t mean that there are no constraints on how people are wired, and the theory of constructed emotion is not purely a theory of social construction. The architecture of the brain and its link to the body is similar across people, and there are only so many ways that neural networks can form. Unless you are a masochist, pleasant and unpleasant interoceptive feelings are generally linked to stimuli that signal the health or danger/damage to the organism, respectively – context-specific labelling of emotions is one of the ways we make sense of how our brains have evolved to monitor our bodily systems that keep us alive.

How are Emotions Constructed?

In infancy, babies can show statistical decision-making (for instance, crawling to a box that is more likely to have their preferred toy) but can also, through experience, link more abstract concepts to objects in the world. The more abstract the concept, the longer it takes to sink in and the further along in neurodevelopment children have to be to ‘get it’, but the process is faster and more reliable when the concept is linked to words spoken by an adult. It is difficult, for example, to learn the concept of money without a shorthand piece of language; looking at piles of gold, credit cards and paper bills doesn’t immediately suggest a common category, but mentioning to a child that each is a form of money allows them to make the connection. Research with young children has, in proof of concept, taught the concept of a “Blik”, by showing them a series of otherwise unrelated objects, telling them “this is a blik” and playing a beeping sound after each presentation. After only a few repetitions, being shown anything identified as a blik will lead the children to expect the beep.

In the same way, adults teach the concept of an emotion to children by naming it: “You must be angry” can be a response to flinging unwanted food, someone who has just hit another child, or to someone who is red in the face; in these situations the child learns to group all of these disparate experiences (which, remember, don’t have common neural correlates) into a category that allows easy description to others and identification of similar sensations when they occur again.

If our concept of emotions and the language we use to speak about them is dependent on how we are taught by adults and others around us, it follows that different cultures have different ways of expressing emotion. Some come into English from other languages and some remain culture-bound; Feldman Barrett points out, for example, that Russian has two words for anger (serdit’sia and zlit’sia), German has three and Mandarin five. Does that mean that people in different cultures are thinking differently about the emotion of anger? Or, put another way, could you feel – really feel – the emotion of schadenfreude before you learned the term? Well, yes. You don’t need the word, but you do need the concept, which you can construct from having a number of similar experiences that you can categorise together (sometimes unconsciously). Words are just a good shorthand way of categorising concepts - Feldman Barrett invents one for us in the book, “chiplessness”, the feeling of wanting chips but not having any immediately to hand. Chiplessness, if integrated into the the wider culture in such a way that most people know what the word is referring to, is in this telling at least as valid as feeling (for example) flabbergasted.

People vary a lot in their ability to identify the emotional concepts they are feeling. If you feel a specific constellation of bodily symptoms (increased heart rate, restlessness, sweatiness) you might call it anxiety, but some call it sadness, some call it excitement and others simply report their physical symptoms without assigning an emotion at all. Feldman Barrett describes this with a specific term, ‘emotional granularity.’ Individuals with high emotional granularity have hundreds of emotional concepts they can describe, many of these concepts coming with their own words (they can, for example, comment on feeling aggravated or disgruntled, and mean two different things).

There is a range of granularity and sophistication in emotional language, and people in the Western context (but not necessarily in the Eastern) whom you would expect to have developed some of this vocabulary but haven’t, are labelled as alexithymic – these individuals appear not only to lack the vocabulary to describe emotions, they don’t appear to feel the underlying emotion either. Such people are the ones who are more likely to ‘somatise’; that is, they describe physical symptoms such as chest or abdominal pain rather than identifiable emotions.

What if you can’t internalise or learn emotional concepts in the first place? If there are deficits in the process of learning abstract concepts or an inability to produce an effective predictive model of the world, you would have difficulties in managing sensory input, develop resultant anxiety and a desire for externally-enforced routines, along with a deficit in feeling emotions and recognising emotions in others – in other words, you would be on the autism spectrum.

Overall, the range of emotional granularity might look a little like this (facetious diagram is mine):
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What Is Emotion For?

Feldman Barrett isn’t the first to highlight the importance of interoception and its role in embodied cognition. Damasio, amongst others, covered similar ground in his research and its pop-science translations (Descartes’ Error and The Feeling of What Happens, amongst others). But Feldman Barrett provides an easy-to-follow way to describe why interoception is so important, using the concept of bodily energy budgeting.

While the specific names and labels of emotions might vary, their role can be explained by how well they allow the brain to model what is going on inside the body, both in terms of energy expenditure and to predict how the rate of energy expenditure may change. Predictive processing and the internal bodily (interoceptive) model it creates is represented through affect, although the purpose of interoception is not the production of affect, it’s the regulation of the ‘body budget.’

Affect, nonetheless, is one of the fundamental features of consciousness (or at least self-consciousness). It varies in two main dimensions – level of arousal (calm through to agitated) and pleasure/displeasure, and all our emotion labels can be situated somewhere on these dimensions.
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From https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Valence-Arousal_Circumplex.jpg

If the brain is predicting an increase in energy requirements, then it will ramp up ‘agitating’ responses such as those provided by the adrenaline-mediated sympathetic nervous system. Adrenaline produces predictable physiological effects – elevated heart rate, sweating, diversion of bloodflow to the muscles, churning stomach, dry mouth, and so on (these would produce the ‘hot’ colours in the body map figure above). These effects in turn are fed back to the brain which then interprets them according to its priors. This effect occurs whether the predictions are correct or not, and while Feldman Barrett only touches briefly on how this might explain various mental disorders you can already see the outlines of a common way the vicious cycle of a panic attack might occur: the brain erroneously predicts the need for action, the appropriate adrenaline response occurs, there is an interoceptive feedback loop that reinforces the agitation, which is then interpreted according to whatever priors the person has developed about their ability to deal with the agitation (common panic attack priors include ‘when I feel this way, I’m about to die’ or ‘when I feel this way, I’m going to go mad’).

Conversely, a predictive model that indicates a need to conserve energy might produce a bodily response that reduces unnecessary movement or activity (producing the ‘cold’ colours on the body map figure). But if this model is inaccurate, and your priors become trapped you might withdraw unnecessarily and produce a vicious cycle that worsens the anergia and solidifies any prior beliefs that are consistent with the need for isolation – this is a common presentation of depression.

What Does This All Mean?

Political scientist Yascha Mounk has noted that books about broad political trends usually have a “Chapter 10 problem”: they spend nine chapters talking about their theory of the world, and then in the final chapter end up admitting that they don’t really know what to do about it. Popular science books generally have the opposite problem. They usually summarise the underlying science very well, and then have a chapter or series of chapters at the end where their sights turn to extrapolating their theory wildly into speculations that apply to broad swathes of human nature and philosophy.

Feldman Barrett doesn’t really wait until the last chapter or two to let rip here; Chapter 8 of 13 is entitled “A New View of Human Nature.” Here she claims that the theory of emotional construction means that our emotions and hence many of our reactions are malleable and suggests that her theory gives hope for managing entrenched hate in multigenerational conflicts such as the Israel-Palestine crisis. This seems… simplistic. Less grandiose is the idea that this theory jibes well with models of neuroplasticity and gives hope that people can effectively change their concepts and therefore change their minds. If so, Feldman Barrett has, after many years working in psychology, successfully invented the concept of therapy.

There are more interesting questions that arise from considering emotions as constructed. In the book, Feldman Barrett describes going to the doctor and feeling tired, anergic and frazzled. The doctor suggested a diagnosis of depression, which Feldman Barrett rejected, only to be told “maybe you’re depressed but don’t know it”. She points out, rightly in my view, that an approach such as this has the potential to label her individual psychological state in a way that is powerful but not necessarily accurate – or useful. And it has the potential to define her experience in ways that then alter her priors. She counsels caution from health professionals in allocating specific emotions to patients who report various sensory experiences; conversely, she suggests that when people who come into a doctor’s office claiming depression (or any other emotion), the doctor asks exactly how things feel in the patient’s body rather than taking the emotion at face value.

Another claim for this theory is that you can only express emotions you know about, and this has some implications for how we should be talking to our children about feelings. One of the jobs of parenting has always been to contextualise and teach children about how to manage their emotions, and while it would be tempting to think that you could serve up a set of bespoke, positive emotional concepts to teach your child, this doesn’t really make sense – children need to be able to make sense of negative affect as well as positive, and the social construction of specific emotions doesn’t mean that negative feelings can be ignored. Rather, I think the lesson here is that trying to increase the emotional granularity of children about negative emotions (that is, teaching and modelling as many emotional concepts as they can manage) allows them to conceptualise different feeling states and develop nuanced responses. You want someone to be able to distinguish aggravation from disgruntlement, as these might have more adaptive responses in different circumstances.

Feldman Barrett asks the question: If you don’t know about any emotions do you feel them? She answers that not being socially primed into particular concepts will make particular emotions more difficult to express, but I think that before we start recruiting the anti-memetic police we need to look more closely at the fate of people with alexithymia or those on the autism spectrum, who seem to still feel unpleasant and agitated, but don’t know why. If you can’t identify emotions well, then the responses become simpler or more inflexible, and it’s unclear whether that is a better option.

(Just to be clear, I don’t think Feldman Barrett is re-suggesting the ‘refrigerator mother’ theory of autism, which is the idea that inadequate validation or parenting leads to autism. Rather, any combination of genetic risk or early developmental insults such as birth trauma that impair the ability for someone to develop emotional granularity can predispose people to some behaviours that lie on the spectrum, regardless of how emotionally in touch the parents may be).

In general, Feldman Barrett gives you what you want out of a mass-market popular science book. She leads you by the nose through well-validated, peer-reviewed, replicated research that overturns some of the popular stereotypes about an area of science. She covers the deficiencies of the classical view of emotions, the surprising difficulty in pinning down the concept of a single emotion such as anger or fear (or any of its supposed neural correlates) and of energy management and the ways this helps to produce subjective experiences. She raises interesting questions which are hopelessly extrapolated to solutions in ways that almost seem reasonable while you’re reading them (Israel-Palestine, solved!) and, by extension, make you excited about the research and what it might mean. As Feldman Barrett herself states, popular science writing is not the same as the underlying research and if you are excited, then going to the academic literature can be useful to answer more granular questions (although I’ll warn you, many of the articles are pretty turgidly written).

For ACX readers this book helps show us that there is a reasonable amount of evidence that social construction of psychological experiences happens at several levels of phenomena. It bridges the gap between constructional ideas in more basic parts of consciousness studies (the emergent nature of qualia, visual ‘filling in’) and the discussions of social construction of psychiatric diagnosis. It allows us to think about recent discussions about culturally-created mental disorders (as discussed in Scott’s recent Geography of Madness review) as a functional level above emotional concepts that are culturally-created on a scaffolding of neural networks. And it works as a good recommendation for those who want to introduce themselves or others to the ideas of predictive processing and the Bayesian processes within the brain.




How Minds Change, by David McRaney

In 2009, Eliezer Yudkowsky published Raising the Sanity Waterline. It was the first article in his [Craft and the Community](https://www.lesswrong.com/s/pvim9PZJ6qHRTMqD[3]) sequence about the rationality movement itself, and this first article served as something of a mission statement. The rough thesis behind this article—really, the thesis behind the entire rationalist movement—can be paraphrased as something like this:

We currently live in a world where even the smartest people believe plainly untrue things. Religion is a prime example: its supernatural claims are patently untrue, and yet a huge number of people at the top of our institutions—scholars, scientists, leaders—believe otherwise.

But religion is just a symptom. The real problem is humanity's lack of rationalist skills. We have bad epistemology, bad meta-ethics, and we don't update our beliefs based on evidence. If we don't master these skills, we're doomed to just replace religion with something equally as ridiculous.

We have to learn these skills, hone them, and teach them to others, so that people can make accurate decisions and predictions about the world without getting caught up in the fallacies so typical of human reasoning.

The callout of religion dates it: it was from the era where the early English-speaking internet was a battlefield between atheism and religion. Religion has slowly receded from public life since then, but the rationality community stuck around, in places like Less Wrong and this blog and the Effective Altruism community.

I hope you'll excuse me, then, if I say that the rationalist community has been a failure.

I mean, that's not entirely true. There's a very real sense in which it's been a success. The community has spread and expanded to immense levels. Billions of dollars flow through Effective Altruist organizations to worthy causes. Rationalist and rationalist-adjacent people have written several important and influential books. And pockets of the Bay Area and other major cities have self-sustaining rationalist social circles, filled with amazing people doing ambitious and interesting things.
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But that wasn't the point of the community. At least not the entire point. From Less Wrong's account of its own history:

After failed attempts at teaching people to use Bayes' Theorem, [Yudkowsky] went largely quiet from [his transhumanist mailing list] to work on AI safety research directly. After discovering he was not able to make as much progress as he wanted to, he changed tacts to focus on teaching the rationality skills necessary to do AI safety research until such time as there was a sustainable culture that would allow him to focus on AI safety research while also continuing to find and train new AI safety researchers.

In short: the rationalist community was intended as a way of preventing the rise of unfriendly AI.

The results on this goal have been mixed to say the least.

The ideas of AI Safety have made their way out there. Many people that are into AI have heard of ideas like a paperclip maximizer. Several AI Safety organizations have been founded, and a nontrivial chunk of Effective Altruists are actively trying to tackle this problem.

But the increased promulgation of the idea of transformational AI also caught the eye of some powerful and rich people, who proceeded to found OpenAI. Most people of a Yudkowskian bent consider this to be a major "own goal": although it's good to have one of the world's leading AI labs be a sort-of-non-profit that openly says that they care about AI Safety, they've also created a race to AGI, accelerating AI timelines like never before.
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https://twitter.com/ESYudkowsky/status/1446562238848847877

And it's not just AI. Outside of the rationalist community, the sanity waterline hasn't gotten much better. Sure, religion has retreated, but just as predicted, it's been replaced by things that are at least as ridiculous if not worse. Politics, in both the US and abroad, has gone insane and become more polarized than ever. Arguments are soldiers and debate is war. Making it worse, unlike religions, which are explicitly beliefs about the supernatural, these are beliefs about reality and the natural world that have about as much rigor in them as religious dogma. I'll leave it up to you to decide which outgroup belief you think this is a dogwhistle for.

This isn't where the community is supposed to have ended up. If rationality is systematized winning, then the community has failed to be rational.



How did it end up here? How could the community go so well in some ways, but so poorly in others?

I think the answer to this is that the community was successful by means of selection. The kind of people that flocked to the community had high intellectual curiosity, were willing to tolerate weird ideas, and, if I had to guess, maybe had trouble finding like-minded people who'd understand them outside the community.

Surveys on Less Wrong put them at an average IQ of 138, and even the 2022 ACX survey had an average IQ of 137 (among people who filled that question out). That's higher than 99.3% of the world population. Even if you, like Scott, assume that's inflated by about 10–15 points, that's still higher than around 95% of the population. Having read Yudkowsky's writing, I'm not surprised: I consider myself smart (who doesn't?), but his writing is dense in a way that makes it sometimes hard even for me to grasp what he's saying until I read it over multiple times.

All this led to a community which is influential but insular. Its communication is laser-focused to a particular kind of person, and has been extraordinarily successful at getting that kind of person on board, while leaving the rest of the world behind.

Ideas have filtered out, sure, but they're distorted when they do, and it's happening slower than needed in order to make progress in AI Safety. Some people are better than others at getting ideas out of the bubble, like our good friend Scott Alexander, but it's worth remembering he's kept himself grounded among more average people via his day job in psychiatry and spent his teenage years learning how to manipulate consensus reality.

Not only that, but anecdotally it feels like the insularity has exacerbated bad tendencies in some people. They've found their tribe, and they feel that talking to people outside it is pointless. Even in my minimal IRL interactions with the community, I've heard people deriding "normies", or recklessly spending their weirdness points in a way that throws up red flags for anyone who's worried that they may have stumbled into a cult.

On the AI front, I've seen some people, including one person who works as a career advisor at 80,000 Hours, assume that most important people involved in AI capabilities research either already understand the arguments made by Yudkowsky et al, or wouldn't be receptive to them anyway, and thus there's minimal point in trying to reach or convince them.

Are they right? Are most people beyond hope? Is all this pointless?



David McRaney started out as a blogger in 2009, the same year LessWrong was founded.

Although he doesn't (to my knowledge) consider himself a part of the rationalist community, his blog, You Are Not So Smart, focused on a sort of pop-culture form of some of the same ideas that were floating around Less Wrong and related communities. The thrust of it was to highlight a bunch of ways in which your brain could fool itself and act irrationally, everything from confirmation bias, to deindividuation in crowds and riots, to procrastination, to inattention blindness and the invisible gorilla.

In 2011, he published much of this into a book of the same name. In 2012, his blog became a podcast that's been running continuously ever since. In 2014, he published a follow-up book titled You Are Now Less Dumb. But in those early years, the thrust of it remained more or less the same: people are dumb in some very specific and consistent ways, including you. Let's have some fun pointing all this out, and maybe learn something in the process.

He didn't think people could be convinced. He'd grown up in Mississippi prior to the rise of the internet, where, in his words:

The people in movies and television shows seemed to routinely disagree with the adults who told us the South would rise again, homosexuality was a sin, and evolution was just a theory. Our families seemed stuck in another era. Whether the issue was a scientific fact, a social norm, or a political stance, the things that seemed obviously true to my friends, the ideas reaching us from far away, created a friction in our home lives and on the holidays that most of us learned to avoid. There was no point in trying to change some people’s minds.

And then he learned about Charlie Veitch.

Charlie was one of several 9/11 truthers—people who thought that the US government had planned and carried out the September 11th attacks—starring on a BBC documentary called Conspiracy Road Trip. He wasn't just a conspiracy theorist: he was a professional conspiracy theorist, famous online among the conspiracy community.

The premise of the BBC show was to take a handful of conspiracy theorists and bring them to see various experts around the world who would patiently answer their questions, giving them information and responding to every accusation that the conspiracy theorists threw at them.

For Charlie and his other 9/11 truthers, they put them in front of experts in demolition, officials from the Pentagon, and even put them in a commercial flight simulator. Still, at the end of the show, every single one of the conspiracy theorists had dismissed everything the experts had told them, and refused to admit they were wrong.

Except Charlie.

Charlie was convinced, and admitted to the BBC that he had changed his mind.

This wasn't without cost. After the episode aired, Charlie became a pariah among the conspiracy community. People attacked him and his family, accusing him of being paid off by the BBC and FBI. Someone made a YouTube channel called "Kill Charlie Vietch". Someone else found pictures of his two young nieces and photoshopped nudity onto them. Alex Jones claimed Charlie was a double agent all along, and urged his fans to stay vigilant.

Charlie kept to his newfound truth, and left the community for good.

David did not understand why Charlie had changed his mind. As he writes in the book:

For one thing, from writing my previous books, I knew the idea that facts alone could make everyone see things the same way was a venerable misconception. […]

In science communication, this used to be called the information deficit model, long debated among frustrated academics. When controversial research findings on everything from the theory of evolution to the dangers of leaded gasoline failed to convince the public, they’d contemplate how to best tweak the model so the facts could speak for themselves. But once independent websites, then social media, then podcasts, then YouTube began to speak for the facts and undermine the authority of fact-based professionals like journalists, doctors, and documentary filmmakers, the information deficit model was finally put to rest. In recent years, that has led to a sort of moral panic.

As described in the book, this set David on a new path of research. He infiltrated the hateful Westboro Baptist Church to attend a sermon, and later talked to an ex-member. He interviewed a Flat Earther live on stage. He even met with Charlie Vietch himself.

At the same time, he started interviewing various people who were trying to figure out what caused people to change their minds, as well as experts who were investigating why disagreements happen in the first place, and why attempts to change people's minds sometimes backfire.

He documented a lot of this in his podcast. Ultimately, he wrapped this all up in a book published just last year, How Minds Change.



I hesitate to summarize the book too much. I'm concerned about oversimplifying the points it's trying to make, and leaving you with the false sense that you've gotten a magic bullet for convincing anyone of anything you believe in.

If you're interested in this at all, you should just read the whole thing. (Or listen to the audiobook, narrated by David himself, where put his skills developed over years of hosting his podcast to good use.) It's a reasonably enjoyable read, and David does a good job of basing each chapter around a story, interview, or personal experience of his to help frame the science.

But I'll give you a taste of some of what's inside.
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He talks to neuroscientists from NYU about how people end up with different beliefs in the first place. The neuroscientists tie it back to "The Dress", pictured above. Is it blue and black, or is it white and gold? There's a boring factual answer to that question which is "it's blue and black in real life", but the more interesting question is why did people disagree on the colors in the picture in the first place?

The answer is that people have different priors. If you spend a lot of time indoors, where lighting tends to be yellow, you'd likely see the dress as black and blue. If you spend more time outdoors, where lighting is bluer, you'd be more likely to see the dress as white and gold. The image left it ambiguous as to what the lighting actually was, so people interpreted the same factual evidence in different ways.

The researchers figured this out so well that they were able to replicate the effects in a new image. Are the crocs below gray, and the socks green? Or are the crocs pink, and the socks white, but illuminated by green light? Which one you perceive depends on how used you are to white tube socks!
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This generalizes beyond just images: every single piece of factual information you consume is interpreted in light of your life experience and the priors encoded from it. If your experience differs from someone else's, it can seem like they're making a huge mistake. Maybe even a mistake so obvious that it can only be a malicious lie__!



Then, he explores what causes people to defend incorrect beliefs. This probably won't surprise you, but it has to do with how much of their lives, social life, and identity are riding on those beliefs. The more those are connected, and the more those are perceived as being under threat, the more strongly people will be motivated to avoid changing their minds.

As one expert quoted in the book said, when they put people in an MRI and then challenged them on a political wedge issue, “The response in the brain that we see is very similar to what would happen if, say, you were walking through the forest and came across a bear.”

For a slight spoiler, this is what happened to Charlie Vietch. He'd started getting involved in an unrelated new-age-spiritualist sort of social scene, which meant dropping 9/11 trutherism was much less costly to him.

This is also what happened to the ex-Westboro members he talked to: they left the church for a variety of reasons first, established social connections and communication with those outside, and only then changed their minds about key church doctrine like attitudes towards LGBT folks.

To put it in Yudkowskian terms, these were people who, for one reason or another, had a Line of Retreat.



Then he talks about the mechanics of debate and persuasion.

He dives into research that shows that people are way better at picking apart other people's reasoning than their own. This suggests that reasoning can be approached as a social endeavor. Other people Babble arguments, and you Prune them, or vice-versa.

He then interviews some experts about the "Elaboration-Likelihood Model". It describes two modes of persuasion:


Notes


[3]

Ask them why they believe what they do. Why isn't their confidence lower or higher?



[1]

The "Peripheral Route", in which people don't think too hard about an argument and instead base their attitudes on quick, gut feelings like whether the person is attractive, famous, or confident-sounding.



[2]

The "Central Route", which involves a much slower and more effortful evaluation of the content of the argument.

To me, this sounds a lot like System 1 and System 2 thinking. But the catch is it takes motivation to get people to expend the effort to move to the Central Route. Nobody's ever motivated to think too hard about ads, for example, so they almost always use the Peripheral Route. But if you're actually trying to change people's minds, especially on something they hold dear, you need to get them to the Central Route.



Then there are the most valuable parts of the book: techniques you can employ to do this for people in your own life.

David interviews three different groups of people that independently pioneered three surprisingly similar techniques:


	Deep Canvassing is a technique pioneered by the Los Angeles LGBT Centre. Volunteers developed it as a way to do door-to-door canvassing in support of LGBT rights and same-sex marriage in the wake of California's 2008 Prop 8 amendment which made same-sex marriage illegal.

	Street Epistemology is an outgrowth of the New Atheist movement, who went from trying to convince people that religion is false, to a much more generalized approach to helping people explore the underpinning behind any of their beliefs and whether those underpinnings are solid.

	Smart Politics is a technique developed by Dr. Karen Tamerius of the progressive-advocacy organization of the same name, and based on a therapy technique called Motivational Interviewing.



(Sorry, it doesn't look like the conservatives have caught on to this kind of approach yet.)

The key ingredients in all these techniques are kindness, patience, empathy, and humility. They're all meant to be done in a one-on-one, real-time conversation. Each of them has some differences in focus:

Among the persuasive techniques that depend on technique rebuttal, street epistemology seems best suited for beliefs in empirical matters like whether ghosts are real or airplanes are spreading mind control agents in their chemtrails. Deep canvassing is best suited for attitudes, emotional evaluations that guide our pursuit of confirmatory evidence, like a CEO is a bad person or a particular policy will ruin the country. Smart Politics is best suited for values, the hierarchy of goals we consider most important, like gun control or immigration reform. And motivational interviewing is best suited for motivating people to change behaviors, like getting vaccinated to help end a pandemic or recycling your garbage to help stave off climate change.

But all of them follow a similar structure. Roughly speaking, it's something like this:



[4]

Repeat their reasons back to them in your own words. Check that you've done a good job summarizing.



[5]

Continue like this for as long as you like. Listen, summarize, repeat.



[6]

Wrap up, thank them for their time, and wish them well. Or, suggest that you can continue the conversation later.

Each technique has slightly different steps, which you can find in full in Chapter 9.

David also suggests adding a "Step 0" above all those, which is to ask yourself why you want to change this person's mind. What are your goals? Is it for a good reason?

The most important step is step 1, establishing rapport. If they say their confidence level is a one or a ten, that's a red flag that they're feeling threatened or uncomfortable and you should probably take a step back and help them relax. If done right, this should feel more like therapy than debate.

Why is this so important? Partly to leave them a line of retreat. If you can make them your friend, if you can show them that yes, even if you abandon this belief, there is still room for you to be accepted and respected for who you are, then they'll have much less reason to hold on to their previous beliefs.



Several things about these techniques are exciting to me.

First off is that they've been shown to work. Deep Canvassing in particular was studied academically in Miami. The results, even with inexperienced canvassers and ten-minute conversations:

When it was all said and done, the overall shift Broockman and Kalla measured in Miami was greater than “the opinion change that occurred from 1998 to 2012 towards gay men and lesbians in the United States.” In one conversation, one in ten people opposed to transgender rights changed their views, and on average, they changed that view by 10 points on a 101-point “feelings thermometer,” as they called it, catching up to and surpassing the shift that had taken place in the general public over the last fourteen years.

If one in ten doesn’t sound like much, you’re neither a politician nor a political scientist. It is huge. And before this research, after a single conversation, it was inconceivable. Kalla said a mind change of much less than that could easily rewrite laws, win a swing state, or turn the tide of an election.

The second is that in these techniques, people have to persuade themselves. You don't just dump a bunch of information on people and expect them to take it in: instead, they're all focused on Socratic questioning.

This makes the whole conversation much more of a give-and-take: because you're asking people to explain their reasoning, you can't perform these techniques without letting people make their arguments at you. That means they have a chance to persuade you back!

This makes these techniques an asymmetric weapon in the pursuit of truth. You have to accept that you might be wrong, and that you'll be the one whose opinion is shifted instead. You should embrace this, because that which can be destroyed by the truth, should be!

The last is that the people using these techniques have skin in the game.

These weren't developed by armchair academics in a lab. They were developed by LGBT activists going out there in the hot California sun trying to desperately advocate for their rights, and New Atheists doing interviews with theists that were livestreamed to the whole internet. If their techniques didn't work, they'd notice, same as a bodybuilder notices their workouts aren't helping them gain muscle.

And the last is that there's the potential for driving social change.

The last chapter in the book talks about how individual mind changes turn into broader social change. It's not as gradual as you'd think: beliefs seem to hit a tipping point after which the belief cascades and becomes the norm.



As you probably expect, I've been a long-time fan of David's from back in the early days. As a result, it's a bit hard to do an unbiased review. I don't want to oversell this book: he's a journalist, not a psychology expert, and relies on second-hand knowledge from those he interviews. Similarly, I'm not a psychology expert myself, so it's hard for me to do a spot-check on the specific neurological and psychological details he brings up.

But I still think this would be valuable for more people in the rationalist community to read. David isn't as smart as Yudkowsky—few people are—but I do think he caught on to some things that Yudkowsky missed.

There's an undercurrent in Yudkowsky's writing where I feel like he underestimates more average people, like he has trouble differentiating the middle-to-left of the IQ bell-curve. Take this excerpt from his famous (fan)fiction, Harry Potter and the Methods of Rationality (Ch. 90):

"That's what I'd tell you if I thought you could be responsible for anything. But normal people don't choose on the basis of consequences, they just play roles. […] People like you aren't responsible for anything, people like me are, and when we fail there's no one else to blame."

I know Yudkowsky doesn't necessarily endorse everything his fictional characters say, but I can't help but wonder whether that's an attitude he still keeps beneath the surface.

It's not just his fiction. Recently he went on what he thought was a low-stakes crypto podcast and was surprised that the hosts wanted to actually hear him out when he said we were all going to die soon:

[image: ]

https://twitter.com/ESYudkowsky/status/1632140760828235777

The other thing that seemed to surprise him was the popularity of the episode. This led to him doing more podcasts and more press, including a scathing article in Time magazine that's been getting a lot of attention lately.

I'm sorry to do this to you Eliezer, but in your own words, surprise is a measure of a poor hypothesis. I think you have some flaws in your model of the public.

In short: I don't believe that the average AI researcher, let alone the public at large, fully grasps the arguments for near-to-mid-term AI extinction risk (e.g. within the next 10–50 years). I also don't think that trying to reach them is hopeless. You just have to do it right.

This isn't just based on hearsay either. I've personally tried these techniques on a small number of AI capabilities researchers I've gotten to know. Results have been somewhat mixed, but not as universally negative as you'd expect. I haven't gotten to do much of it yet—there's only so much emotional energy I can spend meditating on the non-trivial chance that neither me nor anyone I know will have our children live to adulthood—but I've had at least one person that was grateful for the time and space I gave them to think through this kind of stuff, time that they normally wouldn't get otherwise, and came out mostly agreeing with me.

The book, and my own experiences, have started to make me think that rationality isn't a solo sport. Maybe Eliezer and people like him can sit down alone and end up with new conclusions. But most of the rest of the world benefits from having someone sit with them and probe their thoughts and their reasons for believing what they believe.

If you're the kind of person who's been told you're a good listener, if you're the kind of person that ends up as your friends' informal therapist, or if you're the kind of person that is more socially astute, even if it means you're more sensitive to the weirder aspects of the rationalist movement, those are all likely signs that you might be particularly well-suited to playing this kind of role for people. Even if you aren't, you could try anyway.

And you might have some benefit in doing it soon. That last part, about social change? With AI chatbots behaving badly around the world, and the recent open letter calling for a pause in AI training making the news, I think we're approaching a tipping point on AI existential risk.

The more people we have that understand the risks, be they AI researchers or otherwise, the better that cascade will go. The Overton window is shifting, and we should be ready for it.

Formatting postscript, to Scott: if posting to Substack, please embed the tweets rather than using the images, if possible. Embed only the one tweet, use the advanced embed options to hide the tweet they're replying to.

Also, Italicized paragraphs which are indented are supposed to be formatted as blockquotes.






How the World Really Works by Vaclav Smil (Review 1)

Like The Times Complete History of the World and Steven Pinker’s How the Mind Works, the title of Vaclav Smil’s How the World Really Works suggests a book of impossibly ambitious scope. Libraries are filled with thick tomes purporting to describe how very small components of the world “really work,” and they often admit, if not insist, that there is much yet to be learned even about their restricted subjects. Unsurprisingly, then, Smil immediately has to narrow the scope of “the world” to something more manageable and limited – after all, the book is only about 300 pages, including extensive notes and references. Smil describes his goal as “explain[ing] some of the most fundamental ruling realities governing our survival and our prosperity.” Those “realities” concern energy, food production, the “four pillars of modern civilization” (ammonia, plastics, steel, and concrete), globalization, risks, the environment, and the future. Ok, the book is still impossibly ambitious.

Smil is particularly concerned with rebutting popular notions that the global economy is largely dematerializing and that humans can relatively easily decarbonize the economy by quickly ditching fossil fuels for low-carbon substitutes. Although he is careful not to use climate change as the sole frame of the book, and some of what he discusses has little obvious connection to it, the primary but not exclusive purpose of his analysis and presentation of data – oh, so much data! – is to drive home that “we are a fossil-fueled civilization whose technical and scientific advances, quality of life, and prosperity rest on the combustion of huge quantities of fossil carbon, and we cannot simply walk away from this critical determinant of our fortunes in a few decades, never mind years.” The data and discussion most directly applicable to that thesis are original and superb. Smil makes abundantly clear that the current debate about replacing fossil fuels with green energy sources ignores important questions affecting enormous sectors of the economy. Anyone interested in understanding the challenges of addressing climate change should study and absorb those parts of the book. On the other hand, Smil’s treatment of more tangential topics, particularly globalization but also “risks” and “the environment,” suffers from significant incompleteness and, in some cases, irrelevance and inaccuracy. Smil defends all of the topics as necessary, in fact, “existential[ly]” necessary, but those farthest removed from his core thesis detract from his best points.

Before turning to the “ruling realities,” which Smil helpfully breaks out into individual chapters, it is worth addressing an important aspect of Smil’s writing.How the World Really Works presents so much data in such a dense format that you might think you were reading an almanac. Here is a typical pair of Smilian sentences: “Obviously, the energy cost of secondary steel made in EAFs is much lower than the cost of integrated production: today’s best performance is just above 2 GJ/t. To this must be added the energy costs of rolling the metal (mostly 1.5-2 GJ/t), and hence the representative global rates for the overall energy cost may be about 25 GJ/t for integrated steelmaking and 5 GJ/t for recycled steel.” To be fair, Smil defines terms and acronyms before using them, but it’s still academic-journal level tough sledding through thickets of numbers and terms. Moreover, and inexplicably, there’s not a graph, chart, or table in the book to help with comprehension. Edward Tufte, who authored several volumes about displaying quantitative information in useful (and sometimes beautiful) illustrations, wrote, “Often the most effective way to describe, explore, and summarize a set of numbers - even a very large set – is to look at pictures of those numbers. Furthermore, of all methods for analyzing and communicating statistical information, well-designed data graphics are usually the simplest and at the same time the most powerful.” Smil’s book would be much better with some Tufte-quality graphics to illustrate his reams of statistics.

The first three chapters, concerning energy, food production, and the “four pillars,” respectively, are the heart of the book. Smil has studied and written about energy for many years, and he makes a compelling and well-supported case for the claim (or the “reality”) that energy is central to all economic activity and “is the only truly universal currency.” By the end of just the first chapter, no honest reader can believe that climate change, pollution, or any problem – even if serious and real - can be avoided with facile plans to “go green” or “carbon-free” by arbitrary dates in the near future. The energy economy underlies the entire economy, and so changing energy inputs and infrastructure requires redoing the entire economy, full stop. Smil acknowledges the serious problems that the development of the energy economy has caused, but he deliberately declines to propose a more effective or realistic plan. He does, however, make important and helpful observations that could guide policy. For example,contra decades of misplaced anti-nuclear sentiment by self-professed “environmentalists,” Smil emphasizes that modern nuclear reactors “offer safe, long-lasting, and highly-reliable ways of electricity generation.” He might have noted that nuclear power generation has an extremely low carbon output and requires the smallest land use of any major source of energy generation. How the World Really Works, however, is not How the World Could Work Better, but there are at least hints of what might work in a better world and what definitely will not.

Food production receives far too little attention in the developed world, and Smil’s second chapter is a refreshing if characteristically dense introduction and overview of worldwide agricultural activity. He focuses particularly on the role and necessity of synthetic fertilizers. As he does with the hopelessly unrealistic plans of Green New Deals to Go Carbon-Free by 2050, Smil methodically dismantles gauzy dreams of “purely organic cropping,” pointing out that doing so would require most people to return to farms and spend their time planting and harvesting crops, weeding, spreading manure, and feeding and slaughtering animals. (Presumably he believes that new wave vegan organic farmers who avoid animal products entirely would quickly starve.) Smil wryly notes, “I do not foresee the organic green online commentariat embracing these options anytime soon.” Although his judgment is harsh, Smil’s criticisms and skepticism seem genuinely rooted in facing facts and being honest about the reality of food production, not a political dislike of smelly hippies who “buy organic.”

The third chapter on the four pillars of modern civilization provides a wonderful and desperately-needed explanation of the reality (to use Smil’s preferred term) that “[m]odern economies will always be tied to massive material flows.” The first material, ammonia, is the most surprising of the four pillars. Apart from chemists and, perhaps, non-organic farmers, ammonia is most familiar as a component of cleaning solutions, with maybe some vague and minor other uses. How in the world is it a “pillar” of civilization? With his usual dense strings of figures, Smil proves that ammonia is truly “the gas that feeds the world” because it is such an important component of fertilizer. “About 80 percent of global ammonia production is used to fertilize crops,” a fact that was so far from my initial guess that I’ve committed to memorizing it. The other key fact is that natural gas is a primary input for ammonia synthesis. Solar panels can make electricity, but they’re useless for making fertilizer. Any serious effort to remove natural gas from the economy (because it is a fossil fuel whose use generates carbon, even if less than fuel oils and much less than coal) must answer the question of what will substitute for natural gas to make the massive amounts of ammonia used for fertilizer around the world.

Plastics, the second pillar, is another underexplored topic that is easy to dismiss as relatively unimportant. Smil establishes that plastics now dominate huge swaths of the material economy, and his short section on the role various plastics play in the modern hospital room brilliantly strips away any fuzzy thinking about how “we” can “get away from plastic” simply by using paper straws and organic cotton grocery bags. Smil does not shy away from the problems plastics cause in the environment – at the outset, he describes them as “troublesome.” Plastic pollution is a serious problem that deserves serious attention. As with fossil fuels, however, it is simply not realistic to “pivot” quickly to a plastic-free economy. Although Smil does not directly address environmentalist demands for a plastic-free world and docudrama attacks on “Big Plastic,” his analysis makes clear that they will (must!) be doomed as ineffective, feel-good activism or, among many other bad outcomes, countless hospitalized kids and grandmas will have no oxygen tubes or IV bags.

The third and fourth sections, on steel and concrete respectively, are just as compelling if less surprising as civilizational “pillars.” In addition to showing how important and ubiquitous (literally massive) steel and concrete are to modern economies, Smil details the fossil fuel requirements for making them. Like ammonia (but unlike plastics, which many activists hope can simply disappear), steel and concrete are largely absent from any discussion of going green or carbon-free in the near future – even in discussing wind power, which Smil notes requires huge wind turbines: “enormous accumulations of steel, cement, and plastic.” Perhaps the most important take-away of the book is that any serious plan for moving to a carbon-free or significantly carbon-reduced economy requires addressing how people are going to make and transport ammonia, plastics, steel and concrete. Essentially no discussion of renewable energy does so now.

Smil undoubtedly would disagree, but this book would have been better if it had ended after the third chapter. Excluding the introduction and references, it would be less than 100 pages of dense but important, original information vital to analyzing and understanding the economy and omnipresent debates about climate change. My recommendation to almost anyone thinking of reading it would be to read the first three chapters, maybe twice, and then to pick up something else. Having made it through the whole book, and at the risk of matching a book that should have ended much earlier with a review that should end now, I’ll turn to the rest.

“Understanding Globalization” is the first chapter where it is clear that Smil tries to cover too much in too little space. He purports to trace “four distinct eras of globalization” using technological advances to structure the chronology. The starting point of “wind-driven globalization” is promising enough, but after a brief sketch of early Dutch trading activity and its “limited economic impact,” Smil asserts that the next era “had to wait until steam engines displaced sails in intercontinental shipping, when screws made paddlewheels obsolete, and when steel-hulled ships became dominant.” Wait, what? This history of globalization simply skips over the most intensive periods of European colonization, which took place during the age of sail. Where one would expect pages of dense data about Spanish, English, and Portuguese mercantilism, mining, shipping, immigration, slave-trading and myriad other colonial activities, which truly spanned the globe, there is nothing. There are no references to the gold and (especially) silver that flowed from South America in such quantities that it caused inflation in Europe, thousands of miles away. This is not a minor oversight – the populations and economies of entire continents were fundamentally and permanently disrupted during the era of “wind-driven” global transportation. Many millions of slaves were forcibly relocated from Africa to the Americas, and many millions more immigrants, mostly but not exclusively from Europe, completely changed the populations of continents far from their origins. Colonial trade and economics were not small or irrelevant matters to either the colonizers or the colonized; they were central preoccupations of both and caused numerous wars and political turmoil for centuries. This was globalization on an epic scale, and it is impossible to understand the world or “globalization” without it.

The chapter’s outline of more recent globalization is less obviously incomplete but still unsatisfying. After an odd detour into Moore’s law, the chapter ends with Smil identifying some of the criticisms of “excessive globalization” and suggesting that “we may have seen the peak of globalization.” It is not clear how this chronology or the (reasonable) suggestion that globalization may be in retreat tie into the other and main themes of the book.

Unlike the first three chapters, which make important and original points that too few people have considered, the fifth chapter, “Understanding Risks,” is an unoriginal summary that makes the same arguments behavioral scientists, economists, and rationalists have been making for many years. As the National Safety Council explains:


Fear is natural and healthy. It can help us respond to danger more quickly or avoid a dangerous situation altogether. It can also cause us to worry about the wrong things, especially when it comes to estimating our level of risk.

If we overestimate our risk in one area, it can lead to anxiety and interfere with carrying out our normal daily routine. Ironically, it also leads us to underestimate real risks that can injure or kill us.

It can be difficult to accurately assess the biggest risks we face. Plane crashes, being struck by lightning, or being attacked by a dog are common fears, but what about falls, the danger inside a bottle of pills, or your drive to work?

Knowing the odds is the first step in beating them.



(NSC Injury Facts “Odds of Dying.”) The web site www.besthealthdegrees.com/health-risks/ has an interesting and easy-to-read graphic called “Your Risks of Dying” based on statistics from various sources. “Understanding Risks” is simply another entry into this genre. I suspect that almost all readers of How the World Really Works would be familiar with the general theme that people downplay risks related to actions they control to some extent (like driving) and overestimate the risks of random events that they do not control (like terrorism). Similarly, anyone more than one hundred pages into a book like this almost certainly knows that flying on commercial airlines is exceptionally safe, much more so than driving a car. Smil does offers a few unusual and unexpected facts about relative risk. For example, he points out that base-jumping is not just exceptionally risky, but that it's 1000 (!) times riskier in terms of risk of death than sky-diving. If you like free-falling, the less risky choice is clear.

The question is what to do with this information. Yes, most people are terrible at assessing risk. Specific facts about the risks of base-jumping, downhill skiing, or terrorism are not, however, directly relevant to other domains. That leads to a fundamental problem and frustration: Being aware of lots of specific risks and common biases in (mis)interpreting them does not help much when trying to analyze other risks for which there are not good data. How do the risks of climate change compare to the risks of various proposed “solutions” - many of which Smil would consider, with sound justification, infeasible anyway? I don’t know, and Smil doesn’t say.

In the last two chapters, Smil returns, at least to a large extent, to the issues of climate change and how we might address it consistent with how the world really works. “Understanding the Environment” starts with brief explanations of what really should concern us (oxygen, no; food and water, yes), and then proceeds to critique the extreme optimists and catastrophists on either side. This is the crux of Smil’s overarching point – if one takes a close, data-heavy look at how the world makes and uses energy and materials, there is no chance in hell that “singing from the green hymnals” will bring about a carbon-free world in 2035 or 2050, but there also is little chance that technological innovation - particularly AI - will save the day or the world, either. Mostly, this is just an expansion of arguments made in the first three chapters and would be better incorporated there. There is simply not enough space to explain “the environment” or AI, so Smil only briefly sketches the main topics of the former and completely omits the latter. (Smil seems unaware that a significant contingent of people working on AI are convinced that it will cause the downfall of humanity, not its salvation.)

The title of “Understanding the Future,” the last chapter, seems almost ironic, given that Smil repeatedly disclaims any ability to or interest in forecasting the future: “As I never fail to stress, I do not forecast.” In fact, Smil recounts numerous failed predictions, especially concerning resource-depletion (“peak oil,” anyone?), and makes a convincing case that nobody in the past accurately predicted or_could have predicted_ the world as it really is now. There is too much complexity and uncertainty. Indeed, even Smil’s counter-example of a narrow, “highly-plausible” 10-year population forecast for Poland is likely to be wrong because the assumption of mass immigration being “unlikely in such an immigration-averse country” was blown apart by Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, which very few, including Smil, would have predicted even a couple of years ago. Now, recent estimates are that approximately 3.7 million refugees from Ukraine are now in Poland because of the war. Predicting the future is hard!

Another rare, somewhat specific claim - that “hundreds of millions of stunted children, mostly in Africa, need to drink more milk” - is also largely incorrect. The percentage of Africans with lactose intolerance is variable, but intolerance is more common than tolerance – up to 100 percent lactose intolerance in some African countries and ethnic groups. Making stunted children who cannot digest milk drink more of it is a bad idea.

These mistakes of Smil’s, however, support rather than undermine the major point that the future remains highly uncertain. Smil prefers to describe himself as “agnostic about the future” rather than a nihilist. That leads to a strikingly vague and odd end to a chapter devoted to understanding the future:


While we cannot be specific, we know that the most likely prospect is a mixture of progress and setbacks, of seemingly insurmountable difficulties and near-miraculous advances. The future, as ever, is not predetermined. Its outcome depends on our actions.



Only those who are sincerely convinced that climate change or some other catastrophe will bring the world to complete ruin or who think that a positive singularity will bring about a techno-utopia could disagree; for everyone else, this conclusion conveys almost no information. Again, most readers would be better off stopping at Chapter 3.

Smil admits that he has “always preferred to scan as far and as wide as [his] limited capabilities have allowed.” That is unquestionably the weakness here. By framing the book as the product of his life’s work and proposing to address sweeping subjects that would take several volumes to cover with any adequacy, Smil indulges in what he so carefully and ruthlessly attacks – wishful thinking. The addition of a substantially incomplete history of globalization and the inclusion of well-understood, even bromidic, misapprehensions of risks and biased risk-assessments are distractions from the less ambitious but important main topic.How the World Really Works makes a compelling and detailed case for an important “reality” – that transitioning the world from fossil fuels to something else will be much more difficult than most politicians and activists acknowledge. It is worth reading for that alone.




How the World Really Works: A Scientist's Guide to Our Past, Present and Future by Vaclav Smil (Review 2)
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Bill Gates made me do it





OK, I admit it: it was Bill Gates who told me to read this book. Here’s what he, or his email factotum/bot, wrote in June 2022 under ‘5 great books for the summer’[1] The email also included this picture of a smiling Bill with the beguiling books against a bucolic background.

[image: https://assets.gatesnotes.com/8a5ac0b3-6095-00af-c50a-89056fbe4642/22cc4c36-16fd-4501-85f6-f0c8dbb36c5b/eba9f2c390c74a12b66425e37b823fe1.jpg]

The bit about How the World Really Works says:


“Another masterpiece from one of my favorite authors. Unlike most of Vaclav’s books, which read like textbooks and go super-deep on one topic, this one is written for a general audience and gives an overview of the main areas of his expertise. If you want a brief but thorough education in numeric thinking about many of the fundamental forces that shape human life, this is the book to read. It’s a tour de force.”



I’m a sucker for the fundamental forces that shape human life. Also I’m not averse to a few stats, plus at 200 pages what could go wrong? I didn’t comply because I think Bill has great literary taste, but I do admire his philanthropy and appreciate his influence as a leading funder of global health, the area in which I work.

By amazing coincidence, as I raced to finish this review on deadline day, 5 April, Bill emailed me again to remind me “Vaclav Smil’s books are always phenomenal”[2]. And now I can confirm that, I feel virtuous both for obeying the will of Gates by reading Smil, and for writing this review so you don’t have to.


	
From the middle of somewhere: Bohemia to Manitoba





Q: How many Winnipeggers does it take to change a light bulb? A: CHANGE?!

If continents had navels, North America’s might be the lake called winipīhk or "murky water" in Western Cree.

The University of Manitoba in Winnipeg was founded as a Provincial University in 1877 a now ‘ranked among the top research and teaching institutions in the Canadian Prairies’[3]. Here, Baldur Stefansson pioneered the development of canola, a commercial variety of rapeseed now widely grown as a vegetable oil and animal feedstock.

But our story begins two years before Baldur’s breakthrough began to turn fields bright yellow. In 1972, a Bohemian refugee named Vaclav Smil turned up at the university as a junior lecturer in the environment faculty. It was his first job, and he ended up staying for over 50 years. By his own account "intensely private", Smil assiduously avoided faculty meetings but continued to teach introductory environmental science courses until his retirement.

Perhaps his reclusive nature helped power his prolific scholarship. Over five decades, Smil has published some 500 research papers and 40 books. These focus mainly on energy, population and economic development, food production, climate change, the history of technical innovation, risk and public policy.

Far from the bold frontiers of the futurist AI matrix - he doesn’t even own a smartphone – his subject matter is the real world of material, energy, production and consumption. This world is measured not in memes, pixels or singularities, but in tonnes and terawatts – and plenty of them!

So how did this shy scholar from the sticks become a darling of Davos, adviser to presidents, Bill Gates’ favourite author and the very model of a modern major public intellectual? There are some clues in his origin story, recounted in a rare interview in Science Magazine in 2018[4].

Vaclav Smil was born in 1943 in the mountains of Plzeň province, Bohemia, in the middle of war-torn Europe. As a boy, he recalls cutting wood for hours every day to keep the home fires burning, an early lesson in the economics of energy and the primacy of primary industry.

Life in post-war Czechoslovakia was cold and hard, but it gave him a solid grounding in science, and imbued a healthy scepticism of official untruths and magical thinking. At Charles University in Prague, Smil studied 35 science classes a week 10 months a year for five years. His diligence was due to both enthusiasm - "They taught me nature, from geology to clouds," he told Science – and necessity - it was much warmer in the classroom than his lodgings.

On graduating, he self-sabotaged his academic and career prospects by refusing to join the Communist party. Instead, he got a junior job at a regional planning office, and married his fiancée Eva, a medical student.

In 1969, the Soviet invasion chilled the political climate even more, so as soon as Eva graduated, they emigrated to the USA.  Here, despite having to learn English and survive in a new world, Vaclav managed to get his PhD in geography from Penn State University.


	
Limits to Growth and failures of forecasting





As the Smils settled in Manitoba in 1972, the Limits to Growth report was published by The Club of Rome. Not as fun as it sounds, this club was an earnest think tank of great and good founded by Italian industrialist Aurelio Peccei. Its modern Malthusian vision was set out in a 1969 manifesto: The Predicament of Mankind; Quest for Structured Responses to Growing Worldwide Complexities and Uncertainties.

"It is this generalized meta-problem (or meta-system of problems) which we have called and shall continue to call the "problematic" that inheres in our situation", The Predicament intoned. Put simply, the earth’s resources are limited, and that there are too many humans consuming too many of them too quickly.

Limits to Growth was a much more substantial work, with the added gloss of state-of-the-art computing power. Its authors used the World3 model to simulate the consequence of interactions between the earth and human systems. They concluded that without substantial changes in global resource consumption, "the most probable result will be a rather sudden and uncontrollable decline in both population and industrial capacity".

Limits to Growth was hugely influential, but like most prophesies of imminent doom, this report of the planet’s demise was greatly exaggerated.

Vaclav Smil was one of the early sceptics, his nose for bullshit having been well trained in Prague. He taught himself programming to re-create the model, and as he told Science:


“I saw it was utter nonsense,” he recalls; the model was far too simple and easily skewed by initial assumptions. He constructed a similar model of how carbon dioxide emissions affect climate and found it similarly wanting. He understood the physics of the greenhouse effect and the potential for a carbon dioxide buildup to warm Earth, but models seemed too dependent on assumptions about things like clouds. Ever since, he's held models of all kinds in contempt. “I have too much respect for reality,” he says.



Much if his work, including this latest book, concerns the failures of forecasting, and the absurdity of many of the models, targets and projections that continue to be churned out by governments, policy think tanks and advocacy groups. He is particularly scathing about high-level goals such as ‘net-zero by 2050’, which are meant to be motivating, but end up undermining trust.


	
Energy transition is really hard work





This respect for reality earned Smil kudos among policy makers. Following the oil shocks of the mid-1970s, his work on energy transitions gained currency. He wrote a series of books: General Energetics: Energy in the Biosphere and Civilization (1991), Energy in World History (1994), and Energy Transitions: History, Requirements, Prospects (2010).

These books were never an easy or popular read, but they have become increasingly influential. The grinding, systematic accumulation of detail, data-crunching and cautious scepticism went down well with government technocrats wrestling with intractable problems of energy supply and production. And amid the forest of facts and figures, large ideas lurk.

Smil’s basic thesis is that humanity has experienced three major energy transitions: fire, farming and fossil fuels. Historically, these enabled huge increases in human population, consumption and comfort. Now, in the face of anthropogenic climate change, we are trying to push through a fourth transition – to decarbonise the global economy by moving to renewable energy sources.

The problem is our massive legacy of dependence on coal, gas and oil. We use these not only for energy generation and fuel for transport and manufacturing, but also as chemical feedstock for the fertilisers we rely on to grow enough food, and for the concrete and plastics we use to build our world.

In 2018, Smil pointed out that despite decades of growth in renewable energy technologies, fossil fuels now account for 90% of the world's primary energy. The worldwide proportion of energy supplied by fossil fuels actually increased in the two decades since 2000, as energy use has rocketed in low and middle income countries, as they have transitioned from burning biomass (wood and dung) to coal, oil, and gas.

For all the hype, and despite genuine technological progress and economic scale-up of solar and wind energy, the renewables revolution is barely scratching the surface of the ‘problematic’. And even if we could achieve a solarpunk utopia of cheap renewable electricity generation and storage, it wouldn’t break our dependence on fossil fuels for transport and industrial production.

Because of this scepticism, Smil has attracted the ire of climate activists and advocates. But far from denying the reality or magnitude of the climate crisis, Smil is acutely aware it. However, he does not believe either the projections or the proposed solutions are realistic. Even simple back-of-the-envelope calculations show that transition to sustainable energy will involve genuine sacrifices in consumption and living standards.

As he laboriously points out, the policy ‘goals’ of ‘net zero’ by 2030, 2050 or whenever are a pipe dream, and the models retro-fitted to support them are built on fairy dust. For him, both facile forecasts of eco-apocalypse and the panaceas pushed by techno-optimists are worse than useless. Blatantly false and fantastical, they undermine both public trust and decision-makers’ ability to act effectively.

So what is the appropriate response? Smil advocates reducing demand for fossil fuels through energy conservation, and an end to the huge subsidies governments provide their coal, oil and gas industries. Renewables will only be competitive if the price of energy reflect its real costs including greenhouse gas emissions.


	
How the World Really Works: what’s not to like?


	
Prolixity



	
Hectoring



	
Information overload



	
No future









As a prophet of gloomy realism, Smil’s message has never been popular, and in previous works his writing style was boringly technocratic. It seems his growing may have prompted him, his publisher or perhaps his legion of policy-wonk admirers to cash in on his renown to push for a more populist effort.

The introduction is entitled ‘Why do we need this book?’ and at one level the answer is ‘maybe we don’t’.

HTWRW is certainly more accessible for the general reader than his previous work. But there’s very little new in terms of content, aside from a sprinkling of topical covid references to illustrate how poorly governments respond to crises.

And despite its undeniably important central thesis, the book is annoying and frustrating. I have four main criticisms.

First off, Smil’s style is excessively verbose, and stacked with adjectives. This passage from page 4 gives a good preview of what’s in store:


“The other major reason for the poor and declining understanding of those fundamental processes that deliver energy (as food or as fuels) and durable materials (whether metals, non-metallic minerals or concrete) is that they have come to be seen as old-fashioned - if not outdated and distinctly unexciting compared to the world of information, data and images, the proverbial best minds do not go into soil science, and do not try their hand at making better cement. Instead, they are attracted to dealing with disembodied information now just streams of electrons in myriads of microdevices. From lawyers and economists to code writers and money managers, their disproportionately high rewards are for work completely removed from the material realities of life on Earth.”



In a three-line acknowledgement section at the very end, he thanks only his London editor ‘for giving me another chance to write a wide-ranging book’ and his son David for being its first reader and critic. This doesn’t imply that either of them actually made much of an editorial contribution, and the text would have benefitted from more critical input from non-relatives.

Secondly, Smil comes across as a right old curmudgeon. For example, the passage above continues:


“Moreover, many of these data worshippers have come to believe that these electronic flows will make those quaint old material necessities unnecessary. Fields will be displaced by urban high rise, agriculture and synthetic products will ultimately eliminate the need to grow any food at all dematerialisation powered by artificial intelligence will end our dependence on shaped masses of metals and processed minerals, and eventually we might even do without the Earth’s environment: who needs it, If we are going to terraform Mars?

“Of course, these are all not just grossly premature predictions, they are fantasies fostered by a society where fake news has become common, and where reality and fiction have commingled to such an extent that gullible minds, susceptible to cult-like visions, believe what keener observers in the past would have mercilessly perceived as borderline or frank delusion.”



I happen to agree with this analysis, and quite enjoy this querulous and slightly vitriolic style. It is a useful corrective to the indulgent flights of fancy to which rationalist, transhumanist and other tech-adjacent forums are prone. Dare I suggest some ACX pundits are occasionally ‘susceptible to cult-like visions’?

But in railing against folly and hypocrisy, Smil is a broken record. Worse, he seems contemptuous of his contemporaries, if not his readers. Refreshing at first, the bile and sarcasm quickly become boring, and may deter more sensitive souls who prefer civil discourse.

Thirdly, and speaking of repetition, the sheer quantity of numbers in the book is orders of magnitude larger than that needed to make his case. Smil makes no secret of his intent to bombard us with facts, figures and statistics, and there’s even an appendix about them.

Like Smaug atop his hoard, Smil knows the weight and value of each of the myriad gems his long scholarship has unearthed. He is keen to show his readers the magnitude of this wealth of information. Every numbered page is weighed down with megaton(ne)s of data.

Unfortunately, these do not always clearly support the edifice of his argument, and often seem rather random, included simply because Smil can’t bear to leave them out. Like an over-stuffed museum case, the magnificence is lost in the multitude. A few more carefully chosen and displayed pieces might have served more effectively to convey the sense.

For example on one page I chose semi-randomly (42, for hitch-hikers fans), there are eight references to specific dates or time periods, eight percentages and several large numbers and scalar comparisons. This is typical, and actually easier to digest than most of the book as the quantities are in tons, rather than Wh/kg or megajoules per kilogram.

But the argument seems to mix apples with pears, and in the case of a key passage on the same page 42, oil with water, as well as wheat and rice:


“Annual global demand for fossil carbon is now just above 10 billion tons a year - a mass nearly five times more than the recent annual harvest of all staple grains feeding humanity and more than twice the total mass of water drunk annually by the world’s nearly 8 billion inhabitants - and it should be obvious that displacing and replacing such a mass is not something best handled by government targets for years ending in zero or five.”



Perhaps it should be, but it’s not entirely obvious. Another semi-random example from page 183, in the chapter on climate change, is similarly baffling:


"Because of the rising concentrations of greenhouse gases, the planet has been, for generations, re-radiating slightly less energy that is has been receiving from the Sun. By 2020, the net value of this difference was about 2 watts per square meter compared to the 1850 baseline."



But over 170 years, is that a lot of energy or a little? After a while, the constant cascade becomes numbing, even to those of us who are scientifically literate and really like data.

The book is subtitled ‘A Scientist's Guide to Our Past, Present and Future’. While the material facts of past and present are very well-covered, there’s not a lot about the future. As previously mentioned, Smil is a critic of fatuous forecasting. He also points out several times, perhaps protesting too much, that he is neither an optimist nor a pessimist, but a scientist. However he is shy of making any actual predictions based on that science.

His seventh chapter, ‘Understanding the future: Between Apocalypse and Singularity’ is barely 25 pages long. It mostly comprises a summary of existential risks, the observation that all past predictions of catastrophe and the panaceas of techno-optimists alike have proven wrong, and a long lament over our leaders’ failure to learn from past and current crises.

The most interesting observation for me is a short passage on page 206-7, comparing forecasts of things we understand and can predict reasonably confidently over a period of years to decades, such as demographic change, with those with more parameters and dependencies we can estimate very roughly, and those we can only guess, such as the impact of new technologies.

Aptly, the only real prediction he actually makes is that the future will be as subject to error and folly as the past and present. Plus ça change, or as Auden put it: “Mismanagement and grief: We must suffer them all again.”[5]

The chapter and the book conclude:


“A realistic grasp of our past, present and uncertain future is the best foundation for approaching the unknowable expense of time before us. While we cannot be specific, we know that the most likely prospect is a mixture of progress and setbacks, of seemingly insurmountable difficulties and near miraculous advances the future, as ever, is not predetermined. Its outcome depends on our actions.”



It’s hardly a lightbulb moment, more a resigned shrug that leaves the reader feeling disempowered to act in any particular direction, apart from turning down the thermostat and checking the double-glazing. But what would one expect from a Winnipegger?


	
So what’s to recommend?





Last year, I took part in Philip Tetlock’s hybrid forecasting and persuasion tournament. This required us to make very specific predictions related to extinction risk, pandemics, bioterrorism, AI and other events, and then debate them in randomly assorted teams. It was fun, but I found myself losing patience with some of my team-mates quibbling over minute fractions of percentage probabilities of outcomes many decades ahead.

If I had read this book before participating, I probably would have quit (and missed out on a tidy payment). As an old curmudgeon myself, I tend to agree with Smil’s analysis and appreciate his ill-humour as a nice counterbalance to current wishful thinking. For all the faults, it’s hard to argue against his central thesis - don’t believe the hype.

And that should be applied equally to the praise on the back cover from Gates and others. Smil’s pose of objectivity is specious, and some of his arguments about energy are questionable[6].

And it seems ironic that Smil’s greatest cheerleader is a self-declared ‘impatient optimist’ who is using his vast wealth and influence to at least try to solve major global problems. While I enjoyed the book for all its flaws, I couldn’t help thinking Smil should return the favour by reading more Bill.


Notes
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How to Invent Everything: Rebuild All of Civilisation (with 96% fewer catastrophes this time) by Ryan North

This is a book about technology wrapped in a fictional framing which makes for an easy read delivery with a good deal of dry humour. I would class it as non-fiction, flavoured with narrative whimsy. That may put some readers off, but that’s fine, everyone has their preferences. I enjoyed it a good deal.

To start at the beginning: The book styles itself as the repair manual for the FC3000TM time machine. Indeed, it begins with a little preamble note about how the author found it embedded in a rock. This very much sets the tone for the rest of the volume. The first few pages of the book proper consist of an introduction to the time machine followed by an FAQ, including questions such as “Can I give my past self lottery numbers?” and “Can I give my past self lottery numbers, and then kill my past self and take their place, so that the lottery winnings go to me instead?” (the answer to both questions is yes, although with caveats).

After the FAQ, the repair manual begins and ends on one page, and it is not much of a spoiler to say that there are no instructions for repairing the FC3000TM time machine (there are, apparently, no user-serviceable parts). Instead, the writer of the manual has decided to fill the rest of a pretty large book describing how to set up civilisation, so that whatever period you, the unlucky time traveller with the broken time machine, have ended up in, you should be able to recreate civilisation with a lot less waiting around. And thus we proceed to the actual non-fiction heart of the book, although the framing device remains in place throughout, to the point that there are two kinds of references; endnotes written by Ryan North commenting on the text, and footnotes made by the “original writer”, also named Ryan North (this itself does not go uncommented). I did not find this particularly awkward, although those who dislike endnotes may find their patience somewhat tried. There are only 44 of them, so it isn’t too bad.

The book is divided into 17 sections, and the first is a flowchart for finding out in which time period you are stranded, starting with the question “Has the Big Bang happened yet?”. It then proceeds to the five fundamental technologies, which are spoken (and/or signed) language, written language, a decent number system, the scientific method, and a calorie surplus. It goes through each of these, explaining in brief why they are important, how and when they first arose, and things the stranded time traveller might want to bear in mind when reinventing civilisation. It does not go into enormous detail. For example, the section on written language touches on the importance of written language and how rare its invention actually is, since it has only appeared twice that we know of, in Egypt and Sumer around 3200 BCE and in Mesoamerica, between 900 and 600 BCE. Potential other occurrences of writing de novo include India and Easter Island, and these are also described along with the issues with each (one being pictographic, and the other being both maybe pictographic and also maybe inspired by writing from outside the culture - in both cases, the scripts are undecipherable). That’s it for the section on written language - from start to finish, it is 5 pages long. The style is conversational and gently comedic, but not in a way that distracts from the information.

The book then proceeds to units of measurement, farming, food, useful plants, animals, nutrition, technologies to address common needs, chemistry, philosophy, art, medicine, music, and computing. That’s a very brief summary of what is a very dense book. I’m not going to go into enormous detail, but to give a bit of a flavour, I’ll describe the farming and plants sections, and the technologies to address common needs.

The first of the farming/plants sections (“Now we are become farmers, the devourers of worlds”) covers plants and selective breeding so that you can encourage the growth of delicious soft juicy peaches instead of nasty little hard ur-peaches. It then goes on to point out that growing the same plant in the same field repeatedly will cause problems, and thus moves on to nitrogen, the various types of crop rotation, and why they are necessary.

The next section (“What will other humans be eating if I’m stranded after they’ve evolved but before agriculture and selective breeding are a thing, and how can I tell if it’s poisonous, because I bet these ancient humans are eating some really stupid stuff?”) covers early foodstuffs. Did you know that figs, olives and pears were being eaten even before the evolution of anatomically modern humans? I didn’t, until this book. Anyway, this brings us back to selective breeding briefly, but since you can’t selectively breed something to taste good if you don’t even know if it’s safe to eat in the first place, it goes on to the important part of this section, information on how to tell if something is genuinely edible. The book even provides a universal edibility test, which takes seventeen and a half hours, and you can’t eat anything else during it - but it’s better than poisoning yourself by accident.

“Putting down roots: Useful plants for the stranded time traveller” covers precisely that; useful plants, their origin, and how they can be used. The notes on each plant don’t go into enormous detail - this is not a guide on the best way to cultivate (for example) rice. It’s more along the lines of a good place to start, along with some tips from the “original timeline”. The section on grapes, for example, points out that the advent of steam travel allowed phylloxera insects to survive the voyage from America to Europe, where they then destroyed vineyards on an epic scale. The stranded time traveller is urged to “invent” the technique of grafting European grape plants onto the root stock of resistant American grape species to overcome this problem.

The section I enjoyed the most was the section covering technologies to address basic human needs. This isn’t organised by time of invention, but rather by topic, and it includes the technologies which are necessary to address each need. Thus, the topic “I’m thirsty” covers how to make charcoal in order to filter water, then goes on to distillation for desalinating seawater (and making alcohol, of course). Each part describes what the technology is, what humans did before it was invented, when it was invented, what is required to make it, and how to invent it. The book remains conversational in style but is reasonably thorough - the “how to invent it” for charcoal covers three and a half pages, starting with the principles of making charcoal (lots of heat but minimal oxygen) and going on to the best way to set up a charcoal kiln and how to monitor the progression of the burn, with a short digression into the uses of tar, a by-product of dry-heating wood. Diagrams are provided here and there where helpful. “I’m hungry” includes information on horseshoes, harnesses, ploughs, preserved foods, bread (and beer and alcohol), and salt production. While there is a separate section on medicine later in the book, the “I’m sick” topic covers penicillin and the stethoscope, on the grounds that these two breakthroughs alone have made a huge difference to human health. There are also topics covering manufacturing resources (mining, smelting, kilns, glass), machines (waterwheels, windmills, flywheels, turbines, steam engines), electricity (batteries, generators, transformers), measuring devices (clocks, thermometers, barometers), appearance (soap, buttons, tanning, spinning), sex (birth control, incubators), and more. I should note that I am no technological polyglot, but where the text went into detail on things I do know about, it didn’t make any obvious mistakes. I was surprised to find no information about weaving, however. The relevant section (“I want people to think I’m attractive”) starts with soap, then goes into buttons, tanning and spinning wheels, then ends without mentioning weaving at all, which seems a bit of an obvious omission.

After “Common human complaints that can be solved by technology”, which is by far the longest section, there are seven sections which are more theoretical, in that they go into the theory underlying important subjects, thus equipping you, the stranded time traveller, to make the most of where you are. The section on chemistry, for example, goes over protons, atoms, neutrons, electron shells, reactions, ionic and covalent bonds, and where it all came from. The others are philosophy, art, medicine, first aid, music, and computers, all technologies that “greatly improve any civilisation”.

The final portion of the book consists of appendices, including a technology tree (what is a pre-requirement for what), a periodic table which should definitely be classed as both fiction and non-fiction, a list of “useful chemicals, how to make them, and how they can definitely kill you”, logical argument forms, trigonometry tables, a list of universal constants (this is a civilisation cheat sheet, remember), musical frequencies, gear types, and finally a list of human internal organs given grades out of ten (highest rating: the liver, with 13/10). It finishes with an afterword from the “our timeline” Ryan North, and the bibliography he used when “checking” and commenting on the text.

As I have said, the style of writing is conversational, amusing and very easy to read. The sections manage to follow on well from each other - I read it straight through without any trouble. The framing is adhered to throughout, and that provides a lot of the humour. For example, the start of the book, where the five fundamental technologies are described, points out that each of these is conceptual and thus requires nothing which humans at the time did not already have, and yet took a very long time to figure out. The table listing them gives the dates when they were invented, the dates when they could have been invented, the years spent not having this technology when we could have, and how many 500-year Roman Empires could have risen and fallen during all that time humanity was sitting around not inventing the technology. It is subtitled “A table any human should be embarrassed to even be in the same room with”. There are “Civilisation Pro Tips” scattered throughout the text which also add comedy (eg “If things are going well, you should not need to get rid of any human bodies”, which comes after the description of how to make lye).

So who might want to read this and why? I’m actually not quite sure who the book is aimed at. It’s easy to read but there’s a lot here, and it assumes a good reading comprehension and an intelligent reader. It’s not a technical manual, nor a history book; it doesn’t go into enough detail to satisfy someone who wanted to learn about one particular period of history, or one particular technology, or even the rise of civilisation as a whole, which would be a far bigger book. It grazes culture only very briefly, mainly as context for inventions. It’s tongue-in-cheek, which I enjoyed, but others might find annoying. If pushed, I’d class it as popular science, but it’s not like any of the other popular science books I’ve read, which were all much more focussed on a specific topic.

Personally, I wanted this book because I thought it would make an excellent reference for world-building. One of my hobbies is writing fantasy, and I love playing with alternate cultures and technologies, but making sure they are all plausible together can be a daunting prospect. One thing which has always worried me is including a technology without its logical prerequisites, and I hoped the book would be helpful in pointing out those kinds of errors. I think it definitely will be useful, but the technology tree in the appendices is not the panacea I’d have hoped for. Rather than showing which technologies are absolutely required for a downstream invention, it shows what would be ideal, fitting the book’s recommendations. For example, while welding and the radio are great inventions for use with boats, they are not prerequisites to building boats and crossing oceans, as history has already demonstrated. But there is plenty of information in the text itself, and the bibliography also makes for a good starting point if I want to know more.

So I’d recommend this book for people who like tongue-in-cheek overviews of history and technology, people who enjoy light-hearted but satisfying non-fiction, people who are curious about where to start inventing civilisations both real and fictional, and yes, if you are a stranded time traveller, it would be a very handy guide, but I don’t think many people reading this will fit into that latter category. If you do, to quote the book, “What are you complaining about? You didn’t go that far back. You’ll be FINE.”




How to Talk About Books You Haven’t Read - Pierre Bayard

Some of the praise for last year’s ACX Book Review Contest entries went like this: "This review did its job: it convinced me to purchase the book!".

This criterion has an obvious logic: The review successfully conveyed that a book was interesting enough to be worth the reader’s time.

An issue with this criterion, however, is that it rules out an indispensable genre: Good reviews of bad books. Stuart Ritchie's critical review of Cordelia Fine's Testosterone Rex and Steven Pinker's damaging review of Malcolm Gladwell's What the Dog Saw were informative and well written but didn't have me running to the bookstore. Andrew Gelman had a similar effect while reviewing Noise without even reading it.

Pierre Bayard, the author of How to Talk About Books You Haven’t Read__, would approve. His book opens with an epigraph from Oscar Wilde: "I never read a book I must review, it prejudices you so".

A more important issue with the did-it-cause-you-to-buy-the-book criterion is that a review may be so good that it obviates the need to read the book itself. Even when the book is highly praised. If the review is insightful and intellectually honest, why spend 20 hours reading 500 pages?

We already know this. Indeed, this is one of the reasons we loyal readers love ACX.

Sure, sex is great, but have you ever tried being notified that Scott Alexander has recently reviewed a book that has been on your to-read list for years?

According to Bayard, we needn't be embarrassed by this behavior. Quite the contrary. Don't let the tiny insignificant fact that we technically haven't read these books stop us. We should be talking about Fussellian Class, illegibility, Igon Values, and implausibly hungry judges.

The awkward thing for me, if Bayard's thesis is taken seriously, is the audience perhaps shouldn't bother reading this review.

With that in mind, I suppose I better provide a TL;DR:

TL;DR


	We gain and add value by discussing thinkers and books we haven't read.

	Doing so is a creative act.

	An understanding of where a book sits in relation to other books and ideas can be as important as its content.

	Even in the cases where we've completed a book, we don't know all the background context and we're in a constant state of forgetting.

	Talking about books we haven’t read is something we do anyway. We should be less embarrassed by it.



I’m ambivalent on including this Blinkist styled overview that wouldn’t look out of place on a productivity guru’s twitter thread. Nabokov would advise against it. He argued that the general summary is the exact wrong end to understand a book. Rather, we must fondle its details to gain artistic appreciation. Bayard would remind us that many details can be accessed without reading.

Either way, I’ll include some details below.

Bayard's taxonomy

One reason we shouldn't worry ourselves with reading a particular book is that, in a sense, we haven't fully read any book. Even the ones we’ve read. Sure, our eyes may have looked over every word between the covers. More than once even. But we never understand a book completely from simply reading it.

This paradoxical claim, which I’ll unpack shortly, explains Bayard's quirky classification system. Before he begins, he lists out abbreviations to classify books:

[image: ]

"Book I have read" is notably absent. This is the most important take home lesson about his system. We can’t draw a straight line between books we have read and books we haven’t.

This doesn't stop him from rating books. His rating system includes the following:

[image: ]

This system makes explicit a process that many of us already do: We have opinions on books we haven't read. Think of your favorite ACX reviews. Or think of controversial books like Robin DeAngelo's White Fragility or Charles Murray's The Bell Curve[1].

In the spirit of Bayard, I'll follow his classification and rating system.

A tour of books you may not have read

Bayard uses each chapter to analyze a different book to support his claims. The irony of providing close readings of several books in the midst of telling us not to bother with reading will not be lost on him. Bayard comes across as self-aware, although it’s not always obvious how tongue-in-cheek he’s being.

Rather than an admonition of reading, Bayard’s book is best thought of as a love letter to literature. It’s an ode to our creative engagement with it in more ways than reading.

Be warned, when analyzing the different books he doesn’t avoid spoilers. Another warning is that some of his spoilers just ain’t so. For each book he references, he changes one plot point without mention and treats it as he does the rest of the analysis[2].

For instance, in his discussion of the ending of The Third Man, he unites the protagonist Rollo Martins with the girlfriend of the antagonist Harry Lime. In the original text, she walks on by.

​​[image: ]As in the book, Valli walks past Martins in the final scene of the film The Third Man

Bayard defends his meddling by arguing that these changes are what should have happened based on his interpretation of the book, and are as real to him as any other detail.


“To be sure, these facts are not directly stated in the texts. But like all the facts I have offered the reader, they correspond for me to what I see as the likely logic of each text and thus, as far as I’m concerned, are an integral part of them.”



Kind of like how Hermione is obviously a ravenclaw; the 12 angry men let a guilty person go; and the guy from My Octopus Teacher was definitely fornicating with the octopus.

What do you mean I haven’t read any books?

Goodreads tells me I’m at 27 books for the year and counting. What is Bayard getting at when he says we haven’t fully read any book?

He argues that we never understand a book completely from simply reading it. Thus, setting the we-are-allowed-to-discuss-it threshold at whether we’ve read it is arbitrary. We haven’t learned where the book sits with other books. We don’t know its background influences. We don’t know its significance.

A book is not an isolated object: It's a part of a vast sea of knowledge.

Full understanding requires background context. Not only its direct influences, but other ideas that support or contradict the main thesis. It's impossible to have read every relevant book. As Taleb says in the Incerto[3], the further into the ocean you swim, the more you appreciate its depth. Our anti-library is forever growing.

Counting a book as “read” by having turned 100% of the pages rather than 60% or 20% is wrongheaded. It’s like being an ethical vegetarian rather than a vegan: the threshold is symbolic. It sets us up as victims of Goodhart's Law. Our goal should be accretion of knowledge. Not pages read.

Voracious readers don’t tend to finish books. This may even be what it means to be a big reader. Many systematically skim as outlined in Adler’s classic How to Read a Book[4]. For instance, Marshall Mcluhan always skips the first 60 pages. Tyler Cowen finishes 10% of what he starts. Patrick Collison often skips ahead a few times before putting it down.

Bayard cites Valéry, who freely admits to systematically skimming Marcel Proust when writing criticism. Valéry instead chooses to seek passages that catch his attention:


“The interest of the book lies in each fragment. We can open the book wherever we choose.”



As Bayard says:


“The fertility of this mode of discovery markedly unsettles the difference between reading and nonreading, or even the idea of reading at all. ... It appears that most often, at least for the books that are central to our particular culture, our behavior inhabits some intermediate territory, to the point that it becomes difficult to judge whether we have read them or not.”



Forgotten Pages

Another reason we shouldn’t be concerned about finishing books is that we are in a constant state of forgetting what we've read. Most of it quickly metamorphoses into summary. Bayard states:


Reading is not just acquainting ourselves with a text or acquiring knowledge; it is also, from its first moments, an inevitable process of forgetting.



When making this point, Bayard cites the Essais[5] where Montaigne, the ultimate man of reading, incessantly laments his terrible memory and prefers to describe himself as a “man of no retentiveness”.

[image: ]Montaigne’s flawed memory is one of the best remembered facts from the Essais

Claiming we have read a book becomes a form of metonymy, Bayard points out. When discussing books, we are really discussing our approximate recollections of them.

I assume many readers of ACX are all too familiar with that feeling when, having finished a book we genuinely enjoyed, we go to tell someone about it and only remember a vague outline or a few details. Reminiscent of Woody Allen’s insight after reading War and Peace[6]: It’s about Russia.

This is fine if we were just seeking enjoyment. But it’s harder to justify this if the reason we picked up the large non-fiction tome was the hope of genuine learning. Picking up the next one shortly after forgetting the previous resembles Sisyphus and the boulder.

This ubiquitous forgetting is why Andy Matuschak argues that books don't work[7]. However, he doesn’t think our memory is doomed. He’s a proponent of implementing a spaced repetition system as a strategy to help remember what we’ve read (i.e. making flashcard prompts for repeated reviews).

On our inexorable memory loss, Bayard is wrong. We aren’t condemned to a state of forgetting if we diligently implement this system. Although, even with the best systems, some of the book will still turn to oblivion. And it’s not like we all use these systems anyway. For most of us, at a descriptive level, Bayard is right: We forget what we read. He would also likely point out that we can gain many of the benefits of the system without actually reading all that many books but by reading and talking about them.

Connections that count

This brings us to one of Bayard’s central points: Understanding a book's location is as important as understanding its content. By a book's location, he means knowing where it sits among other books and ideas. Which books influenced it? Which books make reference to it? Which books disagree?

When making this point, Bayard cites Robert Musil’s The Man Without Qualities[8].
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Bayard focuses on the librarian character who never has time to read any book. He only cares about organizing them and knowing their location.


“If you want to know how I know about every book here, I can tell you! Because I never read any of them.”



The librarian has encyclopedic knowledge of the interconnectedness of books yet has not read a single page.

We don’t have time to read every book worth reading let alone every book that exists. Even if we can Lex Friedman it[9] and read one book per week that’s only around 2,600 in 50 years. To some extent, we have to focus on learning about books.

Fortunately, we can learn a lot about books without reading them. Bayard cites Joyce's Ulysses[10] which most of us haven’t read. Yet we know about it. We know that it's a retelling of The Odyssey[11]. Heck, we probably haven’t read that either. We know that it's set in Ireland, it takes place over a single day, and it's written in stream of consciousness. We are able to talk sensibly about it. We also know how influential The Odyssey is on books in general.

Having a relational understanding goes beyond simply reading a book. It involves a comprehensive understanding of books as an interconnected system. It’s being able to place each one in its proper context.

Bayard's emphasis on relational understanding strikes at the heart of what it means to understand something. As Wittgenstein elegantly said in Philosophical Investigations[12]:


“A wheel that can be turned though nothing else moves with it, is not a part of the mechanism”



Understanding something means integrating new ideas with our existing knowledge. We can begin doing so without necessarily reading the content of a particular book.

For instance, let’s look at two university students, Alice and Bob. Let’s assume both are completely unfamiliar with Hegel. In their philosophy class, they are assigned a chapter from The Phenomenology of Spirit[13].

Bob struggled through this chapter. He read it in isolation and didn’t do any other background research. Unfortunately, he wasn’t able to attend the tutorial discussion.

Alice, on the other hand, didn't read a word of Hegel (like most normal people). She instead read Wikipedia, Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, Singer’s Very Short Introduction[14] and the relevant sections from Fukiyama’s End of History[15]. She learned that Hegel influenced Marx and annoyed Schopenhauer, both of who's work she was somewhat familiar with.

Alice then attended the tutorial and stayed after class discussing Hegel at length with her knowledgeable tutor.

Who better understands Hegel? Not necessarily the one who read him.

This is not to say that no value can be gained from Alice engaging with the primary source. It is simply to say that value can still be gained from not reading it. Greater value, in some cases.

(This example might not be completely fair as no one has read Hegel and has any idea what it is about.)

Bayard labels Alice’s process as active non-reading: a vital component to understanding any book. As the name implies, it is an active process. We can creatively engage with a book without actually reading it.

We can talk about Popper if we’ve read Deutsch. Korzybski if we’ve read Yudkowsky. Darwin if we’ve read Dawkins. Freud if we’ve read The Last Psychiatrist. Even if we’ve only talked to people who have read them.

The university example above may have been contrived, but this sort of thing happens all the time. My friend read Piketty's Capital[16] last year. Took notes at the time and everything. He’s forgotten most of it apart from the sorts of things that can be gleaned in a blog post, like r > g.

Interestingly, another friend, who hadn’t read it, had better relational understanding on some points. For instance, he was aware of Piketty's huge whiff of ignoring depreciation. As was pointed out by the grad student Matthew Rognlie: The difference between r and g was due to land appreciation.

Our Inner Books

Bayard uses the term ‘inner book’ to describe all the influences of individuals and culture that shape our reading. There is no escaping our inner book and we are often not conscious of its pervasiveness.

Bayard’s inner book contains Freud and the French postmodernists Derrida and Lacan. The inner books for the readers of this blog likely contain the rationalist canon. Per Bayard:


In truth we never talk about a book unto itself; a whole set of books always enters the discussion through the portal of a single title, which serves as a temporary symbol for a complete conception of culture. In every such discussion, our inner libraries — built within us over the years and housing all our secret books — come into contact with the inner libraries of others, potentially provoking all manner of friction and conflict.



Our inner libraries form us and mediate how we interact with new books. This echoes William Gibson’s notion of personal microculture. Or as Bayard puts it:


For we are more than simple shelters for our inner libraries; we are the sum of these accumulated books. Little by little, these books have made us who we are, and they cannot be separated from us without causing us suffering.



Many books and ideas contribute to an egregore which we engage with whether we’ve read them or not. There are risks associated with this that I outline in a later section. However, it’s somewhat unavoidable and engagement of this type still requires genuine creativity.

Creativity

Bayard argues that discussing books we haven’t read is “an authentic creative activity”. Learning is an active process from the learner. Thus, Bayard aptly described his recommended activity as active non-reading.

This is perhaps Bayard’s main purpose: To encourage creativity. Active non-reading is the only way to keep our heads above water. As he notes:


Non-reading is not just the absence of reading. It is a genuine activity, one that consists of adopting a stance in relation to the immense tide of books that protects you from drowning. On that basis, it deserves to be defended and even taught.



It’s not only creative but collaborative. When we talk about books instead of reading them there is another party: our conversation partner. A book is not an isolated object: We can learn from other people. Conversation also gives us immediate feedback.

Successful active-nonreading presupposes that it’s possible to engage with and understand a book without reading it. On this point he cites Umberto Eco’s The Name of the Rose.
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The protagonist, English detective Baskerville (an homage to Sherlock Holmes), figures out the mystery without fully reading the pivotal item at the center of it: Aristotle’s Poetics[17]. He does this in part by engaging with others’ reactions to the text.

Bayard makes the point that learning is an active process from another angle: No two people have the same understanding of a book. Reading a book does not directly transmit its knowledge to the reader like pouring water into a vessel. Karl Popper in Objective Knowledge[18] calls this misconception the bucket theory of knowledge. The reader creates meaning.

In The Name of the Rose, the monk Jorge from Burgos (an homage to Jorge Luis Borges) interprets Poetics as at odds with faith because Aristotle’s legitimization of laughter turns anything into an object of derision. Baskerville disagrees. But, importantly, he is able to engage with it in part based on the monk’s reaction to it. Discussions allow access to books without reading them.

Bayard also cites Oscar Wilde’s notes on criticism to discuss creative non-reading. Bayard notes that the book itself is a mere pretext. It is to stimulate creativity in us. To inspire us to write, discuss and learn. Reading is far from the most important aspect.

Hence the opening epigraph: “I never read a book I must review, it prejudices you so".

This quote was actually misattributed to Wilde in Alberto Manguel’s A History of Reading[19]. Bayard buries this caveat in a footnote later in the book. Funnily enough, when we now search this quote, google attributes it to Wilde due to the success of Bayard’s book.

Similar to his meddling with plot points, Bayard claims that in a sense this quote is Wilde’s. It certainly feels Wildeian and we could imagine him saying it. Kind of like Voltaire’s: "I disapprove of what you say, but I will defend to the death your right to say it" which is as Voltairian as it gets. Or Sherlock Holmes’s “Elementary, my dear Watson”.

Like Bayard’s added plot points, he views these quotes as authentic. Our culture has manifested them.

This is a little post-modern for my taste. I agree that quote is Voltairian but we shouldn’t ignore the fact it wasn’t literally said by him. There’s value in keeping one foot moored to reality. Although it does feel a little pompous having to insert “oft-misattributed to” after all Mark Twain quotes.

Shame

Even though discussing books that we haven't read is a near-universal behavior, we feel ashamed of it.

School infuses this shame by emphasizing reading from the first page to the last. Sometimes the onerous task of reading difficult books turns us off reading altogether. Many have wounds from giving up books we “should” read: Our unfinished copies of Infinite Jest[20] look as tired as we did reading them.

We lie about the way we read and what we’ve read. Our lies tend to be proportionate to the perceived significance of the book.

We also lie to ourselves. We view ourselves as having read books that we may have skimmed and that we have certainly forgotten. As Robert Trivers' work on self-deception showed: Deceiving ourselves makes it easier to deceive others. This assuages our guilt for talking about books we haven’t read.


“I know few areas of private life, with the exception of finance and sex, in which it’s as difficult to obtain accurate information,”.



Bayard seems to endorse our lies. By raising the status of non-reading, Bayard wants us to genuinely stop feeling guilty. Although he doesn’t expect us to start including caveats in our essays like “I’ve partly read Moby Dick[21] a few times before giving up”. He’s fine with us to continue allusions implying that we’ve read it. He thinks we’re all sort of in on it anyway.

I view lying as less of a benign act as Bayard. Anne Frank hiding in your basement aside, we should tell the truth. Although I agree with Bayard that there is often no clear line with reading vs not-reading.

He includes a humorous practical tip: If you ever find yourself talking to an author about their book you haven’t read (a scenario that a French literary theorist probably finds himself in far more than us), we should be overwhelmingly positive: “Praise it without going into detail.”

He cites Rollo Martins, the American adventure novelist visiting Austria, in Graham Greene’s The Third Man who is mistaken for another author that shares the last name Martins. Rollo successfully responds to literary critics questions on books in the Western Canon[22] which he very much has not read.

Dangers of Reading

Bayard reminds us that it’s important to stop reading at some point. Not only due to the opportunity cost in time, but because it’s hard to hear our own voice. Original thoughts require solitude. Something we all find difficult as evidenced by the fact we prefer to shock ourselves than sit in a room being bored.

When we read, our default is to let the author do the thinking for us. Schopenhauer, in Essays and Aphorisms[23], said we can “read ourselves stupid”:


When we read, someone else thinks for us: we merely repeat his mental process. … It stems from this that whoever reads very much and almost the whole day, but in between recovers by thoughtless pastime, gradually loses the ability to think on his own – as someone who always rides forgets in the end how to walk.



At some point we must stop reading. We must consciously engage with our own thoughts. Whether that be solitary thinking or discussion with others. Writing is another way to understand what you think. This active non-reading activity sharpens our ideas. Don’t forget to also write about books you haven’t read.

Dangers of Not Reading

Bayard's doesn’t mention risks. One assumes they don’t exist in Bayard’s world. One obvious problem in talking about books we haven’t read is that we are far more prone to misrepresenting an author’s ideas if we skip the ‘reading them’ part.

It’s common for authors to complain about critics missing the point from obviously not reading the book. Richard Dawkins wonders if many critics got past the provocative title when reviewing The Selfish Gene[24]. The phrase “selfish gene” may easily mislead if someone skips the “large footnote of the book itself”.

Oliver Traldi outlines this in Nobody Reads: We risk misrepresentation. Although he makes many similar points to Bayard: He concedes that people who haven’t read a book may know more about it than those who have not. He admits that he talks about numerous books he hasn’t read. And he claims that we’re often on safer grounds discussing books we’ve read about than those we’ve read. Bayardian indeed.

But the risk of misrepresentation and misunderstanding is real. Along with all the warped incentives in academia, one of the reasons that a lot of science is fake is because people simply don’t read the studies. Citations don’t correlate with replicability. One wonders if they correlate with having been read.

My feeling is Bayard would reject the criticism of increased risk of misrepresentation. Although he doesn’t explicitly address it. He offers this sort of relativistic notion that all interpretations are equally valid, whether or not we’ve read the book. Hence his intentionally-incorrect recounts of part of the novels. If so, this is where he and I part ways. It is possible to misrepresent an author, and it is bad for cultural discourse.

Another issue is that a book’s reputation influences our perception of it. Bayard makes this point, and thinks this is why it’s important to non-read. For him, the cultural osmosis of the book is far more important than the book itself. But this can make it hard to form your own opinion. It’s kind of like how everyone ignores the fact that they found There Will Be Blood boring when they watched it as a 16 year old aspiring filmy because it’s the best film of the decade. Or that indie music fan who doesn’t like rap but feels like he needs to earn his open-minded bonafides so he gives it a whirl. He goes straight for Nas’s acclaimed Illmatic. Whether he likes it or not, he’s going to write a banal summary on RateYourMusic with a few caveats that “hip hop isn’t really my thing but it was really impressive” and then give it 4-5 stars.

This sets me up nicely to inform you that some impressive people endorse How to Talk About Books You Haven’t Read. Umberto Eco loves it. Venkatesh Rao lists it as his number one book on Ribbonfarm[25]. So feel free to rank it up there with Paul Thomas Anderson and Nas.

Conclusion

Bayard is a little postmodern at times and he underrates some risks but his main argument is ultimately correct: We can talk about books we haven’t read and doing so is a valuable and creative act.

The title may sound like you’re signing up for a productivity hack but Bayard is erudite, deep, and his light-hearted approach and constant wit makes for a pleasant read.

I won’t make the obvious joke that I didn’t read this book as it’s not true. However, I happily endorse any reading or non-reading of this book.


Notes


[1]

The Straussian in me will refrain from rating these books.



[2]

In fact, David Lodge wrote to Bayard pointing out that he got a plot point wrong in Lodge’s Small World. Bayard would have chuckled: Like all good non-readers, Lodge must have skipped the bit where Bayard explains the changes.



[3]
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I wonder what Lex is doing right now.
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Of course he updates his list for the first time in years and it no longer holds the top spot. It is now aptly under “Forgotten/Fading”. Montaigne and Bayard would nod approvingly. .
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Introduction

In the eighteenth century, much of the metal objects a household owned – cutlery, crockery, horseshoes, carriage parts, weapons and tools – were produced by expert, professional blacksmiths. They dedicated their lives to the profession and honed their skills with a lifetime of expertise. As a result, they were a respected profession in historical societies – they form part of the pantheon in many classical religions. A single blacksmith would be trained to produce a huge range of items: the production techniques of the day and the scale of demand meant it was most effective to have a craftsman with the skills to produce whatever was needed. Over time, however, industrialisation challenged that model and blacksmiths now scarcely exist as a profession. Today, such objects are mass-produced separately in factories that specialise in the production of a single item. Generalist training, across a range of blacksmithing skills, has been replaced by an economy that hones the productivity of one particular product. As a result, access to materials and products that would otherwise have cost far more and been much scarcer, has been increased for billions of people worldwide. Healthcare must now embrace that same shift – if health services of the future are to meet the demands placed on them, they must move away from a profession-based model, towards one of functions, capabilities and industrialisation.
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Figure 1 Human: Solving the Global Workforce Crisis in Healthcare

As populations grow, age, and survive illness (rather than succumbing to the short fatal battles of the mid-twentieth century) demand for increasingly complex healthcare services will grow. Increasing rates of multi-morbidity and poly-pharmacy will require clinical staff to be expert generalists, balancing a growing ledger of symptoms and interventions. At the same time, the frontier of knowledge will be pushed out, and increasingly advanced technologies will require greater levels of specialism amongst the medical workforce. With these increasingly sophisticated treatments, the expectations of the public will rise, both in terms of the level of personalisation, the efficacy of treatment and the quality of service from healthcare providers. Healthcare will need to be industrialised, personalised, generalised and specialised all at the same time.

Human: Solving the Global Workforce Crisis in Healthcare (henceforth referred to as Human) correctly calls out the challenge faced by healthcare workforce shortages. It describes a comprehensive list of the immediate and short-term actions for addressing this gap. Though Britnell’s background is in the British NHS, he reflects on challenges and solutions from across the developed and developing world: from Brazil to the United States, via China, India, and the Netherlands (among others) along the way. These solutions should be enacted, with minimal delay, to prevent the immediate scarcity of healthcare workforce resulting in rationing of care or falling standards.

By squeezing every drop out of the solutions put forward, Britnell estimates the measures in Human might increase capacity by 20%. While this is massive untapped capacity in the short-term, it pales in comparison to the long-run challenge: Between 1990 and 2017, the global burden of disability increased by c.50%. The rate will only increase as populations live longer, unhealthier lives. Healthcare systems, politicians, policy-makers and patients need to engage with more radical transformations, including reappraising some of the traditional pillars of healthcare, if they are to hope to tackle the problem in the long-term. That more radical reform means uncoupling clinical knowledge from clinical professions, as massively scaling the number of patients that a single clinician can effectively provide care for.
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Figure 2 Healthcare expenditure (and demand) will continue to skyrocket, outstripping supply

The present paradigm of healthcare delivery – the model of supply that is supposed to meet this rising demand – is one of a ‘People Industry’. Currently, at the centre of any healthcare system in the world is a doctor, nurse or allied health professional who will prevent, diagnose, or treat your ailment. Accessing healthcare services means accessing one or more of these professions. This is for good reason: for centuries, the knowledge that underpinned effective health and care was complex and far-reaching. Without years of training, access to specialised learning material and a space to develop medical skills, ordinary people could never hope to equip themselves with the know-how to correctly diagnose – let alone treat – their diseases.

The 21st Century, however, offers a new way of supplying healthcare services: converting health and care from a ‘People Industry’ to a ‘Knowledge Industry’. Instead of navigating patients through complex systems to the correct professional, technology should allow modern health systems to instead direct patients to the correct information (the right diagnosis, the right medication, the right dose) to treat their ailments. Doing so will require decoupling ‘People’ and ‘Knowledge’ and, in doing so, a radical transformation of existing healthcare professions. Like the blacksmiths of old, current healthcare professions will be removed (or radically reframed) by new ways of delivering healthcare that allow patients to engage on an industrial scale.

What is the scarcity in the healthcare workforce?

Britnell is a true healthcare expert: during his career, he has been the Chief Executive of one of the largest UK hospitals, a senior mandarin in the Department of Health, and chairman of KPMG’s healthcare, government and infrastructure function. In the latter role, he advised healthcare providers and governments in more than 80 countries. It is therefore to be expected that his diagnosis of the biggest problem facing healthcare is precise, detailed and evidence-based. Governments and healthcare providers are facing a torrent of challenges in the next decade and beyond – financial pressures, capacity constraints, rising public expectations, pandemic recovery, an unmanageably broad range of technological ‘solutions’ (some more valuable than others). Calling out workforce shortages in healthcare is not new, but providing exclusive focus on it as the most important issue is valuable. Britnell pinpoints the capacity, engagement and expertise of the workforce as the most important.

Britnell’s arguments about shortages are well-nuanced too, recognising not only the global shortfall, but also the uneven distribution. This includes uneven distribution between different clinical specialties or geographic regions. Scarcity is exacerbated in the developing world and rural areas of the developed world by ‘care deserts’, with trained professionals following the opportunity to urban areas in the developed world. He describes the ethical dilemmas of international recruitment, and particularly the importing of skilled professionals from the developing world to the developed world. While this can provide opportunity for the individuals who migrate, fill material shortages in the destination countries, and supply training and remittances that can return to the nation of origin, it also deprives poor countries of much needed skills. Britnell describes the need for a thoughtful and planned approach to international recruitment.

Some commentators have suggested that investment in the healthcare workforce ‘pays for itself’ – the additional healthcare capacity results in greater productivity for the economy, which more than covers the investment needed. Britnell is sympathetic to this argument and suggests that government’s short-changing of investment in healthcare workforce has been false economy: restricting access to healthcare services costs more in the long-run. This is an attractive but unproven argument, allowing us to dodge the difficult choices between maintaining fiscal responsibility, investing in healthcare or cutting other public services.

Significant investment in healthcare does not necessarily translate to a more affluent nation or ‘pay for itself’. For example, UK healthcare expenditure rose by 64% from 2007 to 2019, while GDP fell by 7% over the same period. The number of doctors in the health service rose 41% in that time. Unlocking significant economic benefits from healthcare, to the point where it comes close to ‘paying for itself’ may be possible, but would require a laser-like focus on the aspects of healthcare that support the economy. For example, deliberate and explicit prioritisation of musculoskeletal and mental health services (the biggest drivers of long term sickness absence in the developed world).

Furthermore, there is also the risk of diminishing returns from the investment in additional healthcare staff. There is no correct upper limit to the amount of healthcare that a nation should deliver: as capacity increases, the bar for acceptable health (or the level at which healthcare services are needed) shifts. In the UK, whether consciously or subconsciously, primary care doctors (who refer patients for specialist help) hold back or send forth patients for hospital treatment depending on the size of the waiting list. As capacity increases, waiting lists shorten, and patients are referred with less serious needs, which might otherwise have been managed in a community setting. Over-supplying the healthcare workforce is not, therefore, risk free. For governments trying to manage healthcare expenditure, this begins to look like supply-induced demand: clinical activity that doesn’t generate outcomes that make it worthwhile. That is not to say that the current workforce supply is in the right place: there are clearly shortages (as Britnell describes) and areas of the world where patients receive unacceptable quality and experience of care.

We must confront the reality that the value in a high-quality healthcare service is not financial and it is unlikely to pay for itself. Health has value in itself, beyond economic returns: as a platform on which people can build meaningful, happy, independent lives with self-determination. Optimistic notions that ‘health is wealth’ and investment in healthcare will unlock economic productivity that mean we needn’t confront the financial trade-offs are for the birds. Over the long run, delivering high-quality healthcare, without significant limits on access, means looking for ways to lower the unit-cost of healthcare delivery. Otherwise, the investment needed to maintain a workforce supply commensurate with demand will either bankrupt a nation’s finances or leave other public services threadbare and impoverished.

Why does scarcity of healthcare workforce matter?

At its simplest, shortages of medical workforce results in restriction of access (patients, nearly always the poorest, cannot access services), reduction in quality (stretched staff spend less time with patients, or care is delivered by less qualified staff) or both. The US and UK health systems are broadly at opposite ends of the spectrum in the developed world: The US provides excellent care to a select sample of the population, while quality in the UK suffers as universal access is maintained. In either scenario, tackling the scarcity of workforce supply is crucial to improving healthcare outcomes for patients worldwide.

A scarcity of healthcare workers is currently the biggest bottleneck on quality and accessibility of healthcare. Physical assets – hospitals, scanners, operating theatres – are cheap and easy to produce compared to the time and money that goes to producing a single consultant (the UK equivalent of an attending physician). Estimates suggest that it costs around £250,000 ($350k) to train a doctor in the UK. Estimates rise to £1.1m for a doctor in the United States - about the same as a single brand new MRI machine (which will ‘see’ many more patients and not expect an annual salary or pension on top of the training costs). In the UK, it takes c.10 years for a newly-graduated doctor to become a consultant – a new hospital can be built in 4 years or less.

In the developing world, workforce scarcity is similarly important – though the problems may be greater or different, they still centre of the provision of a skilled, accessible workforce at scale. Britnell outlines the impact of the workforce shortage in India: only one in ten primary medical centres in rural India (serving a population of around 900m people) have a trained medical-trained doctor.

Up front, Britnell sets out some stark statistics on healthcare workforce supply: “By 2030, demand for health workers will rise to 80 million, but the World Health Organisation estimates there will be a worldwide shortage of around 18 million.” He suggests that workforce shortages are a critical driver of the huge gulf in life expectancy across the world: the average life expectancy of a citizen born in Sierra Leone is 34 years shorter than that of a person born in Japan.

Beyond a smattering of examples  and perhaps because it goes without saying, Britnell is surprisingly quiet on the impact of workforce shortages on patient outcomes. The manifestation of understaffed medical services varies across the globe: in Brazil, it results in huge disparities (he cites, for example, an infant mortality rate in the north of Brazil that is double that of the better staffed south); in India, non-medically trained traditional healers step in to fill some of the void. In the US, healthcare workforce supply is one of the drivers of cost and is negatively impacting access to services. 97% of senior leaders in the UK cited workforce shortages as having “serious and detrimental impact on services”.
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Britnell also reflects on why scarcity matters as a driver of further scarcity i.e. vicious cycle. As staff leave the profession and roles are left unfilled, the burden placed on staff that remain grows. In the UK, vacancies are routinely filled with long-term temporary staff - in some cases, the very staff who have left permanent employment in favour of better paying temporary positions. Administrative tasks (running the team, managing the rota, responding to complaints) fall to permanent staff and, as vacancies and temporary staff increase, the burden of this unsatisfying and bureaucratic work is increasingly placed on those who remain, increasing the likelihood they too will choose to leave.

Britnell outlines, in compelling detail, the moral and emotional toil that operating in an under-staffed environment places on staff. In the two scenarios described above – restriction of access or lowering of quality – staff are either asked to work in systems that do not provide the level of care staff would wish to provide, or staff work in systems, knowing that there are swathes of the population who cannot access healthcare services. Given the vocational calling associated with healthcare careers (for many, if not all, who work in them) and the desire to deliver real care for patients, these falling standards reduce morale further. In Radical Help, Hilary Cottam, describes the ‘burn out or numb out’ response of frontline public service staff working in over-stretched conditions. The Covid-19 pandemic, and the sub-standard levels of care that some staff were required to deliver or witness due to unprecedented demand on services, has further exacerbated this, leaving some staff with PTSD or burnout. Staff operating in under-staffed environments, where they feel unable to deliver the care they believe they should be delivering, are more likely to leave the service in desperation.

What are the drivers of scarcity?

Britnell lists a number of drivers of the global shortage. Top of the list is short-termist thinking by Governments, who have successively failed to grasp the nettle and increase training numbers. When confronted with the long-term consequences of under-investment, and the short-term need to demonstrate fiscal responsibility and balance competing political priorities, governments have demurred from long-term investment in the healthcare workforce. Given the long lead-times on training for healthcare professionals, why should a government, in power for four or five years, invest money now that will only bear fruit for their opposition? In particular, Britnell calls out nations where Governments set an artificial cap on the number of training places for doctors and nurses in a bid to control future spend and reduce supply-induced-demand.

Britnell identifies productivity – and keeping it raising at a rate commensurate with demand – as a key problem. He raises, but does not explore in detail, ‘Baumol’s Cost Disease’ – the rise in wages over time for workers that experience little or no increase in productivity. The archetypal example is that of musicians: the same number of musicians is needed to play a Beethoven string quartet today as was needed in the 19th century (the productivity has not increased), yet the real wages of musicians have increased substantially since the 19th century. In turn, as a “People Industry”, still based around the premise of getting a patient in front of the right professional, healthcare has also struggled with this phenomenon. It is not as straightforward as the musical example: productivity is notoriously difficult to measure in healthcare (since the outputs are hard to quantify or price) but academic measures show a general rise over time. The Office for National Statistics, in the UK, measures healthcare productivity as having risen 14% in the 25 years from 1996 to 2020. During the same period, the whole UK economy productivity growth was 26%.

However, the healthcare productivity rate rises to almost match the whole UK economy, at 24%, when quality-adjustment is carried out (although, as above, disability rose c.50% over a similar period). The productivity of healthcare, after all, doesn’t just measure the number of patients treated, but also the extent to which healthcare has improved their health. As more sophisticated medical therapies are developed, and treatments become more effective, healthcare productivity is recorded as rising, even if the same number of patients treated is the same. (If the modern quartet play Beethoven significantly better, has the productivity of the quartet risen?).

Ultimately though, healthcare is still based on a traditional ward or appointment-based system. The pattern of doctors’ ward rounds, operating theatre lists, outpatient clinics and face-to-face appointments would be as familiar to someone in the 1920s as it would be today. The sophistication of diagnostic equipment and operating theatres has developed, the range of treatments available has expanded, and (in some cases) the rollout of virtual technology allows appointments to be remote; but, it is still one doctor to one clinic, and one team of nurses to one ward.

Attempts to redesign the workforce, to increase the productivity of clinical staff through (e.g. new roles that can bridge professions, having less expensive staff take on more tasks, or expanding the staff empowered with particular rights, such as prescribing) have been hampered by unions and professional bodies. Unions representing doctors-in-training, for example, have suggested that Physicians Assistants[1] have taken on work that would have formed part of a doctors training (e.g. conducting routine echocardiograms). This is understandable but short-sighted: Professional bodies – such as Royal Colleges or medical societies – and unions exist to protect the interests of their members. Many of these reforms are about intended to increase outputs and lower costs, which often makes for less desirable work. Some of the reforms involve shifting tasks to cheaper or less qualified staff and reform is sometimes resisted on the grounds of worsening care or patient safety (though these are often unfounded and rarely weighed against a counter-factual of workforce shortages!). Substantial workforce reform to grow productivity will require taking on the vested interests of existing professions – handing privileges and status from a group of professionals to a wider workforce. It will also require, however, clinical leadership – the public will never trust workforce reform that has not come with the backing of doctors and nurses.
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Figure 4 Each of the forces of scarcity feed of each other

Another key driver of scarcity, cited by Britnell, is professional regulation[2], specifically the “slow, expensive, adversarial and complex processes which act as a brake on innovative workforce practices (something readers of this blog will be familiar with). He points to, for example, the two and half (or more) years that it takes to amend professional regulations (and the laws they are based off). This creates a significant lag between the roll-out of technology and updated professional regulations. Furthermore, it makes it difficult to experiment with innovative, technology-backed workforce redesign. Transformative models cannot be tested without changes to regulation, but the regulations will not be changed unless there is pressing need and good evidence of the impact. He also explores how current education and training is largely delivered along professional lines, embedding silo working from the off, rather than encouraging healthcare professionals to operate as a multi-disciplinary team. The examples he cites are largely UK-based, though he suggests it is a problem across the developed world, with Canada being the frontrunner in moving to a less obstructive approach to professional regulation.

The third significant factor behind the scarcity of the healthcare workforce is a global issue with attrition and retention, largely driven by poor morale among the healthcare workforce. Britnell points to a 2016 survey of 17,000 doctors, with 54% reporting low morale. Human was published pre-pandemic, which is widely reported to have plunged healthcare worker morale even lower. He describes poor pay, high workload, and limited career progression as the drivers of low morale, and makes a number of valuable suggestions to address these issues (discussed further below). At the most extreme end, Britnell describes high rates of violence –even murders – towards healthcare staff, particularly in China.

Though Britnell doesn’t describe in detail, he touches on how the nature of clinical work and the demands of the job are also likely to have contributed to burnout and attrition. There has been little evidence-based discussion about how working conditions for healthcare staff has changed over the last century, beyond testy anecdotal assertions that either things are getting worse or that clinical work was tougher, “back in the day”. Changes to working patterns, like the European Working Time Directive, have reduced the number of hours that healthcare staff work, compared to the middle of the 20th century. On the other hand, workload has increased. In the 1950s, there was essentially no treatment for heart attacks (beyond ‘bed rest’) and the range of diagnostic tests available to a clinician was far shorter. Now, a typical hospital inpatient will receive a plethora of scans, blood tests, and protocolised management plans, all delivered by harried healthcare staff and often without recognition of the extra demands that innovation places on them.

An area Britnell doesn’t touch on, but which is likely to be relevant, is the medico-legal environment in which clinicians now find themselves working. There is also good reason to believe that a more litigious environment adds further pressure to healthcare staff. While treatment guidelines have become more complex and nuanced, the likelihood of deviations from guidelines occurring (and being recognised) has increased. The introduction of standardised treatment guidelines has been good for patients – it results in more reliable, evidence-based care - but it may well be harder for clinical staff.

It’s possible that all these workload and morale factors come together to create a problem of ‘expectations vs reality’. Many clinicians – doctors, nurses and therapists – decide to enter healthcare in their teenage years, while at school and picking degrees. Many will have their view of a clinical career formed only by TV dramatisations and perhaps a relative working in the field. Increasing workload, the shrinking of professional autonomy (as clinical guidelines become the norm), and the increasing threat of medico-legal or regulatory sanction rarely feature in the media. In the current system, some aspirants for medical school imagine high-flying careers as autonomous professionals, in the style of Hugh Laurie’s House, but find themselves delivering routine care, trapped by strict clinical protocols on one side and baying lawyers on the other. More radical reforms to the healthcare workforce, described below, may help to address this imbalance of expectation and reality.

What are the solutions described in Human?

Britnell puts forward a range of (mainly short-term) fixes for the workforce scarcity. His ‘Ten-Point Plan’ to address the immediate workforce shortages includes:[image: ]

These can be broadly grouped into two categories: ‘increasing the number of staff’ and ‘using the staff we have better’. Growing the healthcare workforce seems like a no-brainer to fixing the demand-supply mismatch. In a number of developed nations, opposition political parties are making breezy claims about lifting training caps as if it were an obvious solution without difficult trade-offs. No doubt there will be need for greater capacity, to keep up with growing populations, ageing populations and rising complexity. But policy makers must confront the reality (as described above) that training swathes more doctors, nurses and allied health professionals comes with sizeable costs and is not a long-term solution. A portion of those who train to be healthcare staff (including your author) move out of clinical practice and the training investment does not pay off as additional healthcare capacity. All of this is pressure on the exchequer and is just perpetuating a race against an ageing population that cannot be won by training more and more people.

An entire chapter is dedicated to women in the clinical workforce and ensuring they are a) retained throughout their careers and (b) recruited in the first instance (he points to examples such as South Korea and Japan, with the lowest level of female participation in the healthcare workforce from OECD countries). Ensuring equal participation between genders (and across other under-represented groups) is a route to growing and maintaining the capacity of the workforce. There is still residual opportunity here for some, but not all, health systems.

Besides increasing recruitment, the other half of increasing the volume of the healthcare workforce is retention. Britnell has a thorough chapter on ensuring that trained healthcare staff are motivated, rewarded and incentivised to stay in the healthcare industry, addressing poor morale and the attrition driving scarcity. He cites international comparisons on levels of engagement and morale, as well as pay and recognition within society. This is undoubtedly an area that policymakers are rightly prioritising: an already-trained, experienced member of staff is clearly more valuable than a new recruit, and many health systems do not make it easy for staff to stay.

The list of interventions to increase the productivity of the workforce is thorough and implementing them will be key to ensuring that developed healthcare services can supply high quality care, without unjust or inequitable rationing or slacking of standards. Fundamentally, if the ratio between the number of patients that a healthcare worker can effectively and adequately treat is not increased, society will be fighting a losing battle to keep pace with demographic pressures.

Technology has long offered the promise of greater healthcare productivity, but it is often a double-edged sword. It allows new and better ways of delivering care, but can also be labour intensive or grow the demands on healthcare workers (allowing them to see and treat new cohorts of patients that would previously have gone without). For example, increasingly sophisticated electronic health records are a powerful tool for modern health systems. However, some of them rely on detailed and specific manual data entry by clinicians, which can actually increase the reporting burden placed on them. Having high-quality, standardised healthcare data, which can be shared and stored easily, is incredibly valuable, but that comes at a cost of clinicians’ time. Alternatively, technology innovations in virtual and remote care have made it easier for clinicians to care for patients in their own home, and monitor progress with increasingly more granular scrutiny, but this is expanding, not reducing, the clinical workload: hospital beds are rarely closed, when virtual wards are opened.

There has been good progress in the last twenty years, getting staff to operate ‘at the top of their licence’ (finding ways for professionals to take on increasingly more complex and technical tasks, freeing up more expensive staff to do even more complex work). Advanced Nurse Practitioners (a UK example) are experienced nurses trained to deliver technical procedures, from putting in central lines to conducting routine endoscopies. This allows for rewarding career progression for these staff and allows doctors to focus on non-routine cases. New roles have been created, such as Physicians Associates or Nursing Associates, to take routine tasks off doctors and nurses (respectively). As described above, progress here has been slowed, however, by professional territorialism and shroud-waving about patient safety.

Interestingly, new models of integrated care and greater activation[3] of communities and carers are the only two of Britnell’s solutions that touch on tackling rising demand. Both these measures are really about transferring demand to other, less constrained parts of the system or reducing low value activity. There is little about serious engagement with prevention, and tackling the rising tide of long-term conditions that will continue to submerge whatever workforce capacity we can create. Britnell appears to take the demand-side of the supply-demand mismatch out of the equation. This is a large omission – without addressing the growth in demand, healthcare systems cannot hope to continue to meet the supply requirements – but understandable, given the breadth and depth of this area (and the significant amount already written on it). While drugs like semaglutide may offer a deus-ex-machina solution, we cannot bank on fixing the myriad long-term conditions bearing down on society (dementia, diabetes, hypertension, depression, etc) before the burden has far outstripped the ability of health services to respond (with patients bearing the brunt).

There is surely value in both integration and activation, but difficult to unlock and hard to quantify. Integration[4] in healthcare is a broad term, which can mean different things to different people (even working in the same health system). The benefits are broad, but the evidence on what precisely unlocks value for patients and health systems is unclear. There are undoubtedly health systems internationally that are both integrated and appear to operate more efficiently and effectively (Britnell discusses Clalit in Israel, for example). But there are also examples where integration has been attempted but not realised the benefits promised. Supporters of integration dismiss these examples as having insufficiently or ineffectively delivered integrating transformations (“the data was joined up – sure - but teams never used it to change how they work_._”), while critics of integration cite these as examples as evidence of snake-oil. The reality is that there is not a clear description of ‘the best’ configuration of health services, or an effective roadmap for getting there. Integration may help us distribute demand, but is not a panacea and the evidence is still unclear on what really works.

Greater community, patient and carer activation is also nearly always a good thing – in part because the term activation can describe all the good things (better autonomy, better understanding of health and illness, greater cohesion, etc.), without reflecting on the bad. When done badly, families will be left to care for a sick loved one, without adequate support from healthcare services. Patients will be left to manage a condition they don’t understand, while healthcare services move on to treat the next patient. Those calling for greater activation of communities and patients often do not confront these downsides, but it is highly likely to be part of the reality. It’s also not clear that transferring caring tasks from healthcare workers to the members of the public (be they family or community) is more efficient for the economy as a whole. If the reality is someone having to leave their job to care for a family member, society would be probably be better off employing someone else.

All of these proposals have value, and taken together are likely to make a serious dent in the supply-demand mismatch. Some of them are not straightforward to deliver – changing a person’s relationship with family and what society expects in terms of caring obligation is not entirely in any government’s control – while some are merely a matter of additional investment and time. Fundamentally, however, none are a radical departure from the status quo model of healthcare delivery. Focussing only on training and retaining more doctors and nurses, is to become tied up in a perpetual arms race with demography. Ironically, given the title of the book, ensuring adequate (if not universal) access to high quality healthcare in the long-term will require a shift away from a model based on people.

What is the transformation that will be needed in the long-run?

The solutions outlined by Britnell will be critical to protecting health services in the near term (next 10 to 15 years), but beyond that, more radical reform is necessary. Britnell holds back from describing the more radical reforms below, perhaps from a desire to ensure his proposals appear reasonable and achievable, and are not rejected out of hand.

Healthcare has historically been considered – and is currently treated as – a people business. The systems and processes involved in modern healthcare are about connecting the right patient with the right healthcare professional. That may be a remote consultation with a family doctor or anaesthetised on an operating table, awaiting the surgeon. Even the myriad technological advances in healthcare of the last hundred years are either to support a clinical decision by a healthcare professional, or a more sophisticated intervention delivered by a healthcare professional.

Over time, this knowledge was refined and honed – the scientific method allowed determination of what was ‘correct’ medical knowledge and what was folklore or hokum. Professions – and professional accreditation – evolved to identify those individuals with access to the ‘right’ knowledge. The doctor replaced the village healer and midwives overtook doulas. Professional identity and regulation became a protection for patients, helping them access the right person – a proxy for the right knowledge.

In the 21st century, healthcare has the potential to transform fully to a knowledge business. It should be about connecting a patient with the knowledge about what ails them and what can be done about it. Pre-internet and digital connectivity, knowledge was stored and passed on in either physical books or the memories of people. It made sense to have a professional as the vessel for storing and imparting knowledge (and, importantly, identifying the correct knowledge and how to deploy it!). Doctors, through learning and experience, sifted huge reams of knowledge to identify a diagnosis and recommend a treatment. Lay persons would not have known where to start, trying to access the information in books, or by themselves.
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Figure 5 A post-professional model would see roles delivering individual tasks, supported by AI and technology

Some of this transformation is already underway. With the digital revolution of the 21st century, however, it has become increasingly easy for individuals to access increasingly complex and specialist knowledge themselves. Guided by search engines, apps, and algorithms, a person with little or no medical knowledge can be directed to an online form that can help them triage their condition. Verified websites (often designed for professionals) can help patients understand what the best treatment is for their conditions. Apps are now being used to support patients to manage their own musculoskeletal issues, to stop smoking or to deliver psychotherapy. Historically, all of these would have been delivered by a healthcare professional. Checklists and validated, evidence-based guidelines should be able to help people make sensible diagnoses, or at least triage conditions. Wearable devices are helping patients monitor their own conditions, in place of blood tests and investigations.

All of these advancements are positive, but are occurring ad hoc, rather than as a systematic transformation led by governments and healthcare leaders. Too many of digital resources are designed for use by clinicians, without the challenge of “what would it take for a patient to use this themselves?”. If healthcare services in the developed world are to survive the rise in expectations and demographic pressures of the 21st century, they will need to find away to uncouple the ratio of healthcare professionals to patients. The express policy priority for governments should be in finding technological solutions that remove the need for healthcare professionals as much as possible.

As healthcare becomes more diverse and complex, but information management systems, guidelines, clinical trials and standardisation become more sophisticated, we should consider the capabilities needed to deliver healthcare. The alternative – the system we use currently – trains a handful of professions, and asks them to deliver a wide range of clinical functions. Surgical ‘factories’ in India – described by Britnell – are a first step to this: consolidating all the procedures of one type into one place and delivering high-quality operations as efficiently as possible. The next question might be “do those doing the operation need to be doctors?” - Do they need to have been to medical school? Could an intelligent person with two years of focussed training remove a cataract, without learning about orthopaedic surgery, medicine, psychiatry, clinical communication or biochemistry? Does this person also need to be the one to see the patient recovering on the ward the next day – or could that be a different person, with different training and supported by guidelines and protocols to help them spot slow recovery or complications?

In medical specialties, too, a doctor will typically deliver a wide-range of clinical tasks, in different clinical settings, much of which is process or paperwork. For example, a typical day for a cardiologist might begin with a ward round: walking from patient to patient, asking a standard set of questions (perhaps nuanced, but within a framework), reviewing standard test results and recording the findings in the notes. How much of this could be proceduralised or automated, even if the relevant outputs are then reviewed by a cardiologist (potentially not on site)? Their afternoon might then be spent in clinic, seeing patients with heart failure. Again, how many of these patients could be met instead by someone taught how to conduct an effective patient interview, equipped with detailed background on heart failure specifically, and supported by clinical guidelines (and if necessary, a specialist doctor, as we would recognise them now, on the end of the phone)? This training could be delivered on the job, rather than in university, and would be much more focussed on the specific task, rather than current medical training which covers a bit of everything, most of which is then not used. The same cardiologist could instead deploy their expert knowledge on a much larger caseload, focussing on non-routine cases, providing ad hoc support to the above staff in difficult cases, or delivering research or education. Far fewer of them would be needed, for the same sized population.

AI and technology will be critical to this uncoupling of clinical knowledge and clinical professionals. Even without undertaking the notoriously difficult task of forecasting when we might have 'strong' AI that is as generally intelligent as a top clinician, there are obvious roles for 'weak' AI trained for specific circumscribed tasks and decoupling clinical knowledge and clinical professionals. The possible functions it might support include:


	Supported clinical decision making: The pool of medical academic literature is growing at a rate far higher than can be followed by a single person. Having AI sift, appraise and curate developments in medical science will help clinicians make decisions backed by the latest evidence (e.g. is this patient on the right list of medications for their condition, genetics and demography? A complex task for a human but a rapid calculation for a trained bot). Beyond decision making support for clinicians, AI will also be able to support patients to make decisions about their health, something which has not been possible until now. This should help patients make intelligent decisions about diagnosis and treatment, without needing to ask a physician.

	Automated diagnosis: As AI becomes better trained at engaging in dialogue with humans, a chatbot should easily be able to extract a clinical history and cross-reference that with literature and context, to reach a differential diagnosis, recommend investigations and initiate a treatment protocol.

	Communication, coordination and sign-posting: Chatbots will also be able to support patients in navigating complex healthcare systems. One of the most valuable functions of clinicians presently, is pointing patients to the next place they can find help (be that a formal referral to a specialist or a set of trusted resources online). It should also be easy for AI to provide the administrative functions that take up a great deal of clinical and non-clinical time (“when is my appointment?”, “can I eat grapefruit with this?”, “what are the results of my recent scan?”).



Humans will always be a part of healthcare – almost certainly for the duration of the 21st century, at least. Some interventions are physical tasks, which robotics are some-way from being able to deliver autonomously without any human supervision. Some tasks are too personal to be delivered without a human touch, such as delivering a difficult piece of news or eliciting the true concern behind a patient’s story. Some patients suffer digital illiteracy or exclusion and will need to be supported through the system. Some matters of judgement are so delicate that people are unlikely to entrust them to anyone but another human – whether we should give treatment a last-ditch attempt or make a loved one comfortable, for example. Expert clinicians will likely have a place (particularly in the early period) in training and directing AI, as well as helping navigate and lead ethical conversations about priorities. They will also be invaluable in building public support and trust in automated solutions. And for at least the next twenty years, Artificial Intelligence is unlikely to be able to wholly replace the experience and judgement of healthcare professional – weighing up a host factors, including social context, the individuality of a patient, ambiguous evidence, etc.

There are likely benefits from having a single individual with a wide breadth of medical knowledge and specific expertise in one area. They can spot problems and make a diagnosis in fields that are not their own, and in complex cases can balance risks and trade-offs between treatment plans for different conditions in one patient. However, these benefits are diminishing and the shortage of healthcare professionals will have a more significant detrimental effect on patients. As society moves towards hyper-specialisation, the level of input a specialist can provide in a field that is not their own diminishes. They will surely know more about other conditions than a lay person, but if they don’t have enough experience to manage the other ailments themselves, a second specialist is required all the same. A smaller number of these experts could manage a far greater number of patients if their time was optimised on tasks only they could deliver, and with the support of a much wider team. This will be a big change for many societies – if a patient is not in front of a doctor, they often feel short changed. Healthcare and political leaders should start a discourse with the public about the changing nature of healthcare – listening to their concerns and building a new system that patients trust. This should become the new norm and, if it speeds up access and improves experience, patients will likely accept it.

How might we get there?

Transitioning from the current system to a more capability-based system, built on jobs designed to fulfil a specific function, would require a move away from the handful of professions that deliver healthcare currently. Professions have served mankind well – they have often been characterised by skilled people with a vocational calling (often with an altruistic desire to do good for society), going above-and-beyond in the execution of their craft. As well as lengthy training, professionalism comes with a number of trappings that signify special or exclusive status. This might be a professional register or regulator, prefixes or postnominals, a uniform, social status or specific privileges (e.g. the right to prescribe). Professionals often accept difficult jobs or take personal responsibility for impossible decisions, out of a sense of duty from their profession.

However, professions, as they are currently formed, may be hindering society’s progress to this new system of healthcare delivery. With the exclusivity and status of a profession, comes territorialism and tribalism. The Ockenden review into maternity services in the UK found a reluctance from one professional group (typically midwives) to escalate care or concerns to other professions (typically obstetricians), for fear it was tantamount to admitting failure. These practices come about when one profession feel like the own responsibility for managing a patient, and that ownership becomes more important than identifying and delivering whatever the correct intervention is for the patient. As described above, representatives for professions have raised concerns about other groups of staff accessing training, perhaps out of a fear that it signifies a loss of exclusivity and therefore privilege for that profession.

Under a post-professional model of healthcare delivery, healthcare providers will be responsible for identifying who they want to fill roles and with who. This would be much more capability based – focussed on the ability for the candidate to fulfil the specific role – rather than broad professional vacancies (“this vacancy must be filled by a nurse” etc.). Regulators would shift from regulating individuals to regulating outcomes and providers – a move that has only become possible as electronic health records have allowed for detailed analysis of patient outcomes.

As well as lowering the barriers to entry to the healthcare workforce (something Britnell discusses too, though in a less radical form), this would make automation and technological innovation easier to implement. Instead of powerful professional bodies, regulators and unions resisting moves to automate tasks, providers would be able to focus on specific tasks and automate them, as has happened in a number of other industries.

It will also make it easier for key skills to transfer into the workforce. For example, clinical bio-informatics (e.g. using data science to investigate genetic links to specific cancers or treatments) could be filled by individuals moving from the sphere of data science into a bespoke roles in the clinical environment, without regulatory blockers requiring them to have had a medical degree or a professional licence. With the ability to create much more specific and bespoke roles, unshackled from traditional workforce professions, providers will find it much easier to transform and innovate clinical pathways.

Government and healthcare providers should support the development of the AI functionality described above, both in terms of research grants and creating a nurturing environment for commercial solutions. Government can also aid the development of accredited treatment pathways and protocols by creating definitive guidelines. Government-accredited guidelines, developed by chosen experts and regularly reviewed and updated, may help form part of the solution to the increasingly restrictive medico-legal environment. Guidelines, with clarity about what to do and when (including when to deviate or ‘ask for help’) can be used to empower non-professionals in clinical roles and protect them from fear of medico-legal repercussions.

As mentioned above, this transformation needs to be led by clinicians – a group of people with almost unparalleled trust from the public. Combining the burning platform of workforce reform with the mismatch of expectations and reality in a modern clinical profession may be a means of getting that leadership. It might be possible to describe different clinical roles more precisely, and match incentives to those jobs accurately. For example, a high-flying university student intent on a clinical academic career could focus on filling the role of the clinical case manager, overseeing a team that is caring for thousands and leading research and education in healthcare. Meanwhile, someone looking for a stable, respected job with a good salary (but who perhaps doesn’t have the academic platform described above) might fit nicely into a clinical delivery role – taking histories from patients in the ED, protected from an over-bearing medico-legal system by straightforward and validated clinical guidelines.

Conclusion

Human is an insightful and commendably broad discourse on the challenges facing healthcare services over coming decades. Britnell is right to call out workforce supply vs demand as the biggest challenge and his ‘Ten-point Plan’ captures examples of best practices from across the world. His solutions, however, will merely buy time – to face down the demographic pressures, rising complexity and increasing specialisation, society will need to re-think what it means to be a healthcare worker and what is really needed to deliver health services.

In the longer term, healthcare systems will need to look to radical workforce redesign if they are in with a chance of matching supply and demand. This means maximising the use of technology, taking tasks off skilled professionals wherever possible and supporting patients with technology to manage their own care. Existing professions will need to resist the temptation to hold on to existing privileges and should relinquish tasks to others. This will require governments and health systems to take a hard look at existing regulations and training. Industrialising healthcare will be a far-cry from the personal family doctor of old, but it will be the only way healthcare can keep pace with modern disease and prevent unmet clinical need that should not be acceptable in the 21st century.


Notes


[1]

A new clinical role, recently regulated in the UK, which supports doctors in delivery of routine activities



[2]

Regulation to ensure healthcare professionals are safe to practise and remain safe to practise throughout their career



[3]

Supporting and encouraging communities, patients and carers to take on more caring responsibilities



[4]

The join-up of workflows, data, funding, corporate functions, workforce etc. between home care, community care, primary care, hospital care and social care






I'm Ok, You're Ok: A practical guide to Transactional Analysis
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Introduction

What is the structure behind the human mind? This question has haunted humanity since its earliest records, and despite many successful endeavors and grandiose claims, still appears to be ultimately unsolved. The simpler and more applicable question to ask is: What is the most useful model for our mind and our social interactions? Here fits the pursuit of a big part of Psychology, Neuroscience, and Philosophy. Yet it's also a matter of concern for any self-reflection person: why do I act the way I act? Why don't I act the way I want to act? Why do other people do what they do? Folk psychology attempts to answer these questions and is arguably of much greater impact than academic or clinical psychology. The average person has little to no expertise in the area, and yet is expected to make endless decisions where they have to take such motivations into account. This knowledge gap ends up filled with folk knowledge, news articles, TV shows, and self-help books.

In the last few years, a new question has emerged to the general public: the question of Artificial Intelligence. Are transformer-powered models stochastic parrots, or are they able to create? Why is this chatbot not cooperating with me? Despite artificial intelligence being human-made and having simple inner workings, the emergent large-scale behavior sometimes feels even more inscrutable than human behavior, as folk knowledge in this area is still lacking.

Looking at popular attempts to explain LLM's emergent behavior, a particular psychology theory came to my mind: Transactional Analysis. Developed by Eric Berne in the 1950s, Transactional Analysis occupies an interesting spot in psychology. On one hand, it has been both very popular in the 1960s and 1970s in the form of best-selling books such as Games People Play and T.A. for Teens and Other Important People. On the other hand, its simple model, assumptions, and limitations have made it a controversial school of Psychotherapy, eventually not having much influence in mainstream psychology clinics.

Eric Berne was born in Canada in 1910. He came to the US in 1935 and spent 15 years of psychotherapy training, but was refused admission as a psychoanalyst. Challenging the concept of the unconscious and ultimately rejecting the psychoanalytic approach, he developed Transactional Analysis. In 1964, Berne released the book Games People Play: The Psychology of Human Relationships. While initially directed for psychology professionals, the book turned into a best-seller and led to many following books by followers of the same field.

After the release of Games People Play, Thomas Anthony Harris wrote the book I'm OK, You're OK, which too became a best-seller. Harris, an American psychiatrist, was Berne's long-time friend and follows a similar approach, with some focal and conceptual differences. While Games People Play spends much of its pages describing different kinds of negative interactions between people, I'm OK and You're OK takes a broader approach, focusing on describing the transactional analysis model and its applications. For this reason, I've decided to review I'm OK, You're OK, by Thomas A. Harris.

The book begins by contextualizing the field and defining its goals. Harris' ultimate goal with the book is to explain how people can gain control over themselves and be less affected by what happened in the past. It is an attempt to bring psychiatry to the masses, creating a framework based on hard facts and clear terms, to allow better communication and understanding of the field.

In a way, Berne and Harris's endeavors can be contrasted to Lacan's, their contemporary. Both had little success and some contempt for traditional approaches, yet base themselves directly on Freud. Both Transactional Analysis and Lacanian Analysis seem to have a particular interest in mathematics and meta-approaches. But while Lacan concerns himself with the entirety of Psychoanalysis and expresses himself in an obscure and complicated way, Berne and co. takes the opposite approach. Transactional analysis disregards Freudian concepts of the unconscious, focusing only on what is tangible, clearly defined, and easily expressed. This is done by a focus on the concept of ego states, which are subparts of the Freudian ego.

Transactional Analysis

The book's brain model focuses on the idea that everything that a person experiences is stored as a continuous record. Harris correlates this with neuroscience by referring to Wilder Penfield's temporal lobe stimulation memory recall experiments. The basic idea is that electrode stimulation (as well as stimuli encountered in life) makes people relive the recalled memory wholesale, bringing back both the experience and the associated feelings. This is the start of a pattern that can be seen in the entire book: thinking of the brain as a "high-fidelity tape recorder" and providing mechanistic explanations for human behavior.

The basic unit of Transactional Analysis is the transaction: a unit of social intercourse, defined in an attempt to standardize a language for psychology and make it more scientific. A Transaction is defined by Berne as a social interaction, where one person provides a stimulus and the other a response to the stimulus. This unit is used to construct the entirety of T.A. A transaction might activate one of the different ego states of the person: the Parent, the Child, or the Adult.

The three ego states are too a basic concept of the theory and have very specific definitions. Two of them are literal recordings of experienced internal and external events, and one is a probabilistic machine and the recording of its observations and conclusions. Harris proceeds to describe in detail the origin of each ego state and how it's defined. The two first are the Child and the Parent, both consisting of memories:


	The Parent: a record of all external events a child experiences in their early years. Everything the child's parent says and does is internalized, and their words literally echo. The young child records such experiences without editing or correcting, not having the ability to question what they see. All kinds of stories, images, nonverbal communication, how-to guides, prejudices etc. are stored in the Parent. Unpleasant and inconsistent recordings are played less often - repression and weakening of the Parent data. I identify this also contains one’s priors  regarding the outside world, but the concept of interjections is also very important.

	The Child: a record of all the internal events: the responses the young child has to what they see and hear. In the Child are recorded the young child's feelings and fears, their concept of who they are, what they need, etc. Since the child has lots of needs and is unable to fulfill them by themselves, here is recorded a basic negative feeling: "I'm not OK". The child recordings are replayed whenever the person feels cornered or afraid, the child takes over and the person relives their primary depression. Also recorded are positive feelings of comfort and joy: "OK recordings". Basically the priors regarding who you are, which might have too much influence in times of fear.



Harris claims that the Parent and the Child recordings are complete at 5 years old: the child has already experienced all sorts of emotions, and any new events are just a reinforcement of previous recordings. However, a tertiary, more complex ego state appears when the child becomes able to do things by themself: the Adult.


	The Adult: a record of data collected through hypothesis testing. The child figures out the world by experiment. Harris calls the Adult a "data-processing computer" that checks if things really are true and makes probability estimates. The Adult can be blocked in situations of conflict, but when it's free and not lagged by the past, it's able to implement creativity.



And that's the entirety of the concept of the psyche that's studied by Transactional Analysis.

[image: ]

In order to review the interjections contained in the Parent, you can start listing them off and they will come naturally as they're all stored in the same place.

The book then proceeds to define the four life positions, which are answers to the question "AM I OK?" and "ARE YOU OK?" These are related to the child's development and Piaget's stages. For Harris, the person is born suffering and starts with the position "I'M NOT OK, YOU'RE OK". The boy looks at how their parents are OK, and wonders why he’s fundamentally NOT OK - what’s missing from him, and what does he need to do in order to become OK?  The position can change to any of the other positions, depending on how much stroking the young child gets from the world.
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Harris describes I'M OK - YOU'RE NOT OK as a position of self-stroking that can lead to cruelty, sometimes with a mask of politeness.

The ideal position, I'M OK, YOU'RE OK, can only be achieved by using the Adult to see things clearly and review the priors of the Child and the Parent. Harris basically states that in order to reach this position a person has to review their stuck priors and practice rationality:


The task at hand is how to start a collection of recordings that play OK outcomes to transactions, successes in terms of correct probability estimating, and successes in terms of integrated actions which make sense, which are programmed by the Adult, and not by the Parent or Child, successes based on an ethic which can be supported rationally.



Harris then describes how one can change to a better position. One step is to analyze the transactions in their lives, identifying which ego state is activated at which time, and what is the source of our responses. He then describes the different types of transactions. Same-level transactions are transactions where both people use the same ego-states. Other types of transactions are defined based on which ego states are used. To represent the ego-states, a three-circle diagram is used. Many examples of different transactions are given, which make for some quite fun scenarios and illustrations.
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Educational material on TA can be pretty fun on its own, as can be seen on this flipbook by TalkinTA

The PAC (Parent, Adult, Child) model is then applied to describe different kinds of mental illnesses and anguishes. For example, he claims a child that has terrifying or indulgent parents might end up blocking their Parent and live without a conscience, using only Child and Adult.

A chapter is then dedicated to the many types of experiences one might use to structure their time. Six types are defined: Withdrawals, Rituals, Activities, Pastimes, Games, and Intimacy. The first four are acceptable but keep people apart. Games cause trouble and should be avoided, while intimacy is desirable and is based on accepting the position "I’M OK, YOU’RE OK"

The concept of Games is key for the theory, as one should learn to identify them and stop them. Harris claims all of them stem from defenses against growing from the position "I’M NOT OK, YOU’RE OK". They're transactions with ulterior motives and a predictable outcome. The original game is "Mine is Better than Yours", and shows how Berne sometimes borrows directly from Adler. All the other games have funny names but describe ultimately toxic exchanges, many of which you've probably already gotten caught in on web forums or in your life. To get out of a Game, realize that you’re caught in it, understand how the Child and Parent might be clouding the discussion, and work to bring it to an Adult-Adult level.

Harris then spends some chapters describing how TA applies to different spheres of social life: marriage, children, and adolescence. TA is supposed to be simple enough to be taught to literally anyone. He then describes when treatment is necessary, and how TA works: it's primarily a group therapy treatment, where patients in a mixed group learn the technique and help each other. He claims the group approach is preferred due to lower cost, lower demand for therapists, and faster recovery times. I have to wonder, why does it seem like group therapy has fallen out of popularity since those times? Could we be missing something?

One of the later chapters describes how TA relates to moral values and religion, citing figures such as Bertrand Russel, Elton Trueblood and Pierre Teilhard. His approach to the topic often sounds surprisingly modern for a 1967 book, and wouldn’t be out of place in modern discussion. Harris then describes the social implications of the model, talking about how knowledge about individuals can describe international relations and social phenomena. This includes an analysis of the younger generation (Baby Boomers), which holds up surprisingly well. Also can be found here a description of how nations themselves can have a PAC model. He describes how the USA's primary position is “I’M OK, YOU’RE NOT OK”, and how the Vietnamese war is related to a dangerous international game with an ulterior motive. Finally, he talks about how the possibility of reaching the "IM OK, YOU’RE OK" position is the only way to societal progress, and that progress requires individual change.

Takeaways

Transactional analysis might appear reductionist: surely our behavior is more complex than just ego states, transactions, and life positions, right? Yet its clearly defined terms and constructive framework allow it to give an interesting perspective on our behavior. Given its goal of democratizing knowledge, it seems best compared not with other psychology theories, but with folk psychology. In that, it appears especially useful.

The concepts presented on it are also simple and clear enough that they could be useful for explaining more complex and sometimes obscurantist theories, such as much of psychoanalysis. Its position seems right halfway between more evidence-based approaches and more analytical approaches, making it a good stepping stone if one is interested in understanding such approaches.

The information processing-based description of the ego-states makes it especially useful for describing interactions with the current generation of chatbots, which behave like a human who spent their entire early childhood mindlessly browsing the internet and doesn't really know themselves or feel emotions. For transactional analysis, memory recall/reliving is enough to describe most human behavior, and what is missing is filled with internal experience, probabilistic reasoning, and decision-making. The book is an interesting read in that light, and the concepts presented make up a useful map of how such things work.

The book is from 1967, but it holds up well overall. This has a strange effect that when it shows signs of the decade it was written, they sometimes look like anachronisms. This also allows it to provide a clear view of the zeitgeist of the 60s. Many of the ideas contained in it might already be found "In the water supply", but having them presented in clear form is refreshing.

Thomas Harris in specific has a writing style and way of thinking that I could easily mistake for a modern member of rationalist forums. While he gets off on tangents at times, those shouldn't make much of an impact on reading, as the book has a very delineated structure. His application of the idea of having rational Adult discourse in order to have a clear view of reality, of analyzing and updating your priors from the past, of solving the "how to achieve world peace in the Cold War" problem, and of achieving happiness and control over your life seems to have parallels to the themes explored around here over the last two decades. For TA, this is done by learning to be mindful of our thinking and the mechanics in our transactions, so we can pursue an "I’M OK, YOU’RE OK" position. Do we have a clear idea of how this could be done today? The last few years have made it clear that those with the deepest insights on the current key issues don’t have enough influence and a good enough public image, and the first months of 2023 have confirmed it.

Berne and Harris did a great job in communicating their ideas to the general public, appealing both to 1960s progressive and conservative values and making their concepts engaging and clear to society, in the form of best-selling books. I believe we could take some lessons from this book’s success, regarding how to communicate to the general public about key issues and AI risk.




Intelligence and Spirit by Reza Negarestani

This book is about intelligence. Intelligence as in that which relates to the intelligible.This book is an attempt to answer hard questions about intelligence, and by extension also consciousness, by drawing from several areas ranging from theoretical computer science over to 19th century German philosophy. Ahead of us lies a tempest of confusing thought experiments, eclectic variety of schools of thought and a discussion of the question what role philosophy plays or should play in the 21st century.

i. Human, All Too Human; Or why emotions are not exotic 7-spheres

One of the central themes in Intelligence and Spirit is the notion of human bias. When thinking about intelligence we easily fall prone to the specific notion of human intelligence. Negarestani wants to first remind us of this issue and as a consequence develop a point of view that decouples the “human” part from intelligence. This is specifically important as AGI becomes a real possibility rather than an abstract absurdity. And rather than raising the common questions about AGI (how can it emerge, what can it look like,...),we can also see this as an opportunity to learn something about ourselves. That is, by looking at other forms of intelligence, we can also observe human intelligence “from the outside”. In his words: “Our main objective is not to investigate the possibility of constructing an artificial general intelligence or to review the popular narratives of posthuman superintelligence, but to think about AGI and, even more generally, computers, as an outside view of ourselves.”[1]

What are examples of such human bias? Going back to Kant, our sensory input is something specific to us and with it the thoughts that it constitutes. Our ability to observe, and more generally to experience, enables and, simultaneously, limits our ability to think. How we conduct pattern recognition, create concepts and structure them, is bound by this. To wit, the political compass is a two-dimensional plane, we are inclined to think in low numbers, and physical objects, which are dominant in our world, determine our world view. Why do we not think of emotions as a 7-sphere? Or even an exotic 7-sphere? Why do we not naturally come up with a classification of 1000 species rather than first distinguishing between “fish” and “vertebrate”? And why does water play a more important role in our mythologies than liquid nitrogen? Well, because we never needed to think in higher dimensions or memorize hundreds or thousands of data in a single list. And we did not even know what liquid nitrogen is, let alone that it existed, until rather recently. This is by far not an exhaustive list of examples and the takeaway here is: Whatever I do, I do it as a human. A different form of intelligence does not need to abide by this.
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Pictured: My interior life, a 7-sphere, it is very complex and you wouldn’t get it (Source).

Human memory is messy. We can suppress unpleasant experiences, highlight other parts of our experience, reshuffle the order of events etc. to generate certain narratives about ourselves and the world as we perceive it. A computer on the other hand has a pretty reliable memory, as in a hard disk. The implications of such a rigid memory in both the positive (and negative) way seem severe. This goes back to the introduction: When asking about intelligence, we also need to ask about the intelligible. Different modes of intelligence will have different ways to manifest themselves and we need different scales to measure it.

ii.  A thought experiment

The main body of the book consists of what Negarestani calls a thought experiment. Concisely put, we are building an AGI from scratch. Now this is not a book about transformers or reinforcement learning, and the word “neural network” has but a few honorary mentions in the book. So this is not an attempt at a manual, but an attempt at dissecting the different layers of “intelligence”. At this point you might rightfully ask for a definition of what intelligence is and alas Negarestani does not provide us with a clean-cut answer. Rather:”...this book is a rudimentary attempt to undertake the urgent task of presenting a philosophy of intelligence in which the questions of what intelligence is, what it can become, and what it does can be formulated.”[2] That being said, we see recurring themes, such as language or self-reflection, but presented in a rather enigmatic way. Anyway, the “embodied automaton” in the thought experiment is defined via the following features:


	"It has been programmed to instantiate a number of diffuse and recurring goals centred on the maintenance and preservation of the system qua agent.”[3]

	“It has been wired to engage in activities that increase the probability of goal-fulfilment.”[4]

	“...the agent is equipped with different specialized sensors and different modules for integrating sensory data both within a specific sensory modality (multiple data associated with one sensor) and across different modalities (data associated with different sensors).”[5]

	“The automaton is furnished with a sufficiently complex and functionally flexible memory capable of encoding, retrieval, consolidation, discarding, and transfer of sensory impressions.”[6]



So it is an agent, who optimizes for an unspecified goal(s), is multimodal and possesses a memory. By today’s state-of-the-art this “thought experiment” is becoming increasingly less “thought” and increasingly more “experiment”. But note that this book was published 2018, i.e. before the current hype of LLMs.

Based on this thought experiment, we now ask questions such as “Can this automaton see?” or “Will it be (self-)conscious?”. And in the process of answering this question, we are forced to state more precisely what we mean by that. In general the questions that Negarestani covers are not relevant in terms of AI capabilities, they are more of intellectually curious nature. As I said earlier, if anything we will learn more about ourselves than AGI.

We can take this one step further: As the thought experiment goes further, it becomes evident that it is rather a description of an infant growing up and learning to use language than a superintelligence scenario. In fact, he denies the possibility of superintelligence as is common to us. We will get back to this later.

This thought experiment is the leitmotif for most of the book. But a big portion of the book is not about Kanzi, which will be the name of the above described agent; rather it is about topics revolving around it and which then gets applied to it. I will refrain from giving an exposition of this lengthy thought experiment and I will later justify why. For now, I want to raise your attention as to how Intelligence and Spirit approaches this thought experiment.

iii.  The (Un)reasonable Effectiveness of Formalism in Intelligence

In 1960 the physicist Eugene Winger published the article “The Unreasonable Effectiveness of Mathematics in the Natural Sciences” arguing that mathematical structures are an unexpectedly strong tool for our understanding of physical phenomena. Not only do they model current observations very well, but they often also indicate more general patterns which also turn out to be correct.

That being said, it is not clear if this principle should hold in other areas. In Intelligence and Spirit we see a frequent employment of mathematical concepts, notably category theory. This is not done completely out of nowhere, see for example applications of category theory in cognitive science or neuroscience. But, at least in Negarestani’s case, it is not clear to me what the upshot is. There are paragraphs where I think that he falls for category theory-ism, scientism’s closely related sibling, and he ends up presenting ideas in an unnecessarily convoluted way. In fact, he himself makes a remark about this: ”While the generality of category theory makes it a powerful tool for the study of mathematical structures, it is well-suited neither for the study of all types of mathematical structures nor for the modeling of all forms of physical systems and phenomena.”[7] This makes me only more curious why he sometimes refers to and uses a mathematical/formal language, which falls short of providing any insight. And in fact me being more familiar with the mathematical side of things just increased my perplexity.

He does at least try to provide a refreshing Ansatz to solve hard questions. In introducing language as constituent of intelligence, rather than a means of communication, he portrays a theory of interaction and game (as in agent vs environment or agent vs agent). And he goes on to show how that can give a response to the Chinese room experiment:”Yet to claim, as John Searle does, that syntax by itself is not sufficient for semantics is a recipe for the inflation of what meaning is, along with a myopic interpretation of what syntax is and what syntactic expressions do. This is of course a claim encapsulated in the Chinese room thought experiment, an argument that simultaneously presupposes a potentially mystifying account of meaning, a peculiarly anaemic interpretation of syntax, and an outmoded understanding of the relationship between syntax and semantics.[...] While syntax by itself does not yield semantics, it does so when coupled with interaction.”[8] But again, the recurring issue persists of using formalism as a tool that seems stronger than what it is.

iv.  Human All Too Human II; A critique of a critique of human bias

Now that the topic of AI safety/alignment is getting exponentially more and more attention, I see recurrent arguments to dismiss it. One such example is:“…[T]here are many types of constraints that need to be in place for anything like cognition to be realized; and […] the myth of a superintelligence or an unbounded posthuman intelligence is precisely the product of biases ingrained in the flat or unconstrained picture of function. In other words, such views inexorably forgo the task of explaining what it means to call something intelligence, and describing the exact structural constraints by virtue of which something can be identified as exhibiting intelligent behaviours. In this sense, naturalistic accounts of superintelligence fall into a contradiction: committed to a physicalist account of intelligence and a thesis about an unbounded intelligence, yet unwilling to go through the hard work of identifying the structural and behavioural constraints and taking them seriously.”[9] Nooooo, you are not intelligent, singularity is categorically impossible I scream as I am rapidly being processed into paper clips.

I really would like to understand or even believe this. And I don’t necessarily disagree with it. Maybe there are these, to me obscure, constraints to what constitutes intelligence and one main point of the whole book is to clarify them. But either I don’t get it and/or I don’t agree with it. Negarestani too often argues along the lines of “Well people naively believe A, but of course the more intricate B is the correct approach.” But he doesn’t goes into the details of why B is more justified to a satisfactory degree. And when faced with a high complexity of thoughts I am in the dilemma of whether there is some valuable insight hidden inside or if it is just metaphysical sleight of hand. The alternative conception of what intelligence presented simply isn’t convincing enough. That doesn’t mean that it is completely wrong, but that the way it is presented is not sufficient to make me really change my mind to the degree of certainty that he is giving.

Anyhow as of right now, we are getting a rapid increase of capabilities. And it is questioning many of our benchmarks of what we understand as intelligence.
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Here of course Negarestani would raise accusations of the form “You are anthropomorphizing what intelligence means”. But to me it raises the question of “How are you sure you aren’t?”. Pursuing this path to the end is futile in the similar lines of a radical skeptic who questions everything. I am still conflicted on this and I want to say that there is virtue in trying to de-bias ourselves and open us for other options. But I am also not sure how or what to do about that.

Going one step further, there is something quite ironic in that Negarestani criticizes that “the fanatic Kantian critical crusade against metaphysics only leads to an illusory disillusionment as one ends up with a stock of unexamined and unacknowledged metaphysical assumptions”[10]. But really while reading this Intelligence and Spirit I felt that his critical crusade against parochialism (here meaning human biased perspective) only leads to an illusory disillusionment as one ends up with a stock of unexamined and unacknowledged parochial assumptions. As is usual in philosophy, criticizing is easier than creating. This holds for Intelligence and Spirit. And this book review is probably no exception.

v. Where do we go from here?

Hedge fund managers come up with like 500 ideas per week and I assume 100% of them are absolutely crazy but 1% are maybe not that off and 0,01% are strangely on point. This has also been my experience reading this book. Out of nowhere Chu spaces appear as something that “...offers advantages which are necessary and crucial in the construction of a big toy model of AGI”[11], but after a few pages they are never discussed again. Suddenly, Hegel’s view of self-consciousness arises and a few pages further we jump back to something something type theory.

This parkour between the myriad of ideas can be frustrating, especially when they are picked up deus ex machina to ostensibly resolve questions about functionalism and dropped off as quickly. Negarestani never goes into as much detail or gives concrete explanations. Given the scope and length of the book this would be also hardly possible without deteriorating into a multiple “Infinite Jest”-long excessive stream of consciousness.

As you might have noticed, I didn’t give any deeper insight summary, but more broadly the motives that persisted. That is mainly because of this all over the place nature of the book. If there is a main point in the book, I confess I missed it. And the dense style in which it was written, does not make it easier. Not that I didn’t enjoy say the discussion on the asymmetry of time and certainly I didn’t run out of food for thought. But the wide scope of impulses don’t permit a closer inspection, or only a very opaque one. And this trade-off is not worth it to me.

Furthermore, I wonder who this book is written for. You get thrown into all this diverse variety of subjects and while there is a superficial explanation and further references for each of them, it is very cumbersome to work through it. Would I as a consequence recommend this book? Well, would I recommend Marx’ Capital to someone who wants to learn how (modern) economy works? Probably not. Maybe if you like fighting your way through a jungle of convoluted claims à la french 20th century psychoanalysts. But you will have to accept walking the tightrope between triviality and incomprehensibility in hopes of finding a novel idea.

vi. Post-mortem: (Academic) Philosophy in the 21st century

“It would be a paltry complaint to point out what is now obvious: that academia was conceived to push thinking to its ultimate unanticipated conclusions, but that academic philosophy today is a bureaucratic regime bent on containing thought within what is most predictable and mundane.“[12]

While reading Intelligence and Spirit I noticed that I was dissatisfied with the points mentioned in the previous section, but it did raise the more fundamental question “What do I actually expect from it?”

Why do we come up with all this gibberish about why intelligence is such a difficult concept and hard to define? Why not something like thinking of intelligence “... as a very general mental capability that, among other things, involves the ability to reason, plan, solve problems, think abstractly, comprehend complex ideas, learn quickly and learn from experience.”[13] Going one step further, we can start dismissing many questions as pseudo-problems. To me, this is a sign of resignation. I don’t understand really much about “consciousness” but I also cannot deny it and in face of this difficulty it feels wrong to me to just resign. We can’t ignore the problems away and you can make the argument that, historically speaking, thinking about these problems can be correlated with valuable outputs.

To begin with I would have hoped to not only find a good answer to the question “What is it that we are talking about?” but also “Why do we care about it?”. Ideally, I would find a more clear answer that goes beyond polemics. Whether the failure to provide a more clear answer to a wider range of people can be traced back to gatekeeping, learned behaviour or something else – I don’t know. This is a burden of modern academic philosophy and this book also didn’t make the big jump for me.
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Ishmael by Daniel Quinn

Some people are visual learners. They’ll pick up calculus most easily by seeing lots of graphs of curves with the slopes and areas drawn in. Others are auditory learners: they’d rather listen to a professor lecture about how to compute an integral. Likewise, some people prefer to learn about how all modern culture, technology, and institutions owe their origins to some particularity of the Neolithic Revolution by reading a respectable-looking tome by someone like Jared Diamond, while others prefer to learn from a pedantic telepathic fictional gorilla. If you’re in the second group, Daniel Quinn’s Ishmael is the book for you.

Ishmael is technically a work of fiction, but basically it’s a manifesto with a frame story wrapped around it for fun and metaphor. The narrator is a disillusioned man – we don’t learn much else about his background, not even his name – who answers an ad in the paper (the book was published in 1992): “TEACHER seeks pupil. Must have an earnest desire to save the world. Apply in person.” The narrator hates this. “That was rich indeed,” he says. “An earnest desire to save the world—yes, that was splendid. By noon, two hundred mooncalfs, softheads, boobies, ninnyhammers, noodleheads, gawkies, and assorted oafs and thickwits would doubtless be lined up at the address given, ready to turn over all their worldlies for the rare privilege of sitting at the feet of some guru pregnant with the news that all will be well if everyone will just turn around and give his neighbor a big hug.” So naturally he throws out the paper and continues with his day – no, of course he doesn’t, he explains to us that he takes this ad so personally because fifteen years ago he went all over the place looking for such a guru, didn’t find one, and got jaded and sad instead. And then he goes and meets the placer of the ad, who, what do you know, is a gorilla who can communicate full sentences to him by gazing into his eyes. The gorilla spends his days caged inside an office pacing around in front of a sign that reads, “WITH MAN GONE, WILL THERE BE HOPE FOR GORILLA?” He goes by Ishmael.

Most of the rest of the book is written as a Socratic dialogue between teacher and pupil. The dialogue itself leaves something to be desired: for all his desire to find the answers to life’s persistent questions, the narrator doesn’t seem to enjoy thinking very much, so he doesn’t even really try to formulate reasonable guesses to his teacher’s questions. Instead, he alternates between saying “I have no idea,” haltingly summarizing Ishmael’s answers, and acting as a credulous strawman. For instance:


“And what would you expect the beginning of the story to be?”

“I have no idea.”

“Of course you do. You’re just playing dumb.”

I sat there for a minute, trying to figure out how to stop playing dumb. “Okay,” I said at last. “I guess I’d expect it to be their creation myth.”

“Of course.”

“But I don’t see how that helps me.”

“Then I’ll spell it out. You’re looking for your own culture’s creation myth.”

I stared at him balefully. “We have no creation myth,” I said. “That’s a certainty.”



I almost stopped reading fifty pages in because I could see it was never going to occur to the narrator to ask, “hey, isn’t that just, like, your opinion, man?”. Fortunately Ishmael’s dialogue gets more interesting and we can treat the narrator’s lines as paragraph breaks and mostly ignore the frame story (what plot there is isn’t bad, anyway – Quinn deserves credit for punctuating his long manifesto with some primate mystery action where the protagonist chases Ishmael around town).

Through the Socratic dialogue, Quinn – sorry, I mean the gorilla – makes the following claims:


	There are fundamentally two types of human cultures, call them Takers and Leavers. Taker culture takes as axiomatic that the world was made for humans, that humans have a reasonable knowledge of good and evil, and that their civilization must expand (the example Quinn often uses is agricultural overproduction, but you could think of colonizing or economic growth too). Leaver culture assumes that all beings have basically the same claim on resources and that human societies, like animals and plants, are supposed to just take what they need.

	There is a universal law of ecology that says, “You may compete to the full extent of your capabilities, but you may not hunt down your competitors or destroy their food or deny them access to food. In other words, you may compete but you may not wage war.” If a species breaks this law, that species will destroy the earth in the end. Almost every species follows this law: “The lion that comes across a herd of gazelles doesn’t massacre them, as an enemy would. It kills one, not to satisfy its hatred of gazelles but to satisfy its hunger, and once it has made its kill the gazelles are perfectly content to go on grazing with the lion right in their midst.” The one exception is human Takers: “[T]hey built a civilization that flouts the law at every point, and within five hundred generations—in an eye–blink in the scale of biological time—this branch of the family of Homo sapiens sapiens saw that they had brought the entire world to the point of death. ”

	The story of Genesis predates the Hebrews to their Semite ancestors, who were the herder tribes originally victimized by the first Fertile Crescent agriculturists breaking the above law.

	The fruit of the tree of knowledge represents knowledge of who is to live and to die; this knowledge is only actually accessible to gods (metaphorically; more literally this might mean “humans can’t simulate a decentralized ecosystem, only the ecosystem itself can stay balanced via its generating rules of natural selection”), so if humans “eat” its “fruit” they will think they have this knowledge but in fact will not.

	The story of Cain and Abel was told by the Semites to explain the agriculturists’ violation of the ecological law from (2). (God accepts Abel’s sacrifice of livestock, rejects Cain’s sacrifice of harvest, then Cain kills Abel.)

	If human Taker cultures don’t convert to being Leavers, or otherwise figure out some solution, they will destroy the world soon by means of a Malthusian overpopulation trap.



At the end, the gorilla dies, obviously. Also, obviously, the narrator stumbles upon one last message Ishmael left behind. It reads:

INVESTIGATE WILD ANIMAL SUFFERING AS A HIGH-POTENTIAL CAUSE AREA

–no, sorry, it reads:

WITH GORILLA GONE, WILL THERE BE HOPE FOR MAN?

We’ll unpack that in a minute, but first things first: are these claims literally true? There are a couple of more-or-less falsifiable assertions in here, which I dutifully tried to investigate.

a. Did the Genesis creation myth really originate with the pre-Hebrew Semites?

b. Did the Hebrews actually displace the Semites the way the book says?

c. More broadly, is the surplus food -> overpopulation -> conquering pipeline a roughly accurate story of how agriculture spread?

d. Is it true that only humans consistently break the ecological law?

e. Is the species on a collision course with overpopulation and/or famine?

The tl;dr of a) through c) is “a medium amount of googling proved inconclusive, but I don’t think it really matters.” Quinn, as far as I know, doesn’t have any formal training in ecology or history (he was a Catholic-school English major who took time off college to train as a monk, then either left or got sent away from the monastery, then quit Catholicism and went into publishing). If you convinced me that none of these three claims is literally factual, I wouldn’t be shocked – I read them as speculative. But mythologies don’t really derive their value from historical accuracy, and it doesn’t make a huge difference to the theory how much agriculturalists expanded by violently conquering versus peacefully assimilating, or just outcompeting, hunter-gatherers – either way it seems fair to say that they “waged war” on nonhuman animals in the ecological-law sense.

I’m not a biologist, but d) seems reasonably true, if only because to my knowledge other animals don’t have the capacity to carry out such an aggressive growth strategy. And empirically, even if there’s some species of bird I don’t know about that genocides the insects that eat its favorite flower, humans have been doing it by far the most noticeably and on the largest scale (think for instance of how American settlers slaughtered the buffalo en masse to make it easier for their cattle to graze and to cut off the Plains Indians’ food supply).

Really, the most awkward problem for Ishmael is that, contrary to e), the population actually hasn’t spun out of control after all (again, the book is from 1992), and in fact Western countries do send contraception overseas, and even if they hadn’t the global fertility rate probably still would have declined. This casts enough of a dated nineties-environmentalism patina over the book that it doesn’t feel particularly worthwhile to keep trying to nail down stuff like whether the Hebrews actually displaced the earlier Semites or just spread their farming knowledge.

As the saying goes: women are judged on their looks, men are judged on their ability to forecast global events decades in advance. However. It also (presumably) isn’t literally factually true that the first man was a specific guy named Adam and the first woman was made from his rib and they ate a literal fruit that brought sin into the world. And yet people are always going around interpreting and reinterpreting Genesis anyway, because something about that story has enough memetic fitness to outcompete almost all the other possible stories, and everyone knows that, and so what they’re doing isn’t debating literal events but a performing a sort of dream psychoanalysis on Western culture.

In 1991, before it was even formally published, Ishmael won a fiction prize for “​​offering creative and positive solutions to global problems” sponsored by Ted Turner, the CNN guy, for $500,000, which is more than anybody else has ever won for a single work of literature. In 2010, a gunman held the Discovery Channel headquarters hostage with a demand that the channel air “daily television programs at prime time slots based on Daniel Quinn's 'My Ishmael' pages 207-212 where solutions to save the planet would be done in the same way as the Industrial Revolution was done, by people building on each other's inventive ideas.” (My Ishmael is the sequel.) Morgan Freeman read the book and got inspired to narrate a nature documentary called Island of Lemurs: Madagascar. It’s 2023 and Ishmael is still in the cultural consciousness enough for me to have come across it, even though nobody is really worried about overpopulation. I’m really tempted to steelman against Quinn/Ishmael’s narrative, since the protagonist clearly can’t seem to, but considering the book as a myth – a story that’s empirically achieved memetic success, the reasons for which are left as an exercise – I think it’s actually more interesting to make the case for it, to salvage something from Quinn’s framing.

And by “salvage something” I mean “wrest control of the reins and steer the tale entirely into my own headcanon.”

HARRY JAMES SCOTT-DIAMOND-QUINN, HEADCANON PROTAGONIST: Show me the way, wise master.

ME SWEATING INSIDE A BIG FURRY APE SUIT: Okay, so, what is a story?

HJSDQ (quoting Ishmael): A story is a scenario interrelating man, the world, and the gods. Every story has a beginning, a middle, and an end.

ME: Well, if we get to make up our own definitions, I’m going to say a “myth” is a story told by a god.

HJSDQ: Just to make sure we’re talking about the same thing: a god is referring to one of the deities invented by some human culture?

ME: Did you think I was going to stop at one unilaterally made-up definition? Here’s the thing. At the end of Ishmael, the gods from the adapted Genesis story don’t get any more dialogue. There’s this vague implorement from the gorilla to reject the Taker ideology that humans know who should live and who should die, and then to go around teaching everybody that that’s what humanity has to do. But that’s all we get by way of concrete proposals.

HJSDQ: What’s wrong with that?

ME: Something’s missing. You can’t just decide on behalf of a whole culture to reject an ideology. Otherwise it would be trivially easy to win elections. And “humanity” isn’t a coherent agent. Otherwise we wouldn't have coordination problems.

HJSDQ: What do you propose instead?

ME: As you know, all our problems could be solved if we just had one more ontology. I propose this one. A god is a reward function plus a means of iteration. A mortal is an individual that’s born and dies under a god’s conditions. So for instance: an animal, human or otherwise, is a mortal whose god is the biological law of evolution – the reward is living long and healthily enough to have offspring, the iteration comes from passing on your genes to those offspring with some random mutations. A piece of media is a mortal whose god is human attention – the reward is getting shown to more people, the iteration happens when a person who consumes the message gets it lodged in their brain and outputs it somewhere else in some slightly altered way.  A corporation is a mortal whose god is capitalism. A cultural practice is a mortal whose god is one that looks like the evolutionary god governing humans, but on the level of the group rather than the individual. A neural network with particular weights is a mortal whose god is machine learning.

HJSDQ: Okay, sure. So how does that map into the gods as portrayed in Ishmael?

ME (popping a whole banana into my mouth, skin and all): You’re a figment of my imagination, you can work it out while I chew.

HJSDQ: Right, so, the gods have the knowledge of life and death, which means that they’re in charge of the iteration – if humans take control of who’s born and who lives for how long, that’s basically replacing a tried-and-true decentralized optimization process with a central planner.

ME (garbled): So what does Taker culture mean in this context?

HJSDQ: It tells you to try to achieve your objectives by eliminating the competition, instead of just by trying to succeed on your individual merits. Survival of the fittest versus survival of the only ones left.

ME: Right.

HJSDQ: So in this case, that’s doing agriculture at scale and then conquering to support your increased population.

ME: Yeah. The question is, is that legitimate?

HJSDQ: What does legitimate even mean here? If there’s an evolutionary law governing your survival, and you manage to outsmart it and do something else, there’s no court telling you whether that’s allowed or not, right? Like, if you’re a human and want to have a maximally successful career instead of having children, you could use hormonal birth control, and it’s not like evolution has any more right than you to say whether you get to.

ME: Yeah, but it’s not lindy, so there’s other load-bearing stuff entangled that evolution knows about but you might not anticipate. Like with the birth control example, there are some unpredictable side effects that give lots of people a really bad time, and the concept of being intentionally childfree hasn’t been around long enough for us to have a good sense of whether people regret it in their old age or not. Which Ishmael seems on board with – it talks a bunch about modern humans being depressed nihilists, relative to their ancestors, and not knowing quite why.

HJSDQ: Okay, but you could imagine pretty old practices that mortals have basically worked out the kinks of, but that still don’t align with the gods, right? I mean, I think Taker agriculture is an example. It works for us pretty well, in terms of feeding us and giving us stability and letting us do technology and literature and science. The question is just whether it will ultimately lead to collapse down the road.

ME: So what if we look at the other examples of gods and mortals? What kind of idea tries to eliminate its competition?

HJSDQ:  An idea that endorses censorship.

ME: What kind of corporation tries to eliminate its competition?

HJSDQ: Uh, maybe one that pursues regulatory capture? Or one that does a bunch of mergers and acquisitions until it’s got a monopoly.

ME: So I think we might be onto a more solid justification for why this strategy might be bad for both god and mortal. It’s not overpopulation – empirically we don’t end up with too many people or corporations or ideas. But censorship kills off intellectual discourse, which makes it harder to come up with good new ideas. Market consolidation kills off competition, which I guess is good for the individual corporations, but if everyone is allowed to do it, then the whole society is worse off, including shareholders. Humans conquering in the name of farmland kills off ecosystems and creates this whole monocropping system that’s probably bad for our nutrition. I don’t have a perfectly neat story for how all of these are isomorphic, but it seems like every time mortals figure out how to do it, it ends badly for them.

HJSDQ: Do you think there’s a way to get humans back on track? Like to convert back to a god-compliant Leaver culture?

ME: I actually don’t think so, because we’ve already created new gods – but not gods who govern us directly. Capitalism is one of them, I think. Its mortals aren’t even people, they’re corporations. But they’re running on a substrate which is us. So we’re doing their dirty work, but we’re also their reward function: they live or die by selling to consumers.

HJSDQ: Apes can’t buy products, though?

ME (in my best growly voice): Sorry, I meant, humans are their reward function. So capitalism has its own objectives, which have some basis in what humans want, which has some basis in what biological evolution is trying to select for, but ultimately, they’re two different gods, and people’s behavior can’t be fully optimized for both. And I think the capitalist god, not humans, was what killed off the biological evolution god for good, because now there’s an evolutionary system more powerful than any individual human that ensures very few starve.

HJSDQ: What was the other new god you were thinking of?

ME: I’m glad you asked.

HJSDQ: Oh no.

ME: Oh yes. See, humans get to handpick the reward functions of neural –

HJSDQ: You mean to tell me. That you’re reviewing a book advancing a weird little theory about hunter-gatherers and cooperation and religion for the Astral Codex Ten contest. And, and don’t try to hide that look on your face, you’re going to try and shoehorn in AI alignment.

ME: One of our greatest works of memetic fitness yet.

HJSDQ: *turns and sprints off down a corridor of my mind palace*

ME: WITH MAN GONE, WILL THERE BE HOPE FOR READER?




Keystroke Capitalism by Aaron Sahr

The Nothing Economy

“What would one of our ancestors have said upon seeing these boulevards lit as brightly as by the sun, these thousand carriages circulating noiselessly on the silent asphalt of the streets, these stores as sumptuous as palaces, from which the light spread in brilliant patches, these avenues as broad as squares, these squares as wide as plains, these glittering trains, which seemed to furrow the air with fantastic speed?

No doubt they would have been astonished; but the men of 1960 were no longer lost in admiration of such marvels; they exploited them quite calmly, without being any the happier, for, from their hurried gait, their peremptory manner, their American “dash,” it was apparent that the demon of wealth impelled them onward without mercy or relief.”



	
      Jules Verne, _Paris in the Twentieth Century_, 1863








…

In a sixty second Bank of America spot that aired during last year’s NBA playoffs, a woman in a sequin dress dances at a wedding reception. “You know why people are always looking at their phones?” she asks the camera. “They’re banking.” Cut to various guests at the wedding, grinning over their handheld screens. Cousin Jimmy’s girlfriend just caught the bouquet, “so he’s checking in on that ring fund.” The photographer is dreaming of his own yoga studio, pressing a big blue button that reads “Start a Business.” Phil forgot a gift, so he’s wiring the happy couple 150 bucks. The parents of both the bride and the groom are also featured; even during your child’s wedding, “you just can’t stop banking.” Finally, the tagline: “what would you like the power to do?”

From 1978 to 2015, inflation-adjusted purchasing power (or “real income”) for the bottom half of Americans decreased by 1 percent; for the richest one percent, real income nearly tripled[1]. While this fact alone makes it indisputable that the economy is deeply broken, the culprit depends on who you ask. Keynesians blame austerity and Hayekians blame entitlements; leftists blame monopoly power and union-busting and the right blames woke corporations and the snowflake laptop class they employ. Most likely, the techno-capitalist economy of rich democracies is far too complex for any grand unifying theory; nevertheless, theories abound. In his book Keystroke Capitalism, the philosopher turned economic sociologist Aaron Sahr proposes a new candidate: the unchecked ability of private banks to issue credit, creating money from nothing.

In Sahr’s telling, the history of banking in the West is a series of increasing separation between banks’ lending privileges and their actual currency reserves. Sometime between the thirteenth and fifteenth centuries, “money changers” began the practice of issuing paper receipts like IOUs to replace cumbersome gold and silver coins in monetary transactions. These money changers set up shop on long tables with benches on either side; the word bank comes from the old French_banc,_ meaning bench. Initially, “although the money changers’ paper receipts and book entries could be used as a currency, their production had to be (pre-)financed by savings deposits.”[2] In order to issue credit, in other words, lenders required an equal amount of coins. But once people became accustomed to paper receipts and book entries over gold and silver, the banks were able to issue credits that exceeded their actual reserves, giving rise to the fractional reserve system, wherein banks keep a predetermined percentage of total reserves on hand. Eventually, even those fractional reserves were outsourced to central banks: “commercial banks’ ‘reserves’ were now merely payment pledges on the part of the central bank, meaning that any trader, company or employee depositing money with a bank no longer received a promise of silver or gold, but a promise of a promise.”[3] In 1971, the United States terminated the convertibility of the U.S. dollar to gold bullion, marking the collapse of the Bretton Woods Agreement and the emergent era of floating exchange rates. “Today,” Sahr writes, “central bank reserves consist of substance-less book entries just like those in a private bank account. Economists describe this as a ‘fiat money system’, meaning one in which all currency, including reserves, consists of nothing more than written bank debts.” [4] This progression – from equal reserves, to fractional reserves, to central bank reserves, to spreadsheets and pure vibes – “has changed capitalism more fundamentally than is generally acknowledged.”[5]

Sahr is not the first to imply that conventional wisdom is unequipped for the “substance-less” circus of global finance. The heterodox academic and Occupy Wall Street organizer David Graeber wrote in December 2019[6]:


“There is a growing feeling, among those who have the responsibility of managing large economies, that the discipline of economics is no longer fit for purpose… Yet the language of public debate, and the wisdom conveyed in economic textbooks, remain almost entirely unchanged… Mainstream economists nowadays might not be particularly good at predicting financial crashes, facilitating general prosperity, or coming up with models for preventing climate change, but when it comes to establishing themselves in positions of intellectual authority, unaffected by such failings, their success is unparalleled.”



Writing in the same magazine one year and one expertly managed global pandemic later, Pankaj Mishra compared the “intellectual trauma” of economic liberalism to Jonathan Lear’s study of the Crow Indians[7]:


“Forced to move in the mid-nineteenth century from a nomadic to a settled existence, they catastrophically lost not only their immemorial world but also “the conceptual resources” to understand their past and present. The problem for a Crow Indian, Lear writes, wasn’t just that “my way of life has come to an end.” It was that “I no longer have the concepts with which to understand myself or the world…. I have no idea what is going on.”’



In his sweeping_Debt: The First 5,000 Years_, Graeber argued that historically, excessive indebtedness leads to social unrest and revolution. Sahr adds that the much-discussed phenomenon of “financialization” is primarily about debt: “investing debts in more debts is the defining business model of a financial services company.”[8] Indeed, the total value of loans and other debt instruments exploded from 12 trillion dollars in 1980 to around 240 trillion in 2015, dwarfing the growth rate of the real economy.[9] Where does all this debt come from?

For traditional economists, the answer is savings; just like the money changers in Medieval Europe, they believe that banks issue loans based on their deposits. Here’s German finance minister Wolfgang Schäuble: “one person saves money; another needs money. This has to be organized. It’s called banking.”[10] And Nobel Prize-winner Eugene Fama, synthesizing the Chicago school’s position: “People who get credit have to get it from somewhere. Does a credit bubble mean that people save too much during that period? I don’t know what a credit bubble means.”[11]

Sahr exposes the absurdity of such statements. If available credit is ballooning relative to economic output, the relationship cannot be one-to-one. Instead, as growth and wages stagnate for all but the wealthiest few, ordinary people take on more and more debt – in the form of mortgages, student loans, credit cards, etc. – to afford the lifestyle neoliberalism promised to provide them. This credit, obviously, isn’t financed by their own savings. Instead,

“[P]rivate banks do not even consider whether they have sufficient deposits to cover loans: they simply create new money on credit… If you pay for a purchase with your overdraft, a debit will appear in your account, but the credit transferred to the seller’s account has not been taken from anyone else – it has been created from scratch. All it takes to approve a consumer loan for the purchase of a car (or the purchase of a share by a bank) is to enter a number on a computer keyboard.”[12]

That number is now a financial asset, which can be securitized, bundled, swapped, and leveraged at the bank’s discretion. Keystroke capitalism, as defined by Sahr, is this “exceptional situation in which capital can be created ex nihilo.”[13]

…

“David Hume, the greatest skeptic of them all, once remarked that after a gathering of skeptics met to proclaim the veracity of skepticism as a philosophy, all of the members of the gathering nonetheless left by the door rather than the window.”


–          Philip K. Dick



From mainstream op-eds to black pilled message boards, it’s often said that the crux of our present crisis is a failure of imagination. Though this sentiment horseshoes ideological poles, its clearest articulation comes from Frederic Jameson, who wrote in 1996 that “it seems to be easier for us today to imagine the thoroughgoing deterioration of the earth and of nature than the breakdown of late capitalism; perhaps that is due to some weakness in our imagination,”[14] which Mark Fisher famously paraphrased to “it is easier to imagine the end of the world than the end of capitalism,”[15] a slogan now emblazoned on algorithmically recommended t-shirts and decorative lighting fixtures.

Closely related is Lauren Berlant’s idea of cruel optimism, a condition wherein “something you desire is actually an obstacle to your own flourishing.”[16] We were sold a dream – of material security, of the end of history, of a rising tide that lifts all boats – by a system that foreclosed the possibility of other dreams. But what happens when even those at the top stop believing? Sahr’s book is a convincing portrait of a financial system where imagination runs wild, so long as it’s in the service of the uber rich getting uber richer. As he puts it, “Not everything that happens in modern economies is capitalist in nature, nor is everything that happens within capitalism economic.”[17] In fact, by focusing on large banks and financial conglomerates, Sahr stops short of a more radical conclusion. It isn’t just banks that can create fortunes from nothing; it’s anyone with a little money and an internet connection.

Seven months before the scandalous implosion of his cryptocurrency empire, Sam Bankman-Fried was interviewed by Matt Levine, the journalist behind the peerless financial newsletter Money Stuff. At the time, Bankman-Fried was the founder and CEO of the crypto exchange FTX and an associated hedgefund, the “world’s richest 29-year-old,” one of the largest donors to Democrats (publicly) and Republicans (privately), and an emerging face of the Effective Altruism movement, or perhaps just a Mensa member misreading moral philosophy as a divine calling to either befriend the richest people on earth, or become them.

Midway through their April interview, Levine asked SBF about “yield farming”, an opaque cryptocurrency scheme becoming popular at the height of the pandemic’s digital asset craze. Here is Bankman-Fried’s attempt to explain the common practice, “a toy model,” worth quoting at length only because it offers a remarkable view inside the capitalist imagination:


“You start with a company that builds a box and in practice this box, they probably dress it up to look like a life-changing, you know, world-altering protocol… Maybe for now actually ignore what it does or pretend it does literally nothing. It's just a box… It doesn't do anything but let you put things in it if you so choose. And then this protocol issues a token, we'll call it whatever, ‘X token.’

And then you say, alright, well, you’ve got this box and you’ve got X token and the box protocol declares… anyone who goes, takes some money, puts in the box, each day they're gonna airdrop, you know, 1% of the X token pro rata amongst everyone who's put money in the box. That's for now, what X token does, it gets given away to the box people. And now what happens? … In the world that we're in, if you do this, everyone's gonna be like, ‘Ooh, box token. Maybe it's cool. If you buy in box token,’ you know, that's gonna appear on Twitter and it’ll have a $20 million market cap.



At this point, Levine interrupts: “Wait, wait, wait, from like first principles, it should be zero.” By first principles, he means that money is a real thing, procured by toil or genius or worthiness, that markets are reasonably efficient and neutral, and that, as is still taught in Econ 101 classrooms across the world, a society is comprised of homines economici, rational individuals making formulaic decisions.

Bankman-Fried counters that while such a response is “completely reasonable,” empirically, the magic box would have value. His imagination isn’t subject to the same theoretical hemming. He continues:


**“**And now all of a sudden everyone's like, wow, people just decide to put $200 million in the box. This is a pretty cool box, right? Like this is a valuable box as demonstrated by all the money that people have apparently decided should be in the box. And who are we to say that they're wrong about that? Like, you know, this is, I mean boxes can be great. Look, I love boxes as much as the next guy. And so then, you know, X token price goes way up. And now it's $130 million market cap token because of, you know, the bullishness of people's usage of the box. And now all of a sudden of course, the smart money's like, oh, wow, this thing's now yielding like 60% a year in X tokens. Of course I'll take my 60% yield, right? So they go and pour another $300 million in the box and you get a psych and then it goes to infinity. And then everyone makes money.”



Levine is dumbfounded: “I think of myself as like a fairly cynical person. And that was so much more cynical than how I would've described farming. You're just like, well, I'm in the Ponzi business and it's pretty good.” Again, Bankman-Fried agrees that this is “reasonable,” for him a derogatory adjective. After all, he asks, is this decoupling of market value and real value any different than the Reddit posters pumping meme stocks like GameStop and AMC? It’s a clever gambit by the decabillionaire, who as of this writing has entered Bahamian custody in a likely attempt to avoid testifying before Congress. Sure, he may have gotten rich from hyping pixie dust, but everyone’s doing it. At least, everyone smart enough to realize that there’s no such thing as first principles. We can all of us be keyboard capitalists.

…

In March of 2017, I received a late-night e-mail on my dormitory listserv with the subject line: “Like gambling but hate the house edge?”

The body of the missive contained precise, complex instructions for purchasing the cryptocurrency known as Ethereum (ETH). Without context, every step listed seemed transparently fraudulent; acquiring this unknown virtual currency involved handing over my bank account and social security information to websites with sketchy domains, downloading third-party apps for a “secure digital wallet,” and so on. Following the instructions were several indecipherable price graphs with overlapping, jagged lines to support my upstairs neighbor’s investment thesis: though very few people were paying attention, he strongly believed the price of Ethereum was about to skyrocket; there was an almost unquantifiable upside. The e-mail ended with several warnings about the extreme risks of buying cryptocurrency; nobody should risk more than they could afford to lose, though personally, the author of the email implied that he was all in, to use his metaphor.

I read the e-mail in bed with delirious intrigue. I did like gambling, and hated the house edge. On the other hand, my only knowledge of cryptocurrency friends using Bitcoin to purchase fake IDs and off-brand stimulants. Then there was the chance that my neighbor had been hacked, overserved, or worse. I deleted the e-mail.

A week later the price of one ETH token broke $20 for the first time; nine months later in January 2018 the price was $1400, a 7000% increase; in November 2021 ETH surpassed $4600, up 23000% or 230x since the time of the e-mail. In more concrete terms, a $100 investment in March 2017 could have been sold for roughly $7000 in 2018 or $23,000 late last year. Even after this summer’s much-publicized correction, the price of Ethereum stands around $1300. One way to read this story is that I was offered a rigged slot machine and detailed instructions for how to pull the lever, and I declined, along with nearly everyone else who received the e-mail.

Alchemy has been a hobby of greedy men since at least Medieval times. Chemistry was merely a prelude to modern financial technology. Mortgage-backed securities, memorably demystified in The Big Short by Margot Robbie in a bathtub, were called “alchemistic” for their ability to turn risky home loans into “secure” assets. There are at least two major cryptocurrency companies named “Alchemy.” At some point between the 1970s, when high finance first untethered itself from the real economy, and the current age, when money (like attention, trauma, et al.) ceased its subjection to constraints of space and time, alchemy became an attainable ideal, an escape hatch, and a rebellion against the established order all in one. Never have the nouveau riche been so visible, numerous, and straightforwardly praised.

Near the end of the schoolyear, as Ethereum entered the early stages of its exponential rise, rumors emerged about my clairvoyant neighbor. The number was inconclusive – hundreds of thousands, or maybe millions – but his bet paid off, big time, and he’d disappeared from the dorm. He was running a high-profile hedge fund, or living in Costa Rica, or writing cryptic blogs on Medium. The truth was more banal. He’d been found in the dorm’s computer cluster overdosing on LSD. When the paramedics arrived he was vomiting but stable, and as they took him away, the monitor still displayed his account balance, a green graph pointing towards infinity.

…

“It is the absence of the threat of individual starvation which makes primitive society, in a sense, more human than market economy, and at the same time less economic.”


	Karl Polanyi, The Great Transformation



To defend the massive wealth disparities stemming from classical liberalism, theorists from John Locke to Freidrich Hayek to Milton Friedman have argued that any income is just so long as it is obtained under just conditions.[18] This circular formulation still depends on the more fundamental question of what constitutes just conditions. One way to think about it is how much someone has to lose. Everyone roots for the gambler, but only the true capitalist roots for the casino.

In his concluding chapter, Sahr warns against framing an analysis of keystroke capitalism with easy dichotomies like economic liberalism and conservatism, or the free market and democracy. “The real question is who is entitled to the privilege of creating money from nothing, or who can be reasonably entrusted with it.”[19]

In the Jorge Luis Borges story “Tlon, Uqbar, Orbis Tertius,” a “scattered group of solitaries has changed the world” by publishing an encyclopedic history of a nonexistent planet. Soon after Borges’ narrator discovers the encyclopedia, the imaginary planet, “with its architecture and its playing cards, its mythological terrors and the sound of its dialects, its emperors and its oceans, its minerals, its birds, and its fishes, its algebra and its fire, its theological and metaphysical arguments,” begins to replace the “real” world.

Borgesian parallels with the global financial system are unmistakable. “In the world’s advanced economies,” Sahr writes, “companies are increasingly generating their income from investments in financial assets, to the detriment of their actual core business, and hence also to the detriment of investments in real capital such as raw materials, machinery or labour.”[20] In the age of keystroke capitalism, tech companies are financial companies, car companies are financial companies, universities are financial companies, web3 projects are financial companies, hospitals are financial companies, and so on.

“Almost immediately,” Borges writes, “reality gave ground on more than one point. The truth is that it hankered to give ground.” Now that the secret is out, there’s no turning back; the creation of debt instruments continues to overshadow output, and anyone looking to get properly rich in our economic system joins in the exploitation and alchemy. Like a balloon snipped from a dumbbell, the value of nothing will rise ever higher, and even the best of us will be excused for looking up.
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Less is More by Jason Hickel

I

Our author, Jason Hickel, recounts how Darwin was laughed off stage when he first presented his evidence of evolution. Hickel observes ‘Sometimes scientific evidence conflicts with the dominant world view of a civilisation’ and of course he thinks he has exactly that kind of evidence (p.25). I will focus most of the essay on reviewing the chapter on the technological solution to climate change. I go through all the evidence and add a lot more that has been published, supplemented by conversations with various professors. And that’s the key that turns the lock on this whole body of research. I wouldn’t bat an eyelid at degrowth (what a stupid name) if it wasn’t for the fact I can’t see past the evidence that technology alone is not going to save us. Something else needs to give. It could be a far cry from a total inversion of the system that Hickel calls for, but the evidence is clear we do need to do drastically more to cut emissions.

An economic anthropologist, Hickel retells 500 years of history in one chapter, and 70 years of history in another. In the latter chapters, Hickel provides an edifice of research that gives hope to the future instead of ecological collapse. Most readers will already have been persuaded or inoculated to this vaguely Marxist retelling of history, however it is refreshed by the anthropological insights regarding our relationship to nature. Most readers may eye-roll or sweetly smile at the compelling evidence that we are healthier and happier and more democratic when ecological; I don’t know.

This blog and its affiliates have long been asking for a test, a crisis of faith. There is an unquestioned assumption in our society and once you see it, you truly see how it is everywhere hiding in plain sight: Growthism; the notion that growth of any kind is good. Whether the assumption is wrong is down to the evidence, but even just realising how prolific growth is in public conversation everywhere should be cause for the philosopher's re-examination of it. Growthism ends up looking rather like another name for Moloch in (nearly) everyone’s favourite SSC essay M_editations on Moloch._ Scott was confounded that some lines in the poem could relate to capitalism. With Hickel’s retelling of our relationship with nature through an anthropologist’s eye we will see how some more of those lines make sense. For example:

“Moloch who entered my soul early! Moloch in whom I am a consciousness without a body! Moloch who frightened me out of my natural ecstasy! Moloch whom I abandon! Wake up in Moloch!”

The whole book is very well argued, often taking turns between positions on an issue and then adding evidence. The various chapters kaleidoscope into a crisis of faith. Only this time the stakes are much higher “this time we don’t have the luxury of pretending the science doesn’t exist. The time, it’s a matter of life and death”. Yet the paradigm shift required is not yielding to the scores of empirical evidence, not even to scientific consensus; science is being subjugated to capital. Rationality is in an “incomprehensible prison”:

“Moloch whose breast is a cannibal dynamo! Moloch whose ear is a smoking tomb”

The first line, it’s obvious. The system is eating itself. But the second line, and I’ve not heard this interpretation before, is a pun, I believe. “Whose ear is a smoking tomb” (i.e. death); or deaf. Moloch is deaf to the evidence all around it, do we need to be deaf too?

———

II

Hickel supposedly presents us with that rarest of things in anti-capitalist diatribes, an anti-capitalist polemic with a solution. “How Degrowth will save the world” is the subtitle to Hickel’s book Less is More. Unfortunately, it is quite short on steps on how Degrowth will save the world but it is a brilliant and novel take on why we need something different from our current model of growth-addicted capitalism. Whilst it has only 5 to 13 recommendations for how to change capitalism to be more friendly it does do a fantastic job of explaining how we got so addicted, and best of all is the section that demonstrates with ‘rock-solid’ evidence that technology cannot save us. Seen through this schema that chapter alone is an incredibly important contribution to the literature on the causes of ecological collapse. It is also the best book on the topic that dispels all the usual myths about the movement: the extreme technophobia and asceticism; the embrace of poverty and recession; the jolly march back to subsistence farming, living in caves and iPod nanos. And replaces those myths with well researched arguments that are influencing many fields.

Degrowth is a dumb name. Hickel defines degrowth in a way that is incompatible with capitalism. I think a form of capitalism could incorporate all of Hickel’s points, removing ‘growthism’, as he calls it, and respecting planetary boundaries. Wage labour and private property would still be intact. Markets and trade, even the development of technology, have nothing to do with capitalism and have been around for thousands of years, so they’d stay. Japan is going this route right now with no plan for GDP growth and only a plan to grow the green sectors[1]. If you thought Degrowth was a dumb name, I’m not even going to tell you what it's called in Japan, and I especially hope Republicans never find out. Anyways, degrowth is surging in popularity (and misunderstandings) so I wanted to get at the core of why so many serious ecological scholars think it has value: that all revolve around the viability of the technological solutions, have I said that already? And for many, justice too. Hickel is a core proponent of this movement which is growing. Papers written about Green Growth and Degrowth used to come at a ratio of ten to one, now it’s only two to one. The IPCC finally mentioned Degrowth in the 2022 mitigation report[2] (For example,“High potential for mitigation lies in... cutting emissions of those whose basic needs are already met“ p.514). Anyway, Degrowth is a dumb name.

I want to propose that the name is so ugly and stupid that I want to stop calling it that. That it won’t go anywhere with that name. A 400-page strategy book on Degrowth has come up with ‘social-ecological transformation’; catchy right? I am not creative so instead I want to give both sides ugly names so that we can focus on the arguments and evidence rather than being switched off by the stupid things we’ve heard of in the media regarding both sides. Green Growth is a lovely name. Green, we need it. Growth, we’re addicted to it. Green Growth, yes, please! So, Degrowth should reclaim its turf on Green Growth because that’s what it is. It is the ‘well-being economy’. It is democratic, differentiated growth, as Hickel explains.

So, I have it in my mind that there is a spectrum I want to use for this essay. On the left, is Green Growth with degrowth tendencies. It is exclusive Green Growth. On the right is Green Growth with capitalistic tendencies which is inclusive Green Growth. It is just regular capitalism, with a few constraints and incentives tacked on to make it more green, depending on the context. Critics would say that Green Capitalism is a ‘contradiction in terms’ but that’s beyond the scope of this review. Whether those bits tacked on are enough to keep us within planetary boundaries is a major hurdle for inclusive Green Growth. Some governments (like Japan mentioned above) are rolling out what seems to be something of a central position, balancing Capitalist and Degrowth tendencies, a real sweet spot with optimal compatibility for the two ostensible opposites. Sometimes the way Hickel defines ‘degrowth’ makes it incompatible with capitalism, so maybe exclusive green growth can be the compatible version of it.

Hickel’s definition is “social and ecological project that seeks to intentionally reduce economic activity and resource consumption in order to achieve ecological sustainability and social justice”. However it is incomplete until you contextualise it. For example, for much of the Global South ‘social justice’ would mean an increase in economic activity and Hickel is in full support of it. The aim is increasing people’s well-being.

Much later in the essay, I’ll throw out some unscientific observations that I think reflect the reality on the ground. What Green Growth in the USA and in the EU might look like, and what inclusive Green Growth could be at risk of becoming everywhere. How the USA has no chance in hell of getting anywhere close to exclusive Green Growth, and how we can make use of that fact. And how the EU has unique existential risks that compel even the elites to engage with exclusive Green Growth to some extent. Lastly how inclusive Green growth seems to be a kind of temporarily sheathed ‘red growth’: eco-apartheids, neo-colonialisms, resource wars, walls, mass migrations and fascism(s), even climate Mao(s). Scared, angry people plus scared, displaced ‘Other’ people - if there ever was a formula in the social sciences this was it - just like two plus two makes four, this makes fascism. We’ve seen it before, we’re seeing it already, and unfortunately, we will be seeing a lot more of it.

Hickel and many of his camp have given up speaking to elites and are forming social movements. I think elites would do well to listen to their critique, not only because it will affect them but also because, even if they don’t want to cede everything to them, allowing their vision to grow will do the best at keeping social movements positive, constructive and, democratic. It is the best pressure valve on uglier forms of capitalism and far-right movements.

———

III

I was always a fan of those books as a child where you could pick and skip ahead to different chapters and circle back around to get a different experience. I’ll do exactly that and start with the chapter ‘Will technology save us?’

Nearly every review of this book that I could find skips over the chapter on technology. You can’t even find the basic buzzwords like ‘decoupling’ or ‘CCS’ (Carbon Capture and Storage). If technology can save us, then everything else can wait. It's an ugly view because technology doesn’t get created or deployed in a vacuum and so this tactic has huge potential for misuse given the paradigm we exist in. It has been rebranded as ‘green growth’ (of the inclusive kind, meaning all growth, in all forms of consumption). And indeed it is already being misused by fossil capital. I was once, ashamed to admit it, ready to ‘bite the bullet’: planet first, ethics and global injustices later. I’m not talking about green-lighting colonisation or birth control of the people in the Global South (Mr. Gates has got that covered; ‘family planning philanthropy’ - “degrowthers” really need to take note of the importance of branding). I am talking about the fact that ecological collapse takes primary concern over all other relatively ‘lesser’ issues. It is an attractive view for most readers of this article. If technology can solve ecological collapse, we must go for it and try to be as mindful of ethics as possible in the way forward. But that all gets set aside because technology can’t save us, as the evidence is clear. Not alone, anyway. It will play a crucial role, as all exclusive green growthers believe, but it can’t be everything. (And when I say ‘us', I do mean rich people too. I think the rich have got it into their heads that ‘shits pretty bad but I’m gonna be cool’. More on that later.)

Hickel opens the chapter with a quote from Rex Tillerson who said ‘climate change is an engineering problem’. That keeps us within our current paradigm of growthism (as Hickel calls it) and an economic system that is not necessarily a problem if it’s claims are supported by evidence and therefore ultimately solve the task at hand: halting or reversing ecological collapse. Which it doesn’t. In isolation it could solve the climate change crisis (usually these people misunderstand climate change as the emissions crisis which is why you start to hear about 'ecological collapse' more often). But in conjunction with the other ‘cascading’ and intersecting crises that make up the wider ecological crisis, calling it rhetoric is almost too charitable. It wildly misses the point, it is simply a misunderstanding. Hickel notes in an earlier chapter how this tendency to think of crises in reductionist terms is part of the problem with our way of thinking. What about biodiversity loss? Nitrogen cycle? Ocean acidification? How the engineering has a significant material impact that interacts with multiple other parts of the ecosystem?

The thing to notice as we delve into this chapter, which Hickel points out many times, is that we are talking about technological solutions to the emissions and energy problems. As we’ve mentioned before, the emissions and energy problem is connected to the wider ecological collapse and so any solutions to these problems need to be mindful of that wider problem. Even exclusive green growth is going to unavoidably contribute hugely to ecological collapse. Not only that though, Hickel points out that even facing the problem on its own terms, technology doesn’t actually deliver the solutions to the emissions crisis. It cannot do that so long as we remain in the growth paradigm, at least not based on current evidence.

Hickel provides an example of the clean energy transition. Since 2000 we have added 8 gigawatts of clean energy power infrastructure which is a great feat in and of itself. Yet, despite this addition of 8 gigawatts of clean energy, over the same period, we have added 48 gigawatts of energy demand in our global economy due to growth. So whilst that means that 8 gigawatts now might be clean, we are still net 40 gigawatts of dirty power. This doesn’t of course have to be the case but the problem is that there is little evidence that this won’t be the case. Perhaps, let us assume, clean energy keeps getting cheaper and cheaper, as is seen in the evidence, and we do end up getting nearly entirely renewable energy. What, Hickel asks, will we do with that energy?

The problem with compound growth is that it is truly huge when you think about it. With a 3% compound growth of the global economy we double in size that economy every 23 years. Every 23 years we have an economy double the size accompanied by a near doubling in material demands (Unless significant decoupling is possible, more on that later). When it comes to things like the clean energy transition it means that we can render nearly meaningless the progress that we do make.“It is like digging a pit whilst throwing some soil back in” Hickel writes. It just isn’t working. ‘That means adding an economy the size of Britain’s to the world economy next year’.

The first problem is that in the time that we are transitioning, we are likely to continue to emit a huge amount of CO2e along the way, and if we are not reducing emissions drastically then we are going to need another solution. (Let’s not forget that we are zoned in on the emissions problem, we still don’t have a solution to the transgression of other planetary boundaries, like the biodiversity crisis) This is where Carbon Capture and Storage technologies come into play. Hickel recounts the history of these technologies and how they were explicitly created as a ‘speculative risk management’ technology[3]. Yet, for a while now, they have been the dominant assumption in our transition plan. Hickel explains that 101 of 116 pathways rely on them as the dominant assumption in the IPCC (p.247 ebook). So they are an essential piece of technology. But all the more stress is placed on them because we won’t relinquish our obsession with wasteful ‘growth’.

Relying on these “might work… but if not, it’s game over. Once you jump you can’t change your mind”. Is it rational to close out our other options? Once we bet on these we really are stuck. There is a back story, Hickel writes. In the early 2000s, IPCC modelers realised that the emissions reductions required were incompatible with continued economic growth (p129-130). But leaders kept saying that the only way to reduce poverty was through growth, that it would be a ‘tough sell’ at international negotiations, especially for key nations like the United States. Of course, we know there are many ways to reduce poverty they are just not palatable, let’s say, to our current structure. What’s really at stake is the economic system that justifies the status quo. Anyway, rather than see if there was another path between global ecology and economic system change, the IPCC modelers incorporated this ‘fact’ into their models. They "created new political facts, such that ambitious mitigation targets cannot seemingly be achieved without NETs” rather than through planned reductions in emissions (Beck 2018). The power of the modelers to make worlds is so totalitarian and undemocratic, even Stalin might be impressed. So, when it came to the Paris accord the added pledges come nowhere close to keeping under 1.5, not even under 2. How does that make sense? Hickel unreasonably asks how that could be the case …

——

IV

“Instead we have prisons, smokestacks, asylums.”

Ok, so Ginsberg didn’t write this one but Scott did. It encapsulates the shackled framework and magical thinking that is attached to the CCS technology (and its application to smokestacks…).

Scientists have been warning about these technologies since the very beginning, Hickel writes. The numbers were small at first but now there is a widespread critique of our reliance on these technologies and Hickel says the evidence against them is ‘rock-solid’. In 2014, fifteen scientists wrote a letter critiquing them. In 2015, another forty wrote a letter. Now they are even criticised in one IPCC report whilst still being heavily relied upon in another. You’ve probably heard of them by now and that is actually what is even more worrying. If I am not wrong, you will have heard of Carbon Capture and Storage in the context of perhaps the Inflation Reductions Act or, in general, to do with abating the fossil fuel industry. This is where CCS is attached to the smokestack of a plant. Hickel’s book does not even discuss this kind of CCS in detail. That is because in academia and in the IPCC reports, the CCS technology was deemed far too new and ‘speculative’ at the time (2019) that they were not even included in the IPCC report in any major pathways.

Growth has pushed us over the edge so quickly that we now not only rely on the risky BECCS but now the IPCC includes NETs (Negative emissions technologies) which are other forms of Carbon Capture and Storage. “BECCS bears additional risks for biodiversity, livelihoods, and intertemporal carbon balances.” (Creutzig et al 2021). But Carbon Capture and Storage bear so many risks extending to so many sectors, primarily to do with extending the social license for extending and even expanding the fossil fuel industry (Keyßer et al 2021).

There are so many grand claims from corporate brochures and policymakers but keeping with Hickel’s method let us take a look at the evidence to get an idea of why he did not even mention them in his book, published in 2019. I do this because I am sure that it is CCS and not BECCS that the average reader will have heard of. When it comes to issues with the CCS suite of technologies (including BECCS) many papers highlight different issues. I’ll pick just a few. There is a concern about their feasibility: “since negative emissions technologies are still at an infant stage of development, conventional mitigation technologies should remain focused upon within climate policy...” (Fawzy et al 2020). The side effects of the technology: “the removal of CO2 by these technologies could lead to a significant increase in other environmental impacts.” (Jeswani et al., 2022). The ethics “this land [where the technologies are to be deployed] is often assumed to be in the Global South.” (Jaschke and Biermann, 2022). Preventing meaningful change: “[N]egative emissions will... help to shore up the socioeconomic status-quo, or indeed undermine ambitious climate action.” (Carton et al., 2020). A ‘dangerous distraction’ was the headline of an MIT Professor’s article in the NYT - someone who used to be a big believer in the technology and one of the first privately funded companies in the space. A paper by Otto et al., (2021) mirrors this sentiment “NETs are... a Trojan horse; serving to delay decarbonization efforts... and foster misplaced hope in future GHG removal technologies.”. These are all reviews of the mainstream CCS and NETs technologies, not even getting into the outrageous geo-engineering projects that Hickel also spends little time on in his book. They are all very dangerous distractions. There are even concerns that the whole project doesn’t have its intended outcome: “The findings of this study imply that offsetting positive CO2 emissions with negative emissions of the same magnitude could result in a different climate outcome than avoiding the CO2 emissions.” (Zickfield et al 2021).

(Geo-engineering technologies, a professor recently pointed out to me, will probably be implemented by the Global South despite the risks due to the unequal risks they face from climate change. Hickel writes that 92% of the emissions overshoot are from 19% of the population. Yet, the effects are unequally distributed in the Global South)

These are the more common forms of CCS that you will find discussed in the media and they are all mainly associated with the fossil fuel industry. When it comes to even more experimental technology like Direct Air Capture (DAC) even CCS advocates like Howard Herzog say that some purveyors of the technology are ‘snake-oil salesman’ (MIT). And he really is a hard-core advocate even saying “fossil fuels are not the problem but the cumulative emissions in the atmosphere”[4] - of course that’s strictly true but it does give you insight into how he thinks of the problem. One of the reasons for this is that the concentration of CO2 is orders of magnitude less in ambient air than in flue gas coming out of a smokestack, so the amount of energy required to suck the CO2 of the air is incredibly more resource intensive and expensive. So if Herzog is disparaging DACs I think they probably really are B.S. Herzog co-authored one of the two papers in 2011 that were seen as a death knell for the DAC industry (MIT). Since then, DAC and all the other forms of CCS have been incredibly popular in the media. Indeed, we have even become dependent on them in the IPCC but that does not change the fact that they are highly speculative and that there is little empirical support. So why have we become so inundated with information about CCS and yet academia, Hickel and the IPCC speak so disparagingly about them?

Hickel writes about how BECCS has become a dangerous distraction from the focus of reducing emissions. What other CCSs have become is an even further level of obfuscation not just for reducing emissions but for maintaining our reliance on fossil fuels. It has been called a “hopelessly uncompetitive greenwashing campaign for the fossil fuel industry” and indeed, the fact you have heard of CCS and not BECCS, which is the dominant assumption in the IPCC just goes to show how well that campaign is going. Nearly every piece of academia reviewing CCS (until the money took over the discussion and research) stressed that: “We cannot allow abatable fossil fuels to exist alongside our valuable effort in taking legacy emissions out of the atmosphere.” It would be a waste.

“Removing legacy carbon emissions should remain a public good and not be co-opted by fossil fuel interests. Ultimately, carbon dioxide removal is too important to get wrong, as it is necessary to keep our climate and planet safe.”[5] Even CCS advocates don’t want it to be used alongside fossil fuels. A professor I spoke to recently criticised Herzog for writing a book on CCS without discussing its costs and impacts. i.e. what problems, like indirectly green-lighting fossil fuel, might pop up if we uncritically engage with this technology.

Normally CCS was approached cautiously with the caveat that it was I) more about targeting ‘hard-to-abate’ industries like steel, cement, fertilisers, etc, and II) increasing our current carbon budget and later reversing global warming. It was never about enabling fossil fuel companies to continue going, but that is exactly what we are seeing. One of the many reasons for this is that key problems facing the expansion of the CCS industry from a finance perspective are application heterogeneity and value chain complexity. This gives the false sense of security that investment in fossil CCS is likely to benefit the rest of the CCS industry. Indeed, one professor at Yale I spoke to recently said: “Such technological breakthroughs as allow for much cheaper capture will likely apply pretty much across the board (I believe, but this belief is not backed by technical data).” Well, what does the technical data say?

Energy futures initiative wrote a good report on CCS. The value chain complexity consists of four parts, capture, transport, deep underground injection, and underground maintenance. We can focus on the capture part because it relates the problem with application heterogeneity. The problem is that there is very little transferability between use cases of CCS, they write. Advocates will tell you the technology has been there for decades, someone just needs to pay for it. But it is not quite true. The technology (for a lot of the industries we want it for) is in its infancy and so the costs are incredibly high. What might cost over a billion dollars to fit onto a coal plant has been predicted to only cost 30% less when it comes to the second fitting. What’s more, none of that experience or technology is transferable to a non-fossil fuel application of CCS (nor another fossil fuel application of CCS). The incentives required to get this technology going are sky-high, and that is just accounting for the financial costs. A different professor has told me that CCSs are incredibly fossil-fuel intensive to build and incredibly natural resource intensive to build. So we really ought to wonder why given the sky-high costs and lack of good evidence for their viability, why we are bothering with them at all?

A look at the evidence of whose using them gives us a clue. There are two good CCS databases’ where you can see exactly the trend of what is going on in the industry. The IEA maintains one[6]. Of the current capacity, 70.6% is natural gas processing. Another 16.5 percent is ‘other fuel transformation’ which I can’t see defined there but I can see elsewhere “transformation covers sectors such as refining, biofuels, and merchant hydrogen and ammonia production”[7]. This means that in the figure we care about, where biofuels and hydrogen and ammonia have their own sections, it means that of the ‘such as x, y and z’ where in such phraseology ‘x, y and z’ is assumed to mean the bulk of the available categories (though of course, such as means there probably are any other numbers of categories…) we can infer that the bulk of this further 16.5% is ‘refining’ meaning mostly fossil fuels. Let us make a conservative estimate and say that it is a flat 10% we arrive at the assumption that nearly 80% of CCS projects are currently fossil fuel related. This is not in keeping with the recommendations of the experts and evidence. As a professor, I spoke to said recently, Hickel concurs, we cannot just launch technology into our current paradigm and expect it to save us. It will get hijacked and co-opted. That’s exactly what we see.

Hickel advocates an expansion of democracy into the oversight of technology (amongst other things, like money). If there was ever a good case study for supporting that argument, CCS is it.

The future looks no different. When it comes to investment a full 75%+ of the CCS projects in 2021 were ‘fuels and chemicals’ which when we look at the ratio of current projects, natural gas processing versus all other chemical processing, we can see that the natural gas projects are a full 3:1 so we can expect that the investment portfolio of 168m is not too dissimilar. So really all that is going on in the media is noise and it should be worrying to any reader the extent to which this technology is being misunderstood and mis-packaged. It is not that the science is wrong, it is that the social costs of distinguishing CCS projects for fossil fuel and CCS for non-fossil fuel make a big difference. Remembering that CCS projects for fossil fuel do not bring down the costs for the other ‘hard-to-abate’ industries we need them for like cement, steel, fertiliser, etc.

Remember how far down the rabbit hole we are. We are not talking about the ecological crisis, but just the emissions crisis. We are not talking about the full set of solutions to the emissions crisis (i.e. reductions or removals) but just removals. We are not talking about removals in terms of technological viability, scalability, and financial costings but simply which industry is using them. And that industry (fossil fuel) using them has very little added benefit for the other industries (non-fossil fuels) that we need to use them. So we are not really talking anymore about anything meaningful: we are under the spell of the wizardry and debating the extent to which fossil fuel CCS projects are distracting us from meaningful change (when they could not even enact that change to the degree required if indeed we did accept it!)

The other database that one can check is maintained by the global CCS institute (an impartial observer if ever there was one) and they show[8] that roughly half of all the projects (operating or in construction) are related to natural gas and other fossil fuel-related projects. What this should tell you is that the Inflations Reductions Act is testimony to how corrupted American politics is by fossil capital (via the likes of Joe Manchin). A further thing that’s worrying about what these databases show is the extent to which CCS is actually being used to increase the overall amount of fossil fuel that we have. It is well known in the industry that the oldest use for CCS is what is called Enhanced Oil Recovery (and Enhanced Gas Recovery) which is when O&G companies use CO2 to pump it into the ground to get out more fossil fuel where they otherwise would not have been able to have it. (This is partially what advocates are referring to when they say the technology has been around for decades). So the fact that the majority of CCS is related to fossil fuel is worrying not just because it gives it a social license but also because it literally produces more fossil fuel than without it. Another professor has recently shared with me that around 72% of the carbon captured presently is used for enhanced oil recovery, according to Bloomberg NEF 2022.

Hickel wants us to reimagine the carbon budget as a kind of atmospheric commons. This way we can see that emissions count as a kind of colonialism of the global atmospheric commons. The oil companies are very happy to pursue this path at the expense of the rest of the world, though I never understand what they are really thinking. The US and UK are major supporters of this technological route. There are more ethical and efficient ways to approach the suite of CCS technologies though. The EU has approached the technology slightly differently. They heeded the warnings of the experts and put a cap on the amount that CCS can contribute to carbon emissions removals at the expense of reductions. The EU passed a law that they had to reduce emissions by 55% and would allow a budget of 225 million tons of CO2 to be removed by CCS technology[9] (the budget has since been increased to 310 million tons, but the increase only allows natural sinks). This path harnesses some of the benefits of CCS without allowing it to hijack the conversation. I still think it could go further in distinguishing not just between reductions and removals, but also between removals that justify further fossil fuel industry (unnecessary) and removals for ‘hard-to-abate’ industries.

It remains to be seen whether the EU will heed the other warning which is that CCS should focus on ‘hard-to-abate’ industries such as steel, cement, fertilisers, and even aviation. The reason is, fossil fuels for energy can be mostly replaced, but we do not know a good way to sustainably replace these industries. Just about 20 months ago, Buck, an assistant professor at the University of Buffalo warned: “There will be a risk of fossil-fuel companies and others using carbon removal as an imagined way to not shift their business models as long as we don’t have a mainstream plan for ending fossil fuels,” and this is exactly what we have seen happen. The vast majority of media, funding, and deployment of this technology is associated with the fossil fuel industry and it has served as a huge distraction.

Important climate scientists have gone to the media to call it ‘nonsense’ alongside the slew of academic papers. Leckner, the ‘snake-oil salesmen’ and DACs advocate has even said he hears a lot of people making “big promises… people don’t know how to keep”[10]. Another expert has said ‘corporate demands for CCSs outstrip the supply of reliable options by orders of magnitude’. Benson, another expert, says that the scene reminds her of the clean tech boom-bust in the early 2000s. That we should do what we know works in the next decade, not go some ‘imagined way’: “clean up the electricity sector, shift to electricity vehicles, and decarbonise heating, then we can see what role they play”[11].

This brings us to BECCS, the technology that Hickel discusses specifically. All criticisms stand for this technology as well. It is a huge concern in its own right since it is the pathway relied upon in the IPCC reports. It is subject to a lot of similar problems in terms of feasibility and scalability. BECCS is worrying because the space is assumed to be outside of the Global North. It assumes it can use space in the Global South. Not only that but it also competes with the production of food, according to Hickel and the IPCC. But the issues of scalability and feasibility are of orders of magnitude more important when it comes to BECCS, which is why Hickel reports on them. As a point of comparison, the optimism surrounding CCS (excluding BECCS) looks like a waste of time when you consider the scale of BECCS. The EFI report suggests they could have 450 million tons of CO2 capacity by 2035[12]. This is tiny compared to what is expected of the still doubtful BECCS technology. Over the next 80 years, the IPCC has modelled as a median estimate that it will suck out 300 billion tons of CO2. Each year between now and 2100 it is expected to suck up 9 times the optimistic estimate for 2035 for CCS. Hickel explains that the amount of space to do this is multiple times the size of India. Hickel’s well-placed concerns about the issues with this technology were ahead of its time when published in the mainstream. In February 2022 the IPCC released a report that detailed how concerned they were about the reliance on BECCS. The estimates in their landmark report were even more demanding, by 2050 we need to be pulling 8 billion tons of CO2 a year. Their main recommendation, like virtually every other academic consideration, is that we must drastically reduce emissions. Especially for industries like fossil fuels where we know how to live without them for most of their uses.

These debates in academia that Hickel showcases for us highlight the importance of not ceding ground to debates on technology in a paradigm that is controlled by large corporations dependent on growth. Technology struggles to solve the problem of today's economy, why would we add to that problem if we didn’t have to? That’s the crucial insight from degrowth and ecological economics. And it is not to say stop growth altogether, it is just to point out how stupid it is to have a conviction that it must go on without a conversation about what kind of growth can go on. Or why we want it to go on. That’s why degrowth is exclusive differentiated green growth to get to a well-being economy. If that means growing healthcare systems, education systems, and public sanitation, then that’s included in the model.

This looks like it might be an engineering problem, but it is not. It’s a political one, how we democratically decide what we should do. We are structurally dependent on growth - so what does that mean? It doesn’t mean engineering or technology won’t help us, it will. It will be indispensable, Hickel argues. However, to act as if technological solutions can eclipse the work that needs to be done on emissions reduction is a ‘dangerous distraction’ and ‘magical thinking’. And the longer we wait, the more people who will disproportionately bare the burdens of climate change will be forced to leave their homes or reach for more radical technological solutions like outlandish geo-engineering projects. And the only way to stop them, if we think that is the right thing to do, will, in turn, be force. It’s all going to get very ugly, and I want to say very quickly, but when I think about it, it’s all going to get very ugly, very slowly, and that means the window and likelihood of negative outcomes and conflicts becomes all the greater. Climate change is never going to be the ultimate show-down that we have in our cultural imaginary; it is going to be the decades-long Sysphean task of constantly learning to love an increasingly deteriorating world and the people we are brought closer to.

———

V

In the latter part of the chapter Hickel offers a thought experiment that reveals what techno-optimism obscures. Even if we had a 100%-clean-energy system, what would we do with it?

“Exactly what we are doing with fossil fuels: raze more forests, trawl more fish, mine more mountains, build more roads, expand industrial farming, and send more waste landfill - all of which have ecological consequences our planet can no longer sustain”

At this point, Hickel believes we have seen that growthism is pulling us into an ecological disaster that is way deeper than the emissions crisis. However, reading this I am not quite sure people realise the scale of the biodiversity crisis nor what a disaster it is going to be. Academics and climate scientists certainly realise this and that’s why in a debate between Hickel and an inclusive Green Growther there is a moment where everyone in the Oxford audience laughs out loud. At around 24:15[13] Raeworth, an economist, pulls out a planetary boundaries prop and asks the inclusive Green Growther: ‘So what exactly can Green Growth solve?” After some umming and ahhing he explains that inclusive Green Growth can probably solve some of them but ‘the difficult ones’ are the nitrogen cycle and biodiversity. And water cycles. (He also skips her question about material footprint but I will come to that later).

How important exactly are the nitrogen cycle and biodiversity? Very. Firstly they are a planetary boundary so you can expect that they are indispensable but just to be clear they rule at two opposite ends of the spectrum. Biodiversity is an indicator of health for ecosystems. The nitrogen cycle is the micro level of the health of our planet, what is in our proteins and DNA but also what is cycle through all our systems marine, atmospheric, and terrestrial for good health. In sum, not being able to solve these two, is not a ‘solution’ to the problem at all. Hickel massively underplays this hand in this chapter. He does not go on to say that there are effectively no good solutions to biodiversity loss that can be maintained a) under growth and b) with market-based mechanisms. The IPCC report says that one of the highest chances of maintaining biodiversity is keeping industrial systems away from them and keeping indigenous peoples on them is rated as ‘highly likely’ for keeping those systems healthy. I invite the readers to go and review the academic literature for solutions to these problems (and not corporate brochures and magical thinking manuals).

What’s most shocking about all of the attention we give to the emissions crisis is how it is just one part of the ecological crisis. Biodiversity collapse, for example, would be responsible for ‘multiple bread basket failures’. Hickel is careful to point that out but I think he massively underplays that hand. The biodiversity issue stalks the text but he never brings it to the fore for more than a few sentences: his intro is a yarn about the loss of biodiversity; he mentions how the UN has set up a second panel alongside the IPCC, the IPBES; he tells us in chapter 2 that material footprints account for 80% of the loss of biodiversity; and on the topic of BECCS, he tells us that the competition for space would probably account for a 7% further loss of biodiversity. It all amounts to the fact that he knows that biodiversity is a huge problem. Hickel has a subsection titled ‘out of the frying pan and into the flames’ about these issues but before really labouring the point he shifts into a discussion of decoupling. I would guess that the reason the IPBES exists is that the UN realised how useful it is to have a conference that cannot be co-opted by fossil capital and techno-optimistic and naive policymakers. Only time will show what pseudo-solutions growthists and corporations come up with. The current valuing of whales and valuing of nature is just the beginning of those shenanigans.

The first IPBES report draws on 15,000 studies and the consensus of hundreds of scientists. They write that around one million species are now at risk of extinction, many within decades. The usually muted language of scientists, Hickel writes, has become much stronger. Watson, the chair of IPBES, says it is ‘ominous’. Ceballos et al called it “biological annihilation’ (2017)[14]. Watson again: “Eroding the very foundations of our economies, livelihoods, food, security, health, and quality of life worldwide.”[15] The way we see living systems is ‘out there’ but that fiction is starting to go up in flames.

Hickel also points out a rather gloomy tension that awaits us as we undergo the green transition. The green transition is going to be an ecological disaster whether we like it or not. The amount of materials required for it is enormous. And all the while we expect to grow. This is where Hickel begins to discuss both the demands of the green transition and the inclusive green growthers magical thinking of ‘decoupling’. Even the green transition is going to be highly destructive, how exactly do we think that we will just dematerialise all our consumption? Hickel laments the accounting trick that led the likes of Obama to suggest that there was a decoupling going on in the Global North. Yes, we have decoupled from material footprint when we use YouTube to make a living, but what do we spend our money on? Material. And the material, since it was imported, was not accounted for in those studies that found decoupling. All the evidence around decoupling has completely… dematerialised.

Decoupling, the kind that inclusive green growthers need, is empirically baseless. In theory, GDP growth and material consumption can be decoupled in absolute terms or relative terms. If it is going to be relative decoupling it needs to be fast enough and sufficient to keep us within planetary boundaries. Hickel provides his own work with Kallis (Hickel and Kallis 2019)[16] to show that there has been no decoupling for material consumption (the metric that is driving ecological destruction). Hickel then goes on to list some very interesting data about how there will be a tendency in at least the green transition (and much worse if all growth continues) where rematerialisation occurs and intensifies due to the decreasing yields of available material. For example, UNEP has found that three times the amount of material has to be extracted per unit of metal than a century ago (p.151). Decoupling according to Hickel is not happening at all as we need it too for undifferentiated growth. Just the growth we need alone for the green transition is already going to be a huge strain.

There is a lot of evidence since the book was published that supports the idea that decoupling has no empirical support. Hubacek et al (2021) found some examples of absolute decoupling (32/116 countries) but that they have been ‘by far not sufficient as overall global emissions have continued to rise’. Vaden et al (2020) reviewing 179 articles found that the ‘evidence does not suggest that decoupling towards ecological sustainability is happening at a global (or even regional scale). Haberl (2020) with 9 other authors did a systematic review of 835 peer-reviewed articles related to decoupling: ‘The analysed literature provides ample evidence that a continuation of past trends will not yield absolute (global) reductions of resource use of GHG emissions). Haberl et al (2020) was part II of a systematic review. Part I (Wiedenhofer et al) had originally reviewed 11,500 scientific papers and found the evidence for decoupling was ‘scarce and scattered’. The European Environmental Bureau (2019) found that the ‘conclusion is both overwhelmingly clear and sobering: not only is there no empirical evidence supporting the existence of a decoupling of economic growth from environmental pressures on anywhere near the scale needed to deal with environmental breakdown, but also, and perhaps more importantly, such decoupling appears unlikely to happen in the future.’

Hickel included three studies that showed the same thing. One is from UNEP where carbon is priced at a whopping $573, as well as a 2012 study led by Dittrich that was repeated in 2016 by another team of scientists. These all prove the same thing, decoupling is not happening.

———

VI

What we do see, in later chapters, is that decoupling has occurred between GDP and the well-being of people. I’ve seen this before and I am sure we have all heard some variation of it that eventually more income translates only into marginally more happiness (Clark et al 2008[17]). Hickel cites a study by  Steinberger et al (2010)[18] that shows how the relationship between GDP and human welfare breaks down after a certain point. Let’s pursue the decoupling that has evidence.

‘Moloch the incomprehensible prison!’

Progress, Hickel argues, does not come from capitalism at all. Not even from GDP. Of course, it releases the potential for it but it has always been social movements that made the difference. Hickel traces the arguments put forward in the 1970s that came to be called the McKeon Thesis and Preston Curve: higher GDP means higher health outcomes. And so policy was built around doing whatever it costs to increase GDP, even slashing public healthcare systems which Global South governments had been establishing. Of course, Hickel means a very particular kind of progress, and won’t see any progress in capitalism. Capitalism has given us a mixed bag, some of it is still definitely progress.

In Chapter 1 Hickel follows some historians in calling capitalism a counter-revolution to the brief period between feudalism and the current economic system. The period of 1350-1500 ‘golden age of the proletariat in Europe’ by a critically acclaimed historian Braudel. Yet we have come to believe that Capitalism is an ‘expression of innate human nature’, he explains. Capitalism didn’t just ‘emerge’ there was no smooth transition, it was created and it has nothing to do with human nature. Hickel wants us to grasp this because it reveals what the ‘deep drivers of the ecological crisis’ are (p.41) The ‘longer history of capitalism… (is) enclosure, colonisation, dispossession, the slave trade … historically growth has always been a process of appropriation: … energy and work from nature and from (certain kinds of) human beings’.

Hickel recounts how this counterrevolution had left peasants in a ‘worse’ position. Now they did not have access to land but instead had to constantly compete and produce more to be desired for leases to land. ‘Artificial scarcity’ is the essential point Hickel says. There was land and plenty for everyone but by having it all enclosed as private property meant that workers were in a terrible state of affairs. And this was all intentional, citing various landowners, philosophers, and politicians on their views: “everyone but an idiot knows that the lower classes must be kept poor, or they will never be industrious” (Arthur Young, an agriculturalist, in 1771). “Hunger is not only a peaceable, silent unremitted pressure, but as the most natural move to industry” (Reverend Townsend, 1786). Even David Hume chimes in: "is always observed, in years of scarcity, if it is not extreme, that the poor labour more, and live better” (p.59).

The ‘enclosure movement’ as it has come to be called in this period meant that life expectancy at birth fell from 43 years at birth in the 1500s to the low 30s in the 1700s in the UK. Hickel contextualises Hobbes’ famous assumption that ‘the state of nature is nasty, brutish and short’ as reflective of this time period in Europe and not the typical state of affairs.

Scott: “Capitalism to the rescue: someone invents a complex filtering system that removes waste products.”

The evidence that it is capitalism that provides progress, no matter how entrenched, is surprisingly light. Researchers have begun to see a new picture where it is actual simple sanitation and other public works and public healthcare that give people the higher health outcomes we see in wealthy countries. (It would explain why the US is the only country in the ‘developed’ world that has a falling life expectancy). The researchers looked at the 400-year period of increasing growth and saw that it was only in the 1870s when people got the right to vote and got public works done with public money that health outcomes started to overtake the start of that period. Even the UN has come out and said that the relationship between high GDP and health outcomes is ‘weak’, Hickel writes.

Hickel lists several countries with less GDP but higher health outcomes. Some of them are obvious, like Japan and South Korea with 35% and 50% less GDP per capita income than the US. But much more surprising ones like Costa Rica which has a 20% GDP per capita than the US and beats the US since the 1980s in a period when its growth was not even growing at all (p.177).

Hickel’s list of how to degrow in a way that can present us with positive climate action. The how section of the book is not that long but it does give a lot in a few steps. It suggests 1) ending planned obsolescence; 2) cutting advertising; 3) shifting from ownership to usership; 4) ending food waste; 5) scaling down ecologically destructive industries. I expect some of these would be respected by the readers and I suppose some of them might be completely dismissed. What I want to point out is the fact that the technology plan does not work and so we are going to have to reconsider our complicated feelings about some of these prescriptions or come up with a better plan. But the current plan does not work.

Hickel has some more general ideas which are very good but could be implemented by many different frameworks. The one suggestion he has that is quite special and unique is the section on jobs. Hickel argues, with plenty of empirical support, that we would all become more ecological if we had more time off work. So Hickel argues we should reduce the working week and provide a climate job guarantee. By reducing the working week it will mean that more people can be hired. It is giving the efficiency gains back to labour, instead of capital, and it is fairly reasonable. Researchers have suggested that this will pay a ‘triple dividend’ “and potentially offers a triple dividend to society: reduced unemployment, increased quality of life, and reduced environmental pressures (p.225). Hickel also argues to reduce inequality and de-commodify public goods and expand the commons.

There are a bunch of other suggestions but the other two I liked best besides jobs were the further democratisation of money and technology. These two sectors are so central to our society why can they not have democratic oversight? It would take our supposed commitment to democracy seriously. Hickel cites a study at the end of the chapter about a Harvard-Yale team that could share resources in common and use them now or share them with future generations too. A full 68% percent chose to use their share sustainability taking only as much as could be regenerated so that the future could use the same pool of resources. Hickel takes this as a jumping-off point to say that there is both inherent social and ecological value to democracy.

“Moloch who entered my soul early! Moloch in whom I am a consciousness without a body!

Hickel traces 500 years of history in parallel with our ontological relationship from within nature to outside of it. The final destination was that we became minds distinct from the body, community, and nature; ’individuals'. (It was BP that promoted the idea of personal carbon footprint!) Eventually, the dualist and anti-animist ontology became hegemonic. Hickel analyses the writings of Descartes and Francis Bacon. That Europeans and their descendants began to see themselves as individuals who tended to see themselves as disembodied minds different and set apart from ‘nature’ fits remarkably well with the history that is put forward. There is much support for this portrayal of having a different ontology to most of the rest of the world that is captured by the burgeoning field of Cultural Psychology.

Heine’s Cultural Psychology[19], for example, studies how ‘Westerners’ and the ‘rest’ are born the same (that is not to say with blank slates!) but then develop into slightly different psychologies that present themselves in all sorts of different ways. Physically, socially, emotionally, and politically. An example would be an experiment done on two sets of people. One set is Japanese and the other group is Americans. When both sets are asked to think about themselves and then to think about their mother under a brain scan the results differ. When a Japanese person thinks about themselves and then about their mother, more or less the same part of the brain fires up. When an American thinks about themselves and their mother different parts of the brain fire up. The interpretation of the experiment (and dozens more in the field of cultural psychology) suggests that Westerners have a much more independent way of thinking about the world. The field is relatively modern, so more nuanced distinctions have yet to be made, but the broad idea is that the rest of the world has a way more interdependent way of thinking about the world. There is much research to show that Anglo-Americans sit farther right on this tendency towards individualism, with Americans farthest right of all. Continental Europeans are positioned somewhere between independent and interdependent. Most studies so far have been done comparing East Asians with Westerners and East Asians tend to lean more towards interdependence.

“Moloch who frightened me out of my natural ecstasy!”

But it didn’t stop at nature-human dualism and individualism. The body-mind dualism was also created during this period. (I never know how much literal or specific agency Hickel is thinking of when he writes about these processes.) The body was undisciplined and unruly and needed to be subdued. Hickel cites sociologist Juliet Schor about holidays and festivals: “The medieval calendar is filled with holidays… England’s too up probably one-third of the year…. In Spain, travelers noted that holidays totaled five months per year”. I’ve been shown similar evidence of the interdependent premodern lives of the Japanese: “Wealthy we do not think it will ever become; the love of indolence and pleasure of the people themselves forbid it. The Japanese are a happy race, and being content with little is not likely to achieve much”[20] Idleness began to be prosecuted in England beginning with the 1531 Vagabonds Act. Under Henry VIII 72,000 ‘idle’ people were hanged. State violence was used to whip people into work and competition. The ruling classes were to dominate nature, and the mind was to dominate the body. Inclinations towards bodily pleasure were frowned upon in Christian ideology (p.74). Poverty was recast not as the consequence of dispossession, but as the ‘sign of personal moral failing’. This is the kind of analysis that got Foucault so famous.

Hickel wants us to see that there is nothing ‘natural or innate’ about the productivist behaviours we associate with modern humans. It is "the product of five centuries of cultural re-programming" (p.75).

———

VII

So what to make of ‘degrowth’ as a social movement? In three broad and unscientific observations or intuitions.

One observation is that inclusive Green Growth will be corrosive because we have run out of ‘frontiers’ and ‘fixes’ on the ‘outside’ to profit on. Moloch is desperately flailing around looking for options. To take food and farming as an example, you have unelected technocrats on both the left and the right in the Global North suggesting we need to revolutionise these industries. Revolutionise them with technology, of course, which downstream translates to further industrialisation and corporatisation (George Monbiot, in the UK, and Bill Gates, in the USA). Their arguments seem persuasive. Monbiot, in part, is advocating to defend biodiversity and wilderness, for example. It is all under the cloak of rationality. Has anyone asked the farmers what they want? Actually, they have some good arguments[21] (H/t Paul Kingsnorth). One revelation for me is that biodiversity exists in human moulded environments because we’ve been there for centuries (or more), from British farmland to Amazonian ‘cultural forests’, sometimes biodiverse in equal ratios[22]. It's only industrial production that is incompatible with biodiversity. Industrialisation and corporatisation and the technology on which they rely, at the very least need to go through democratic approval. Degrowth argues for exactly that.

Rupert Sheldrake has stated in The Science Delusion:

“Our private relationship to nature presupposes that nature is alive. For a mechanistic scientist, technocrat, economist, or developer, nature is neuter and inanimate. It needs to develop as part of human progress. But often the same people have different attitudes in private. In Western Europe and North America, many people get rich by exploiting nature so that they can buy a place in the countryside to ‘get away from it all’ … This division between public rationalism and private romanticism has been part of the Western way of life for generations, but it is becoming increasingly unsustainable.”

(H/t Paul Kingsnorth)

It shows perfectly what’s going on behind the scenes amongst all this industrialisation and corporatisation. Whilst elites maintain that they’re just trying to organise things better they go and escape ‘to nature’ for a holiday. They apply ‘public rationality, private romanticism’ to our world. We should all get to enjoy the connection to nature. Hickel’s last chapter shows how embedded we are in nature; how it makes us happier. The romanticism of our positive experiences in nature is real. One study I particularly liked was about a ‘tree bath’. A study shows that people who took a winter walk through a barren, leafless, winter forest in Poland were much happier than those who had not. Even barren trees improve our well-being. Or other strange studies that I struggle to believe the strength of the effects where increased greenery in cities can reduce crime or depression. Another reviewer has stated that a huge amount of apparent ‘hippy cliches’ in the book turn out to be true when we review the evidence. I suspect, deep down, we all know that. And removing one of our oldest and deepest interactions ‘with’ nature, food production, is definitely heading in the wrong direction. If Sheldrake’s observation is anything to go by, elites know that too. You’ll have your gloop, and they’ll have their walled tomato garden.

Another observation is related to climate refugees. Most studies (including the UNs) that Hickel and others cite show that 250 million to 1,250 million people will be displaced by climate change. They don’t tend to engage in the unscientific speculation of what those people will do next. And what the effects of those mass migrations will have on the countries where those people flee too. Hickel does not say this at all but I think that the contradictions of our current solutions will lead to a necessary ‘red growth’ of eco-apartheids, border walls, and political upheavals that will shake the social fabric to its core.

It is a depressing thought but I think it is a realistic one. Climate change was never going to be an apocalyptic event; it will be a slow and dark descent into a real struggle. And degrowth values: democracy; local, communal, and decentralised with an emphasis on global justice; caring and social work; integration as well as diversity, multi-pluralism as they put; these kinds of pro-social values are an antidote to this mess. At the very least elites should not be trying to crush these movements because they are set to do a tonne of work that some societies are not willing to pay for. At most, they should be respected for their commitment to democracy and negotiations because as things get more intense, many other social movements will form and they may not be as open-minded.

'Radical flank theory' states that a movement needs a ‘radical flank’ to have a better chance of success. I think the threat of far-right movements like fascism in Europe could act like an unaligned radical flank movement. Europe’s geography, wealth, and open politics (relative to other options) are going to be the destination for a vast amount of climate refugees. The combination of economic austerity, disenchanted people facing hard times, and an easy 'outside' target (the refugee) is as close as you can get to a formula in the social sciences. It produces fascism, as I said at the beginning of the essay. We must be constantly mindful and open to the refugees we produce whilst at the same time noting the structural cause of their dislocation. i.e. capitalism, to fight it with Green Growth situated either centrally or towards the left. Fascism has been and will be an existential threat to elites. Hitler only ever got 34% of the vote and elites had to either totally change their lives or their values, to put it lightly. Degrowth could be the pressure valve on the years of economic strife that people have gone through, and until/if things improve, will continue to go through. It is a lot better than the other options.

Another observation is that we have got to stop waiting on America as a 'climate leader' and frankly using it as an excuse. America can only lead in contradictions on climate policy. Seriously, I think they’re doing the best they can in their current circumstances. Bite the bullet: America is not going to change any time soon. It is structurally impossible for it to be any more left than it already is on the Green Capitalism-Degrowth spectrum, which is still very far right. The rest of us can do much better.

I do not know much about America but it seems to me their democracy is held hostage to corporate and elite interests because of Super PACs, PACs and dark money. It is ironic to me that Democrats demonise the Republicans for the country's problems. This is ironic to me because actually, their democracy is structurally corrupt, at least by most comparisons with Europe. With the prospect of Hilary vs Trump, only 2/3 of the voters turned out - again, terrible compared to France, Germany, or Taiwan. Roughly 1/3 voted for Trump, 1/3 voted for Hilary, and 1/3 did not vote at all. So they have 1/3 that don't care; 1/3 that vote for Trump, whatever that means; and 1/3 that voted for Hilary. What is ironic for me is that under 8 years of Democratic rule, from 2008 to 2016, the democrats oversaw the 'sale' of their democracy to a corporate elite. That is when limits and laws were loosened on PACs, super PACs, and 'dark money' in US politics. The country is a total mess. Green Capitalism with all its contradictions is the best you are ever going to get out of the US until the people take back control of their democracy.)

However, distasteful as it might be to say, America has a huge army. That’s not going to change any time soon. All degrowthers argue that we need to close down the military-industrial complex. But if we bite the bullet on America's inability to change, the rest of the Global North and Global South can exploit this security provision and engage with degrowth to a greater extent than America. After all, they are only 14% of the world's emissions.

It could even have unexpected consequences on America itself. I think they are deeply proud of their role as leaders of the world (huge eye roll for every non-USAer reading this) and if they no longer see themselves as central to the world, they may change in a direction that is more promising anyway.

One thing is for sure, humans are a resourceful bunch. Now we’ve got to decide together what we want that to mean.
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Limitless, Jeanna Smialek, 2023; Manias, Panics and Crashes, Robert Aliber and Charles Kindleberger, 2015; and The Courage to Act, Ben Bernanke, 2015.

The publishers of the classic Manias, Panics and Crashes, now on its seventh edition, still haven’t added “Bailouts” to the title. Maybe they thought it would be redundant.

In March the government rescued uninsured depositors at the collapsing Silicon Valley Bank and Signature Bank. Then it lowered collateral standards for emergency loans to other shaky banks. Then it more or less promised to declare even tiny banks too big to fail.

Historians can’t keep up. Jeanna Smialek’s Limitless: The Federal Reserve Takes on a New Age of Crisis, came out only a few weeks ago but of course is silent on SVB. She’s writing about the last crisis, when frantic measures saved the economy from Covid. Chapter titles include “The Day the Fed Changed” and “Racing Across Red Lines.”

That was three years ago. Now the Fed and other regulators are changing again. New red lines are turning green.

In May 2008 then-Fed Chairman Ben Bernanke warned against frequent and prompt regulator rescues. This was right before the biggest financial collapse since the Depression.

Central banks should not be “too quick” to save troubled lenders, he said. Otherwise financiers become reckless, knowing a backup exists. The term is “moral hazard,” a concept best known to insurance companies paying claims for arsons and bungee jumping accidents.

Economists like Bernanke know the best way to predict behavior is to pay attention to what people do, not what they say. The revealed preference of central bankers faced with financial squalls is by now obvious: man the pumps.

Bernanke saved the economy in 2008 and 2009, using trillions of dollars of the Fed’s infinite capital to overpay dumb lenders for subprime mortgages and other toxic assets. Last December he went to Stockholm to accept the Sveriges Riksbank Prize in Memory of Alfred Nobel for Rewarding Moral Hazard. (Yes, he got a Nobel. No, that’s not what it was called.)

Charles Kindleberger, an economic historian and original author of Manias, Panics and Crashes, gave away the central banker game 45 years ago.

“Always come to the rescue” in a financial meltdown, he wrote in the book’s first edition. “But always leave it uncertain whether the rescue will arrive on time or at all.” “A neat trick,” he called it.[1]

The uncertainty is over. More-recent editions of the book say, “eventually always come to the rescue.” But the jig is up.

Limitless is the right name for a book about people who create trillions of dollars in electronic credits (“money”) with a few keystrokes. Read together with Manias and The Courage to Act, Bernanke’s 2015 memoir of the subprime mortgage circus, Limitless gives a clear view of the Fed’s growing power and a good idea of what to expect in the next crisis, in scale if not in detail.

“Central banking is one big experiment, and people who claim to have it all figured out are oversimplifying,” Smialek writes. Her well-supported and slightly foreboding thesis: “Fed officials are ordinary people who control increasingly potent tools.”[2]

The takeaway, of course, is that by building a floor under the markets the Fed has traded the risk of deflationary depression for the increasing likelihood of long-term inflation, of which we’re already getting a taste.

Kindleberger, an MIT professor, was starved for recent material when the first edition of Manias came out in 1978. He had to make the most of the South Sea Bubble and the Depression. Since the 1930s there had been shotgun bank marriages, surging inflation and stock and bond storms — but no systemic financial breakdown.

Later editions covered the 1980s sovereign debt crisis and savings and loan debacle and the 1987s stock crash. The 1990s dotcom bubble, described in the fifth edition, was a fabulous, full-blown, Kindlebergerian mania.

But for the Fed these episodes, painful and stressful as they were, amounted more or less to business as usual. It eased monetary conditions when necessary and coordinated with Treasury and other central banks on hotspots. The dotcom companies had been financed by equity, not debt, leaving banks untouched when they imploded.

For six decades the Fed had been the bankers’ bank, as its founders intended, lending only to banks in their role as financiers of the wider economy. Even many financial insiders probably assumed this was all it could do.

But inside the Federal Reserve Act, as amended in the worst year of the Depression, was a sleeper clause. Section 13(3) said that, under “unusual and exigent circumstances” the Fed could make collateralized loans to “any participant in any program or facility with broad-based eligibility,” not just banks.

In 2008, during the subprime mortgage meltdown, the Fed invoked 13(3) for the first time since the Depression. By accepting “private-label” mortgage securities as collateral, not just Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac packages, it was backstopping investments not guaranteed by the US government.

“We’re crossing certain lines,” Bernanke wrote to colleagues. “We’re doing things we haven’t done before.” They announced the move "in technical financial language" that didn't mention extraordinary levers untouched since the time of FDR, Bernanke writes. He says he didn't want to panic markets.[3]

“Doing things we haven’t done before” is the Fed’s 21st century motto.

Its 2008 13(3) loans saved Bear Stearns and AIG, both dying of mortgage poison. Neither was a chartered bank. The Fed bailed out AIG again under 13(3) by buying mortgage securities that AIG owned and debt obligations that AIG had insured.[4]

Then it crossed another line. Normally the Fed helps a tepid economy by lowering short-term interest rates. But in late 2008 rates were already zero. Financial pundits had warned about this. The Fed had finally “run out of ammunition.” The economy was still collapsing.

What to do? Long-term rates! Using newly conjured money ultimately adding up to $4.5 trillion, according to Manias, the Fed bought up Treasury notes and bonds, Fannie and Freddie debt and mortgage-backed securities. The “quantitative easing” lowered long-term borrowing costs for everybody, including, incidentally or not, American taxpayers financing bigger and bigger budget deficits.

“Quantitative Easing: The End of Orthodoxy,” Bernanke named one of his chapters.

On March 23, 2020, as Covid-19 spread, the Fed announced it had a “full range of tools” ready to save the economy and listed some. Not just the old tools, including QE, bigger and faster. The central bank was also “crossing nearly every barrier it had left standing after the 2008 crisis,” Smialek writes.

New initiatives included purchases of corporate and municipal bonds and lending directly to states and cities. This was less than a year after Fed Chairman Jerome Powell had said, “We don’t have the authority, I don’t believe, to lend to state and local governments.”

There was more. Amazingly, for an institution that had always cared about credit quality, the Fed started buying exchange-traded junk-bond funds, propping up corporate CEOs who had overborrowed to finance stock buybacks and their own pay packages.

Part of the central-banker “leave it uncertain” schtick is to talk about interventions as being extraordinary and brief. When regulators started invoking 13(3) in 2008 they said the measures were “temporary and precautionary.”[5] One of Powell’s jobs in 2022 was “reestablish the Fed’s boundaries,” Smialek writes.

But one lesson from these books is that the boundaries are flexible but not especially elastic. Heterodoxy in one crisis is orthodoxy during the next. Measures like QE last longer and return sooner than you expect.

Limitless powers tend to be used. And there will be more and more reasons to use them.

Regulators now have to worry about electronic bank runs like the one at Silicon Valley Bank. They’ve basically guaranteed all deposits at too-big-to fail banks such as Citi and JP Morgan Chase while theoretically exposing accounts over $250,000 at smaller banks to risk. Money has been cascading from the latter to the former.

Again there is perennial talk of better regulation, better examiners blah blah. Good regulation is essential. Deposit insurance since the 1930s and higher capital requirements since the 2000s have surely prevented some grief.

But it’s always something. SVB examiners were so focused on 2008-style credit risk that they overlooked the interest rate risk that cratered the bank’s bond portfolio.

It took the FDIC just a day after SVB’s seizure to say it would protect “uninsured” deposits. That’s not uncertainty.

Letting Lehman Brothers fail in 2008 is widely viewed as a terrible mistake that should never be repeated.

“Economic history would have been different if the US government had become the dominant shareholder in Lehman Brothers and had kept it open,” writes Robert Aliber, who took over updating Manias after Kindleberger died in 2003.[6]

Bailouts are increasingly seen as triggers for virtuous cycles rather than market distortions. The Fed can’t lend to anybody without good collateral. But regulators have learned that intervention can fluff up the collateral, giving them room to intervene again.

The Fed’s initial $85 billion loan to AIG stabilized markets and supported the price of iffy AIG assets. That paved the way for more financing including $40 billion in AIG preferred stock bought by Treasury.

“There was some circularity here,” Bernanke says coyly.[7]

A frozen Congress is another reason for the Fed to flex. Bernanke and Powell dispatched hundreds of billions of dollars in almost an instant while the legislature can’t even pass a budget.

The Fed’s tools announced in March 2020 included something called the Main Street Business Lending Program. What was it? How would it work? Nobody knew. But Congress had failed to provide a hoped-for plan to aid middle-sized and small businesses. So the Fed “simply announced that a rescue was coming,” Smialek writes.[8]

The Fed now owns some $2.3 trillion in US Treasury debt, helping to finance perennial budget deficits that Congress has done little to address. This will continue.

Three years ago Eric Rosengren, then-head of the Federal Reserve Bank of Boston, said that in certain situations the Fed should be able “to purchase a broader range of securities or assets” than it traditionally has. He referred to an old paper suggesting the Fed could buy long-term bonds (which it subsequently did for QE) as well as gold or even land.

The Fed has already bought junk-bond ETFs. ETFs are good for supporting markets because inflows of newly created money prompt managers to buy the underlying assets tracked by the fund.

Don’t be surprised if someday the Fed buys stock ETFs in a meltdown. The Bank of Japan, a pioneer in QE, has been buying stocks for years and is one of the biggest shareholders in Japan’s Topix index.

Fed officials will tell you that the law, the duty to protect taxpayers and the danger of promoting moral hazard all limit what they can do.

"Laws can be stretched," Smialek writes. “Often when the Fed says it cannot do something, what it really means is that it does not want to.”[9] Until it does.

The Dodd-Frank Act of 2010 supposedly removes 13(3) authority for the Fed to rescue particular entities, giving authorities instead the ability to seize and liquidate failing firms in a kind of hothouse bankruptcy. But for broad interventions, the “unusual and exigent” 13(3) wildcard remains.

During the crisis Barney Frank was the ranking Democrat on the House Financial Services Committee in 2008. That should have given him some vague idea of the Fed’s wherewithal.

He asked where Bernanke was going to get $85 billion to lend to AIG. “Barney looked stunned,” Bernanke writes. “He didn’t see why the Fed should have that amount of money at its disposal.”[10]

Bernanke explained 13(3) to the congressman. The Fed is never out of ammunition.
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Lost in the Cosmos: The Last Self-Help Book

I

I am against book reviews in principle, but cash prizes are okay.

Book reviews present substance without form, idea without expression. Take all the ideas from an author, paraphrase them, and then criticize your strawman. You can demerit the greatest pieces of literature because all you have to do is make fun of your cliffnotes version of it. People say not to quote out of context. Impossible. The context for a statement in a book is the book.

It could conceivably work for the driest pieces of writing like an essay. But I hate taking my own advice so instead I chose the most eccentric, strange, and uncomparable book I have read, Lost in the Cosmos: The Last Self Help Book by Walker Percy.

I read Lost in the Cosmos by Walker Percy for the first time as a teenager. It was to me what The Catcher in the Rye might be to other teens. And similar to The Catcher in the Rye, the main criticism of it is that it’s trite. That it’s pointlessly existential – look kid, stop sobbing and stop writing rhymeless poetry in your “journal” you got two days ago.

Essentially what I will be presenting is why I think this is not the case, why I think that Cosmos is actually very brilliant even if melodramatic, and how it expresses some real genuine care for people who don’t understand themselves – which, of course, is everyone.

Prelude

Walker Percy once said this about art:


My theory is that the purpose of art is to transmit universal truths of a sort, but of a particular sort, that in art, whether it’s poetry, fiction or painting, you are telling the reader or listener or viewer something he already knows but which he doesn’t quite know that he knows, so that in the action of communication he experiences a recognition, a feeling that he has been there before, a shock of recognition. And so, what the artist does, or tries to do, is simply to validate the human experience and to tell people the deep human truths which they already unconsciously know.



I would say this is essentially what the book does; I remember first reading it and getting the feeling that I did not completely understand it, but maybe it understood me. And yes, I recognize how existential-teenagery that sounds.

The title page of the book has many alternative titles. Here is one of them:


LOST IN THE COSMOS: THE LAST SELF-HELP BOOK

or

Why is it possible to learn more in ten minutes about the Crab Nebula in Taurus, which is 6,000 light-years away, than you can presently know about yourself, even though you’ve been stuck with yourself all you life



The book is written as a parody of 80s self-help. At the beginning he offers up a “preliminary short quiz” (6 questions) to determine whether it’s recommended you read the rest of the book. Each question is multiple choice, and follows the format (a), (b), (etc), (CHECK ONE). Percy is deeply existential and mysterious right off the bat. The whole book has a feeling similar to the Twilight Zone (another favorite as a teenager) – creepy and off-putting aesthetics but everywhere a deep moralism behind it all.

The preliminary quiz expands on the self-as-unknowable theme. Some of it is very abstract “food for thought”, and some of it is very concrete examples. For example, he will ask very generic questions like “why can’t you really know yourself like how you can know other people?”, but then also offer up an exercise, like this one:

Think of a few acquantances you don’t really know very well, and try to use five adjectives to describe them, and then rate the degree to which those adjectives apply to them on a finite scale, like +/-10. It is shocking how easy it is to “sum up” people you barely know.

Then, to read the following sentences:


(a)    You are extraordinarily generous, ecstatically loving of the right person, supremely knowledgeable about what is wrong with the country, about people, capable of moments of insight unsurpassed by any scientist or artist or writer in the country. You possess an infinite potentiality.

(b)    You are of all people in the world probably the most selfish, hateful, envious (e.g., you take pleasure in reading death notices in the newspaper and in hearing of an acquaintance's heart attack), the most treacherous, the most frightened, and above all the phoniest.

Now answer this question as honestly as you can: Which of these two sentences more nearly describes you? CHECK



(a),

(b),

(neither),

(both)

He claims this is actually a real study performed (I have not checked), and that:


If you checked (both) – 60 percent of respondents did – how can that be?



II

If you take the preliminary quiz and you are determined to be a lost self, then begins the greater “20 question quiz”, where he asks about why various “selves” do the things they do and have contradicting desires and actions. Each self has at least one chapter devoted to it, and what seems to be the introductory period of the book is actually made up of the first 12 selves. Between that and the other selves there is a break in the book, what he calls “… an intermezzo of some forty pages, [that] can be skipped without fatal consequences.”

I’ll pick one self that I think is particularly representative of the book (the envious self), but each of these chapters warrants their own discussion (indeed, each one is its own discussion). He opens with some observations and then follows up with a thought experiment. Here are all the selves and their descriptions to give you an idea of the style. His numbering scheme is inconsistent:

(1) Amnesic self – why the self wants to get rid of itself

(2) The self as nought – how the self tries to inform itself by possessing things which do not look like the things they’re used as

The self as nought (II) – why most women, and some men, are subject to fashion

(3) The Nowhere self – How the self, which usually experiences itself as living nowhere, is surprised to find that it lives somewhere

(4) The fearful self – why the self is so afraid of being found out

(5) The fearful self (II) – why the self is so afraid of being stuck with another self

(6) The fearful self (III) – how the self tries to escape its predicament

(7) The misplaced self – how two selves confronting each other can miscalculate, each attributing a putative and spurious reality to the other and trying to match it, with the consequence that both selves become non-selves

(8) The promiscuous self – why is it that one’s self often not only does not prefer sex with one’s chosen mate, chosen for his or her attractiveness and suitability, even when the mate is a person well known to one, knowing of one, loved by one, with a life, time, and family in common, but rather prefers sex with a new person, even a total stranger, or even vicariously through pornography

(9) The envious self (in the root sense of envy: invidere, to look at with malice)– why is it that the self – though it professes to be loving, caring, to prefer peace to war, concord to discord, life to death; to wish other selves well, not ill – in fact secretly relishes war and rumors of war, news of plane crashes, assassinations, mass murders, obituaries, to say nothing of local news about acquaintances dropping dead in the street, gossip about neighbors getting in fights or being detected in sexual scandals, embezzlements, and other disgraces

(10) The bored self – why the self is the only object in the cosmos that gets bored

(11) The depressed self – whether the self is depressed because something is wrong with it or whether depression is a reasonable response to a deranged world

(12) The impoverished self – how the self can be poor through rich

Percy opens his questions about the envious self (9) as such:


Everyone remembers where he was and what he was doing when he heard the news of the Kennedy Assassination – or, if he is old enough, Pearl Harbor.



Why?

…

[a recollection as reported to him]


I was watching the soap opera As the World Turns on TV. It was a scene between Chris Hughes and Grandpa. A bulletin was flashed on the screen. Bulletin: Shots have been fired into the Presidential motorcade in Dallas.  As the bulletin came on, Grandpa was saying to Chris Hughes something like: “Now let’s don’t be too hasty, Chris. I don’t believe Ellen would do such a thing.” I can remember thinking how unimportant the soap opera seemed compared with the events in Dallas.



Question: But before that, the soap opera seemed more interesting than the events in Dallas?

Yes.

Question: And since then? Have you resumed watching As the World Turns?

Yes.

The thought experiment:


You are a woman whose husband has taken early retirement. He is a decent fellow, a combat veteran of Korea, and has been a good provider for thirty years. Money is no problem. Now, even though he is seriously overweight, all he does is sit around your pleasant Lake Wales house polishing off six-packs and watching golf, the NBA and NFL on TV. For months he goes without touching you and hardly speaking. Or he’ll have espells of satyriasis when he’ll want to have beery sex twice a night. What do you want (What do women want?) You want to take a cathedral tour of Europe, or a leisurely barge voyage through the canals of France, through the vineyards and kitchens of the Loire Valley. Or visit the Galapagos islands with your local Audubon Society. He won’t go. Why do I want to go look at a bunch of turtles? What does he want? He wants to go to Vegas To catch Wayne Newton and Liberace, or to Augusta to follow Nicklaus. You won’t go. Yet you don’t feel free to go off without him – you have duties as a housewife.

So one day [when you are out] you… get in your care and start home. From the radio comes news of yet another sinkhole in the fragile limestone crust of central Florida. When you arrive in your block, you discover that your entire lot, house, husband Ralph, and the Zenith Chroma-color have dropped out of sight and disappeared forever into the Eocene muck.



This is

(a) Unrelievedly bad news: Ralph, a good man, a good husband, is gone. You, a good Christian woman, have lost your better half. You are alone in the world.

(b) Putatively bad: This is all true, but on the other hand Ralph is gone through no fault of your own and you are free. Frankly, thirty years of Ralph is enough. Moreover, Ralph was well insured.

Percy offers eight such scenarios, some objectively much worse than this one but still more convincing. For example, how would you feel if a colleague whose book outsells yours is involved in a sex scandal and then has their career ruined? What if there was a modern day Sodom and Gomorrah incident: if you are conservative, what if all those cities full of liberal degeneracy and sin suffered a massive earthquake? If you are liberal, what if all those hateful hicks and angry idiots finally got what was coming to them and their welfare states collapsed?

When you read his questions, one after the other, you can’t help but feel guilt. Yes, I do want to be better than others. And if fate knocks the other guy out but I didn’t have anything to do with it, what’s so wrong with me feeling happy about that?

Another example he gives: what if you got shot in the arm on your way to work, before you had to give an important sales presentation? Suppose the wound is non-fatal and easily treatable. You joke with the doctors and come to work late with your arm in a sling. You may feel excited, even relieved. Dare I say proud? Elated? You stroll in there with a high confidence: I was shot at this morning! Even if you totally botch the presentation you might still close the deal simply due to people respecting you.

Many men, including myself, have often thought: although I never wish it to happen, wouldn’t it be kind of cool if a criminal were to attack my family? I could fight him off, beat him to a pulp, and protect my woman and other loved ones. My wife would be crazy about me. Everyone I know would respect me that much more. “hey, that’s Bob Smchob, he killed a guy who was touching his wife and kids.” How would they ever complain to me again?

There was a famous story a while back where a kid fought off a dog that was attacking his sister. Chris Evans gave him a personalized message and a Captain America shield. He was a six and a half year old hero. For the rest of his life he will be heralded by his friends and associates and future employers as “the guy who fought that dog”. His sister getting attacked by a dog is the best thing that ever happened to him. And it’s not like he did anything special: after all, what was he gonna do, just let his sister die? I’d’ve fought it. Anyone would’ve. I wish my family got attacked by a pitbull. I’m jealouser than Hell of that kid.

I’ll paraphrase another question he asks. Say an acquaintance of yours – not a friend, but someone you are associated with and perhaps your friends are friends with – has just learned that they are free of a serious physical ailment, say heart cloggage or somesuch, and that they also received a great promotion and are moving to a new house on the lake. All your friends are very happy for him. “Hey, you hear what happened to Charlie? Isn’t that great?” “Man, Charlie’s really got it made, huh? I guess he’ll live the rest of his heart-healthy life in luxury, eh?”

How does this make you feel?

Would it make you feel better if, suddenly, you see Charlie walking in front of a dump truck, and then you push him out of the way, thus heroically saving his life? If so, why? Why does giving him more good fortune make you less jealous of his good fortune? What if all these good things happened to Charlie but then your friend comes to you, “hey, didja hear what happened to Charlie? He fell off a ladder! His funeral’s this Saturday.”

How can you both want to be a hero and want people to die?

III

It can be hard to tell whether Percy is saying meaningful things or if he’s just being melodramatic with good style. For example, in “The Self as Nought” chapter, he asks why people want to repurpose old junk like a lobster cage or a coca cola sign as a table instead of just having a real table. Here are the answers he offers:


(a)    Because people have gotten tired of ordinary tables.

(b)    Because the… non-tables converted to use as tables make good conversation pieces.

(c)    Because it is a chance to make use of valuable odds and ends which otherwise would gather dust in the attic.

(d)    Because the self in the twentieth century is a voracious nought which expands like the feeding vacuole of an amoeba seeking to nourish and inform its own nothingness by ingesting new objects in the world, but, like a vacuole, only succeeds in emptying them out.



And so you can read this two ways. You can be like, “he is seriously blowing out of proportion the fact that people want a novel, interesting, table instead of a block of wood”, or you could say, “hey, he’s onto something, at least. Why don’t people just want the most effective table they can get, which has been perfectly satisfactory for thousands of years?”

I would argue Percy is essentially saying, “these first things could be the answer, but aren’t they unsatisfying? Aren’t those the answers that leave you feeling the way that you do? What if it is what you suspect? Why not explore that a little?”

In the same way, you can offer up dozens of matter-of-fact explanations for the envy question that sociologists probably fawn over, for example that humans evolved to both be competitive in some cases and cooperative in other cases (or perhaps that these are just two generic desires with no specific “case” but will at least have good probabilistic overlap with the environment for the “good” of the entire species), and sometimes, especially in modern society, these desires can be mismatched to our new environment, et cetera, et cetera, et cetera. But these seem so unsatisfying. And, what’s more, if they are true, what are we supposed to do? Make meaningless “lifestyle adjustments” while still working a corporate job and participating in near-atomized social groups? Seems like the only thing that would actually make us happy is to go full Unabomber. Or at least Amish, for God’s sake.

The problem is, you can offer up these totally normal-sounding answers for why we have a particular unpleasant or existential feeling, but they never actually make you feel better. So I’m a stressed and anxious monkey with a cell phone. Now I know I’m a stressed and anxious monkey with a cell phone, and guess what? I’m still a stressed and anxious monkey with a cell phone.

IV

Mother Teresa once made a comment about how she thought people in the US seemed extremely poor, poorer than the individuals she dedicated her life to in India. How is it that people with so much can seem so sad?

Percy answers this question with semiotics – the study of signs and symbols. This is when he goes on his optional 40-some pages intermezzo.

People use names to refer to things, and our names cover literally everything in existence – and more (a unicorn, for example). We have names for everything, even the unknown. We call it, “the unknown.” Names make up a frame of reference that we can act in. This is the world of the name givers, to be contrasted to the environment of an organism. Name-givers have literally everything – in their world, whereas organisms only respond to their direct environment.

In order to use a name in common, we have to also share the reality or idea of the referenced in with someone else. Me and you both see an apple, we share the sign apple, and all is well. However, if the reality is not shared, you cannot communicate it. That apple is an apple to you and an apple to me. But consider the only reality we have that is not shared: ourselves (our selves). I am me to me but this same “me” is actually you or him to you. You are not me. We can make up words for the experience of consciousness in general or similar terms, but I am not merely consciousness, I am me. Or at least that’s how it feels.

Previously people could use signs for themselves which were more or less effective because they shared a common reality with their social group. For example the deistic answer was, “I am God, I am the universe”; and the theistic-historical (Judaism, Christianity, Islam) answer was: “I am a self with you under God''. Both are objective descriptions and identities of what the self is. I have something in common with you in your world: a child of God. Therefore the identity crisis is more or less solved; consciousness is the image of God, or consciousness is an illusion.

With the decline of religion, Percy argues that people essentially approach the mystery of their consciousness in one of two ways: they either 1) “accept” their status as in the world, and try to interact with it and other people in it as such, gaining as many perceived goods as they can, or 2) they try to transcend the world, to be or do something more. He describes these two as “immanent” and “transcendent” worldviews.

The immanent worldview has two flavors, the first of which is essentially the “NPC” or “consoomer” meme: you work the most pleasant job you can, you perhaps have a family, and if not, friends and occasional hookups, and you spend most of your time and resources on worldly goods and you drink beer and watch TV. You are a cog in the system, etc.

The other end of the immanent self is the “autonomous self”, who leans into strategizing with the world and optimizes various facets of their life; eg they will exercise, read self-help and implement the strategies to improve their mindset and sex life or parenting skills, and various “discriminating consumership of do-it-yourself hobbies, participatory sports, gourmet cooking, off-beaten-track travel to Katmandu, etc.”

The transcendents also come in two flavors: scientists and artists.

Scientists see the world as cause-and-effect interactions, and thereby transcend it by really understanding what’s going on. They transcend the world and then “go into orbit”, as Percy calls it. The problem comes when you have to come back down. There are often “re-entry” problems, difficulties landing and adjusting back to regular life. Most scientists are fine and merely come across as absent-minded. Some, however, become egotistical and develop a God-complex. He offers an example:


Reentry problems become noticeable in less inspired scientists. The divorced wife of an astronomer at the Mount Wilson Observatory accused her husband of “angelism-bestialism.” He was so absorbed in his work, the search for the quasar with the greatest red shift, that when he came home to his pleasant subdivision house, he seemed to take his pleasure like a god descending from Olympus into the world of mortals, ate heartily, had frequent intercourse with his wife, watched TV, read Mikey Spillane, and said not a word to wife or children.



Scientists can also tend into jealousy, always demanding credit and quotations. And probably most frightening:


More distressing consequences occur when the zeal and excitement of a scientific community runs counter to the interests of the world community, e.g., when scientists at Los Alamos did not oppose the bomb drop over Hiroshima and Nagasaki… As Freeman Dyson put it, the “sin” of the scientists at Los Alamos was not that they made the bomb but that they enjoyed it so much



It’s important to note here that “scientist” and “artist” do not refer specifically only to people in those professions, although it certainly does in part; but rather people who try to transcend the world through those means.

The layman can participate in the scientific community in a limited capacity but usually to greater personal detriment. He uses the example of someone who reads Freud and then applies Freudian theory to every interaction, usually condescendingly. “what you really mean is this…” Think also of the fedora-wearing “I love science” meme.

The artist, Percy says, does not necessarily have specialized knowledge. “Like the scientists, [the artist] transcends in his use of signs. Unlike the scientists, he speaks not merely to a small community of fellow artists but to the world of men who understand him.” The artist is essentially existentialist: he describes “the predicament of the self” to his fellow selves, by speaking the unspeakable to the best of his ability. The artist reaches much higher highs and much lower lows – after you escape everyday life and ascend to the highest planes of being – think of a majestic symphony, the most moving poetry, or an epic and breathtaking novel – you are thrown back into the boring and dreary world: blah.

And so, why are people so poor?

Because the needs of a self in a world are different from the needs of an organism in an environment. The organism is successful insofar as it gains the resources in its environment necessarily for its survival. “under the circumstances in which a man gets bored, a dog goes to sleep”. Whereas a self in a world “is rich or poor accordingly as it succeeds in identifying its otherwise unspeakable self”

The immanent self is impoverished because he believes he has essentially lost all control over his life and “the self sees its only recourse as an endless round of work, diversion, and consumption of goods and services… it sees no way out because it has come to see itself as an organism in an environment and so can’t understand why it feels so bad in the best of all possible environments… and so finds itself secretly relishing bad news, assassinations, plane crashes, and the misfortunes of neighbors, and even comes secretly to hope for catastrophe, earthquake, hurricane, wars, apocalypse – anything to break out of the iron grip of immanence.”

Bureaucracies control everything about your life, you are merely a cog in the machine. You can do anything you want, as long as it’s not important, as the aforementioned Unabomber said. Wouldn’t it be nice if something happened, instead of the day to day superficial drudgeries? At least if a landslide killed your whole family you could do what you want for a change.

The transcendent selves, the scientists and artists, gain pleasure not from “recovery” of  self, that is, individual autonomy and identity, but precisely the opposite: the loss of themselves, in their knowledge and in their art. The scientist returns to a near-Edenic state, like Adam naming the animals. Exploring the world through signs with no regard of self. But, unlike Eden, there is no God now, and the transcendence “is so exalted as to be not merely Adam-like but godlike… Freud not only could not get along with the Jewish God but frothed and fell out when rivaled by a fellow transcender like Carl Jung. Two gods in the cosmos is one too many.”

And you read this, and you go, I’ve experienced all these things. There’s a massive letdown after you consume or produce something great. Once I saw the Hitchcock movie Vertigo on the big screen. It was stunning and thrilling and powerful and tense. You feel like the story is the whole world and all the shapes and colors hypnotize you and you forget that you’re sitting next to anyone. Then the movie’s over and the lights turn on and you walk out of the theater and the sun hits your eyes and you’re driving home.

Now what?

I once read all about sociology and evolutionary psychology and various anthropological sciences. It’s fun. You dig really deep into it and learn a lot about societies and how interesting different places are and think you kind of understand people and what makes them tick. Then when people you know talk about nature vs nurture you can offer up impressive sounding names and studies rather than just generic conversation. You feel like you’re a step above. Then you have to do the laundry.

What was the point?

Or the immanent self. You go to work or school. You do your job and take your classes. Why? To pay the bills? Why? To eat and support a family. Why? So you can enjoy their company. Enjoy their company? When? When they’re screaming and keeping you up, or when they’re a literal child and you can’t even have a conversation with them? Or when they’re a teenager and can’t stand you and have nothing in common? Or when they’re an adult and hundreds of miles away? Or when your spouse starts bitching about how you didn’t do some meaningless task?

You’re supposed to work for all that? What should I do, talk to a marriage counselor and become her ivy league university version of an ideal spouse? Isn’t that convenient: I matter, but what I want doesn’t. Maybe I could buy a book on effective parenting techniques? Meditate? Take up fucking rock-climbing or jiu-jitsu? Why would anyone do any of that when there’s TV, the internet, porn, drugs, and alcohol? My wife and kids are on their phones all day, I might as well be, too.

And then it kind of hits you. I’ve been thinking Percy is at least kind of stupid, or over-the-top this whole itme. And maybe he is. But I’m doing what he’s describing. I think he’s stupid and I’m “transcending” him. Does he think he’s transcending me? And now am I gonna think I’m transcending everyone else because I know whether they’re transcending or not?

Absolutely kills any thoughts you had about being smarter than people.

V – The Demoniac Self

The Demoniac self is not exactly what it sounds like. It’s a term borrowed from Kierkegaard, that essentially means the erotic, viewed as a possessive spirit. This is a way of viewing eroticism that he and Percy argue did not exist before Christianity. That is, the Greeks, for example, still had sensuality, obviously, but they did not view it as a thing to be “kept in check”. They saw it as an expression of order and beauty, not a possession of the self. The latter idea is now so ingrained that it’s difficult to think of the word “erotic” without this meaning implicit in it.

The demoniac self is what seems to be central to the book:


…whether one believes in God or not, soul or not, to agree that in an age in which the self is not informed by cosmological myths, by totemism, by belief in God – whether the God of Christianity, Judaism, or Islam – it must necessarily and by reason of its own semiotic nature be informed by something else.

Kierkegaard wrote of the relationship between Christianity and “the spirit of the erotic.” I wonder what he would have made of the influence of the technological revolution on the spirit of the erotic and whether it is a coincidence that this country [USA] is not only the most Christian and most eroticized of all societies but also the most technologically transformed and the most violent. Is there a relationship between the “spirit of the erotic,” technology, and violence?



Percy argues that the modern self is essentially disappointed by everything in modern life. Work is disappointing, family life is disappointing, school is disappointing, politics is disappointing, religion is disappointing, social life is disappointing. All that science has helped us in is a longer and healthier life. And with everything else so disappointing, this leaves us with one respite that we can use and will actually stay exciting if you do it right: recreation.

He says the modes of recreation essentially fall into 5 groups: travel, sports, media, drugs, and sex.

You travel to see a new place, break your habits, maybe become a new person. But as Seneca has noted, travel does little to nothing to cure the soul because you are you no matter where you go.

Sports and the media have become more passive but more exciting. “Four people used to go bowling, but 100 million watch the Superbowl. Football, where men try to hit and hurt, has replaced baseball as the national game.” Films and TV have become more and more violent. We are fascinated by people who do not even kill for a good cause. Think Clint Eastwood as the man with no name, or the Godfather trilogy.

Drugs are obviously mind altering and never disappointing, but also dangerous and risky.

Then, of course, sex: “By ‘sex’ let us specify the entire spectrum of the erotic, from the ‘romantic’ encounter – cool Audrey Hepburn meeting testy Cary Grant by accident when their dogs’ leashes get entangled on the Left Bank – to the cruising homosexual fellating his five hundredth stranger in Buena Vista Park”

The erotic spirit seems to be the one thing that’s never disappointing. Compare a dry social interaction to an erotic encounter.


Scene in one thousand movies: a party… a failed festival, a collapsed and fragmented community… the exit line in another one-thousand movies: why don’t we get out of here – I know a little Italian restaurant around the corner.

…A quiet place. Two glasses of wine… A touch of arm to arm. A brush of knee against knee. An arrangement: could you meet me at – A liaison…



People are absolutely obsessed, possessed by the erotic. Sometimes it seems like that’s all there is left. Perhaps the next logical question to ask:


suppose the erotic is the last and best recourse of the stranded self and suppose then that, through the sexual revolution, recreational sex becomes available to all ages and all classes. What if then even the erotic becomes devalued? …What then? Does the self simply diminish, subside into apathy like laboratory animals deprived of sensory stimulation? Or does the demoniac spirit of the self, frustrated by the failure of Eros, turn in the end to the cold fury of Saturn?”



It is at that point that you begin to think, “maybe he’s going a little far here. Certainly society is not in shambles? We’re doing OK. We’re all still alive. We’re all still getting along. Once again, maybe don’t go full Unabomber here. Maybe you are trying to be a transcendent artist, like you said.”

And so, Percy acknowledges this. He does it like this, actually:

Hold on, says the reader. Just a minute.

Yes?


Are there not plenty of good people left? Decent folk who have no truck with what you call the spirit of the erotic and the spirit of violence? Millions of people, in fact… who are without exception good, kind, neighborly, generous, patriotic folk?

I am willing to believe it… I am only trying to make sense of a peculiar phenomenon, hardly to be ignored: the sudden and unprecedented appearance of florid sexual behavior and the overt and covert practice of violence to the point of rendering cities unlivable, of nice people like Europeans and Americans killing each other by the millions – and with it, the very real possibility for the first time in history that we may destroy ourselves in the near future.



He then offers a timeline of the history of the demoniac spirit. First, St. Paul, bothered by a “thorn in the flesh”. St Augustine: “grant me the gift of continence, but not just yet.” Dante: sexual sinners in the outermost layer of hell, still in love with each other. Then gradually more and more tolerance to the erotic spirit. Don Giovanni, Fanny Hill. Then:


World War I: …the erotic diminished to the sentimental and to good-natured sex between the doughboy and the French farm girl; with a decline in passion and the spirit of the erotic, and an increase in violence with the rise in technology; 20,000,000 dead.

World War II: Betty Grable, Anne Frank, Adolf Eichmann, Stalin; the subsidence of the erotic in favor of the dispassionate, abstract violence of ideology, Fascism, Nazism, Communism; war increasingly in the hands of technicians… a transition period between the decline of the Christian era and the rise of the age of technology; 50,000,000 dead.

Period between World War II and World War III: The ascendency of the erotic, the eroticization of all sectors of culture: work and play, films, TV, novels, plays, commercials; yet the sprit of the erotic is still posited and specified by lingering Christianity, e.g., the charm of the secrecy of sex under clothes, the charm of “forbidden” sex, liaisons, pornography…

…the spirit of violence vented in spectatorship sport, either through mass TV viewership or surrogate participation, e.g., 100 million people watching the Superbowl, Little league moms screaming curses at umpires… the ultimate inadequacy of the spectatorship safety vale: thirty-eight dead in a riot at a Buenos Aires soccer game; war.

World War III: The year 2000+, the demoniac spirit of the erotic is no longer posited by Christianity but triumphant in its own right, perfected as genital technique but deprived of the charm of the forbidden, the secret, the “dirty,” “sinful,” “extramarital,” “fornication,” “adultery” – even the word fuck has now lost its homonymous semantic charge and is as neutered as fish, fowl , fix; the perfection of contraceptive technique; the conquest of Herpes II virus and all homosexual “aids” diseases; the perfection of visual and tactile aids (no longer called pornography, from porne, harlot) as sexual stimuli; erotica elevated to a major literary and art form. War without passion: one billion dead.

…



Will the ultimate liberation of the erotic from its dialectical relationship with Christianity result in

(a)    The freeing of the erotic spirit so that man- and womankind will make love and not war?

(b)    The trivialization of the erotic by its demotion to yet another technique and need-satisfaction of the organism, toward the end that the demoniac spirit of the autonomous self, disappointed in all other sectors of life and in ordinary intercourse with others, is now disappointed even in the erotic, its last and best hope, and so erupts in violence – and in that very violence which is commensurate with the orgastic violence in the best days of the old erotic age- i.e., war?

What if Brave New World is actually better looking than what’s coming? What if people get sick and disappointed and bored, so they turn to what seems to be the final option: violence, and romanticized violence at that?

The last two chapters of Percy’s work are miniature novels, both titled A Space Odyssey. In one, humans discover extraterrestrial intelligences, in the other, they don’t. A play on the Arthur C. Clarke quote, “Two possibilities exist: either we are alone in the Universe or we are not. Both are equally terrifying.” I won’t even attempt to unpack them, I couldn’t do that, and it would spoil them, too. I have really revealed almost nothing out of this book. It’s filled with much more strangeness, more “aha” moments and more eyebrow raising. Reading it certainly doesn’t seem to give many answers.

VI - Check One

Think back to the preliminary short quiz to determine if we were a lost self. Perhaps this can justify the strangeness of the book: he does not force you to read it. If you can answer the questions to your own satisfaction, then you don’t have to listen. If you don’t want to listen to existential musings, you don’t have to. But if you can’t answer these questions – and it seems audacious to claim otherwise – then what’s the harm with one more opinion?

One more quiz:

Percy’s work and apparent conclusion is

(a) Artistically clever but fundamentally absurd; he blows social problems wildly out of proportion;  very few people really wish that tragedy would inflict their loved ones; people have fulfilling lives outside of sex, even if complicated or disappointing at times; He starts off inquisitive but spirals into delusional and grandiose statements about society as it is but never offers any hard data for it beyond death counts that don’t account for population percentages and “just look at the world as it is”. People do truly desire peace, even if they have poor or misaligned values; people are more likely to be cowards than sadists. Fundamentally the work is a trite and silly waste of time that reaches no conclusions, and just meant to spark the reader onto the road of some kind of “moderate religiousness” in the modern world through the guise of existential science fiction.

(b) A brilliant and breathtaking look into the state of the modern mind, that breaks down walls in unrelenting dedication to logic wherever it leads and disregard for social norm; it defies genre, and is equal parts social science, novel, parody, and philosophical treatise. A weird, weird, weird, book, that always makes you think and never gives easy answers, and gives the devil his due no matter what, all while being endlessly entertaining.

(CHECK ONE)

“Thou movest us to delight in praising Thee; for Thou hast formed us for Thyself, and our hearts are restless till they find rest in Thee”

Percy is Catholic. He never gives a clear “answer” in his book, he merely offers different alternative viewpoints, and then uses style to show which ones he finds more convincing. Call this artistic flair or straw-manning or whatever. He presents the problem of the self in the modern age. Perhaps the solution is not his God. But – and this is his main point – TV, sex, and the atom bomb sure as Hell aren’t solutions either.




Do you read? Do you read? Are you in trouble? How did you get in trouble? If you are in trouble, have you sought help? If you did, did help come? If it did, did you accept it? Are you out of trouble? What is the character of your consciousness? Are you conscious? Do you have a self? Do you know who you are? Do you know what you are doing? Do you love? Do you know how to love? Are you loved? Do you hate? Do you read me? Come back. Repeat. Come back. Come back. Come back.




	From the “Space Odyssey” chapters. The first message received from extraterrestrial intelligences.






Lying For Money

[This is one of the finalists in the 2023 book review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. 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]

At the time of its maiden voyage, the Titanic was considered an unsinkable ship. It was regarded as a marvel of engineering, a state-of-the-art vessel constructed by a shipyard with a long-standing track record and reputation for constructing high-quality, reliable ships. In the incredibly unlikely event of a hull breach, it was built with watertight compartments that were specifically designed to contain flooding.  When 2,240 passengers and crew boarded the ship for its maiden voyage, probably none of them doubted its seaworthiness, and those that did could reassure themselves with the reporting of numerous newspapers touting the ship as "unsinkable."

On one hand, it is kind of crazy that the Titanic sank. However, if you tried to explain to a caveman why the Titanic sank, the fact that it sank might be the least surprising part of the story.  "So let me get this straight: a million-pound mass of steel and wrought iron carrying the weight of thousands of people set out to sea, and then at a certain point, instead of floating, this object sank to the bottom of the ocean?"  The more difficult challenge might be explaining to him how it floated in the first place.

You can't really understand the exception without understanding the rule.  In order for him to understand why it was remarkable that the Titanic sank, you would first have to explain to the caveman how it was that a 52,310 ton vessel not only existed, but was able to float.

This is the gift that Dan Davies gives us in Lying For Money.  Despite taking econ classes in college, and spending years as a business owner who has had to do things like raise money from investors, my understanding of how the modern economy operates often feels about as complete as a caveman's understanding of how a cruise ship floats. The book delivers on the promise implied by its subtitle, How Legendary Frauds Reveal the Workings of Our World.  Financial instruments (and other aspects of the economy) are things that are best understood in the breach: in the process of teaching us the various ways in which financial systems can break, Davies also teaches us how they work.

The Optimal Amount of [Bad Thing] Is Not Zero

If Lying For Money's most important idea can be described in a single line, it's that fraud is an equilibrium phenomenon – or, as Davies likes to put it, "It is highly unlikely that the optimal level of fraud is zero."

Davies begins the book by talking about the Silk Road dark web drug market, and more specifically, the Silk Road exit scam. Davies points out that Silk Road was, in many respects, not that different from other online stores like eBay, apart from the fact that the payments were made in cryptocurrency, and the products were illegal.


A key difference between the online drugs trade and the normal economy, though, is that not all that many people are interested in building a career in online drug dealing and passing the firm down to their children. People grow up, leave college, or have the kind of short interaction with the legal system which suggests to them that a lifestyle change is in order.

Businesses often tended to close down.  And having built up valuable goodwill on a dark market, it seems like a shame to just throw it all away as you disappear. 



Thus, the exit scam: using the reputation you've established as an honest criminal, take money (in the form of cryptocurrency payments) from people with the promise that you'll send them drugs (possibly even lowering your prices to induce a higher volume of orders), and then, instead of sending them drugs through the mail…just disappear with the money.

A casual observer seeing this scam might react in much the same way as the caveman watching the Titanic sink: "It seems as though this 'anomalous failure mode' would be the default thing you would expect to happen when you put a million-pound vessel made of metal on the water send untraceable money to a completely anonymous individual over the internet."  (Isn't the weird part that people willingly participated with the expectation that this wouldn't happen?)

Could something have been done to prevent this?  Yes, as it turns out: the Silk Road drug market actually did have fraud-prevention methods in place: buyers could choose to place funds in escrow.  But escrow adds friction and inconvenience in the form of added fees, and added wait time for sellers. Having bitcoin trapped in escrow can be a problem when the price of bitcoin is volatile, and to make up for this volatility, sellers who used escrow frequently had to charge higher prices.

Thus, a buyer on Silk Road was faced with the option of paying a higher price to a seller who used escrow, or buying from a seller who was willing to offer lower prices in exchange for not using escrow.  The difference between these two was effectively the cost of fraud prevention: If the fraud protection became too expensive or inconvenient, people simply opted not to use it. (Conversely, if people get ripped off too often, then they will be more willing to pay the premium for fraud prevention: fraud is an equilibrium phenomenon.)

I experienced a version of this (in a legal online market) in the 00's when I tried to make some money as a teenager selling trading cards through online stores like eBay.  eBay is famous for siding with buyers in the event of a dispute, so whenever I sent an item, there was always a possibility that the seller would falsely dispute the charge by claiming the item never arrived.  If each instance of fraud cost cost me $5, and this happened 5% of the time, then accepting a non-zero level of fraud would cost me an average of 25 cents per transaction.  One way to avoid this was by purchasing delivery confirmation, which cost an extra 50 cents – in other words, I could pay 50 cents to prevent a 25 cent fraud loss.  (As you might imagine, I opted not to do this: the optimum level of fraud is not zero.)

The point that "If the cost of fraud prevention is too high, people will choose not to use it" is illustrated particularly well in a chapter that discusses drug counterfeiting:


The battle against counterfeit drugs is also a case study of the problems in trying to create a zero-fraud system. The pharmaceutical industry has expended more effort than practically any other in building mechanisms to track products from the start of the process to the end, often at significant inconvenience to itself. Medical wholesalers, for example, used to manage their inventories of drugs by trading with each other on the ‘gray market’. This was quite important to the business model, particularly since drugs are perishable products which cannot be kept forever. But the gray market was such a conduit for fake drugs (particularly since, in states like Florida, a criminal record for fraud or even narcotics addiction was no barrier to being licensed as a wholesaler) that it ended up being regulated down to a fraction of its former size.

And yet fraud creeps back in. The ‘track and trace’ systems which have been mandated in more and more markets over the last decade have ensured that randomized serial numbers are applied to every packet of pills, and each link in the supply chain keeps an audit record when an item changes hands. In principle, this ought to make it impossible for fake drugs to enter the market.

In practice, what happened is what we might have expected from the original insight that fraud is an equilibrium quantity; as the audited chain has become more inconvenient, it has become less relevant. The majority of counterfeit pharmaceuticals bought in the developed world are now sold through unlicensed internet pharmacies.



The more protections you put in place to prevent counterfeit people from falling victim to counterfeit drug scams, the more expensive it becomes to obtain drugs through the approved channels. If it becomes too expensive, people will choose to eschew it entirely, and opt for cheaper markets where they will find lower prices (and fewer fraud protections).  The implied conclusion here seems to be that the optimal level of counterfeit drugs entering the system is not zero: at a certain point, the marginal cost of counterfeit prevention is so high that the resulting higher prices are enough to drive customers out of the official channels, and into the waiting arms of unlicensed internet pharmacies with fewer protections.

High and Low Trust Societies

In discussing different equilibrium points for trust, Davies brings up what he calls the "Canadian Paradox," which is an observation that a low-trust society will have less commercial fraud than a high-trust society (an example of one such high-trust society being Canada, which in 1985 was home of the Vancouver Stock Exchange, dubbed by Forbes Magazine's Joe Queenan as the "Scam Capital of the World.")

Why is commercial fraud so much more common in high-trust societies? Davies puts it succinctly: "Where there is trust, there is opportunity for fraud."

In a low-trust society where everyone is suspicious of each other, it's much harder to get away with writing a bad check, because everyone is closely scrutinizing every transaction, and/or unwilling to deal with people who aren't already part of their ingroup of close associates. (In a society of kin-based trust networks, the threat of social fallout would presumably prevent you from defrauding your cousin or brother-in-law.)

Thus, Davies argues, when people are easily able to commit flagrant acts of fraud, this is actually a sign of a healthy high-trust society: it suggests the existence of default trust (which the fraudster then acted to exploit).  If you live in a society where anyone can walk into a business meeting wearing a suit and be assumed to be reasonably trustworthy, it will be possible for a charismatic conman to pull one over on you, but the environment will also be much more hospitable to honest brokers as well.  (Not only does this make a society more prosperous, it's also just more generally pleasant when you don't have to constantly be suspicious of your neighbors or counterparties.)

It can be tempting to hear stories of fraud victims who fell for obvious scams and presume naivety or stupidity on their part, but consider what it means when someone falls for an "obvious scam": what does it say about their priors that they were approached by a stranger offering them favorable terms and, by default, assumed that they must be dealing with an honest broker?  (Probably, it suggests that they live in a society where they've transacted with many actors who weren't scammers. The scammer was able to catch them off guard because people who promise things, even strangers, usually deliver the goods!)  In fact, scammers often attempt to fool their victims by mimicking the legitimate actors in the ecosystem they inhabit.

Suppose you are a venture capitalist and you're approached by a Stanford dropout who says they're starting a company.  They don't, technically speaking, have something that could be considered a "product" yet, but they do have a really cool idea for something that they claim might one day become a multi-billion dollar company, even though the thing that they're suggesting has never been done before.  They need $500,000 to get things off the ground (and they will probably come back to you later to ask for more money).   Do you write them a check?

If you rely on a heuristic that says "a person matching this profile is probably a scammer and/or deluded and I won't invest money in their company," well done, you just avoided being a seed investor in Theranos.  (It probably also allowed you to avoid investing in lots of other startups that failed for non-criminal reasons.)  But that heuristic would also probably prevent you from investing in a bunch of companies that did go on to become billion-dollar successes.

Even a heuristic like "don't invest in companies that fake product demos" won't allow you to avoid the "false negatives," as Davies points out, as many companies that present fake demos go on to create functional products and be worth billions of dollars, so if you consider that disqualifying criteria, you would have had to say no to Microsoft in 1983, when they faked a "live" product demo for an interface manager that didn't actually exist yet.  (Given that Microsoft's split-adjusted share price has risen by approximately 325,000% since its IPO in 1986, investing in Microsoft is one of the more profitable things you could have done in the 80's.)

In a low-trust society where people were more reluctant to invest in Stanford dropouts with big ideas, someone like Elizabeth Holmes would have a very hard time getting off the ground, but so would many more legitimate success stories.  In Theranos's case, the devil is in the details that go along with promising to deliver a product that does things that are physically impossible. Fraudsters tend to rely on the fact that "the details" in which the devil resides are not always easy or convenient to check on.

Chains of Trust are Attacked at their Weakest Point

Another theme that Davies frequently revisits throughout the book is the mechanisms that fraudsters use.  There is a certain amount of "trust by proxy" that happens within every system: whenever I withdraw cash from an ATM or bank, I don't inspect each bill to ensure it's not a counterfeit, because I presume that the bank has already done that at some point (and I also assume that the bank is far better at detecting counterfeits than I am).  Ditto for any pharmaceuticals that I buy from CVS or Walgreens (if I'm paying for the high cost of a highly-vetted drug supply chain, I might as well trust it).

And similarly, if you're a Series C investor offered the opportunity to invest in an exciting new medical company called Theranos, due diligence is expensive. The company has previously raised a $500,000 seed round, a $5.8 million Series A round, and a $9.1 million Series B round – at this point, as an investor joining the Series C round, you're already late to the party, and you might presume that the other investors who have collectively invested 8 figures in this company (plus the investors who are part of the current round) have already done their due diligence. 

We all, to varying degrees, rely on a social web of trust, and as Davies repeatedly points out, "where there's trust, there's opportunity for fraud."

In a lot of cases, outsourcing trust is necessary.  If you're an investor who wants to invest in a literal gold mine (or some other mineral deposit), you can't very well go out to the site to look at samples yourself: for one thing, doing this would be tremendously inconvenient, and for another, you don't have the equipment or the expertise needed to evaluate the site.  Instead, you rely on an "assay report."  Someone goes to the site, picks up some rocks (or in more modern times, core samples that are harvested using a specific drilling techniques), sends them off to a lab that grinds them up and examines them, and then you look at the laboratory results to see if there is enough gold in the sample that it would be commercially profitable to build a mine there.

Thus, in the old days, a fraudster could raise money by "salting" a mine, planting enough gold dust in the sampled rocks that it would appear to be high yield.  (This could, in dramatic fashion, be achieved by filling a shotgun cartridge with gold dust and firing it at some rocks, resulting in an apparently natural-seeming dispersal of gold dust.)

While the exact methods have changed, the principle hasn't:


It still remains the case that if you can find a crooked geologist, and if your fake mine is remote enough to make inspections unfeasible, you can get away with a lot. As recently as 1997, a more or less valueless hole in the ground in Indonesia was valued by Canadian investors at $12 billion, on the basis of reports which seemed to suggest that it was the largest gold discovery in the history of the world.



Trust often tends to look like a chain: the investors trust the lab conducting the assay report to carry out an honest test, and the lab trusts that it is receiving an uncontaminated mineral sample. A chain is only as strong as its weakest link. If you're able to bribe (or intimidate) a junior geologist into tampering with the core samples of a possible mining site, it's difficult (if not impossible) for the fraud to be detected further up the chain.  Every tier of the deception adds another layer of reputable-sounding third-party certification, which makes it appear that the site is more legitimate, but what looks like multiple data points (an assay report, a high rating from an investment advisor) are really all extrapolated from the same faulty (fraudulent) data point.

The Snowball Effect

Another major theme that Davies frequently revisits throughout the book is that frauds tend to grow bigger over time.

This is illustrated particularly well in a chapter that begins with the story of Charles Ponzi.  Let's say that in 1920, you want to raise capital, and decide that the best way to do it is by issuing Ponzi notes that can be redeemed for 50% more than their purchase price at the end of 90 days.  After 90 days, how do you pay back $150 to the investor who gave you $100?  You issue more Ponzi notes.  (With any luck, your original investor will realize the power of compound interest and decide to accept more notes in lieu of cash, because the only thing better than 50% returns after 90 days is 125% returns after 180 days, but if they want their money back, then you'll have to find new investors – and with each subsequent iteration, you'll have more and more outstanding notes, and have to find more and more investors.)

The principle that frauds tend to  "snowball" over time isn't exclusive to the observation about the arithmetic inherent in any kind of pyramid scheme. Fraud requires lying, and in any ongoing fraud, you need to constantly keep telling new lies to cover the old lies.  The fraud escalates in size, involving more and more people.

The book begins with a note to the effect of 'warning: crimes are bad, don't do the things described in this book or you'll regret it.' One can imagine a book about famous frauds in which this note is added at the publisher's insistence, and delivered to the audience by a wink and a nod by the author, but in Davies' case, the cautionary note feels sincere: the observation that criminals often report feeling "trapped" over time (and eventually feel relief when they are caught) seems like a natural consequence of the snowball effect, especially for individuals who didn't set out to become "career criminals," common for someone begins with a white collar crime.  A fraud might start small, but to cover up the initial fraud, they have to commit increasingly greater acts of fraud, often growing to include more and more members of the fraudster's social network, either as accomplices or victims.  The criminal can't really stop once they've started, because at any given point in the process, the only alternative to "commit crimes of escalating severity to cover up the original offense" is "get caught for the crimes you've already committed." Once the snowball starts, it's hard to stop it from rolling.

Davies ends his first chapter, saying:


Almost all of the fraudsters discussed in this book got caught. Some of them enjoyed a high lifestyle before they did. But many of them greeted their inevitable discovery with tears of joy that the whole wretched, stressful business had come to an end.



The Four Types of White-collar Crime

Davies loosely divides his book into four sections (plus an intro and outro and some asides about what his observations imply about the wider economy), each focusing on a different type of fraud, which arranges in order of ascending abstraction.


	
The Long Firm. (Of the white collar frauds that Davies describes, the "long firm" is the easiest to understand from a conceptual standpoint, but the hardest to understand semantically, because it has nothing to do with lengths or firms: etymologically, it comes from the Anglo-Saxon “galang” – fraudulent – and the Latin “firma” – signature). "The most basic kind of fraud is simply to borrow some money and not pay it back, or alternatively buy some goods and not pay for them. … A long firm makes you question whether you can trust anyone."



	
Counterfeiting.  "The only practical way to do many types of business is to trust that, for the most part, documents are what they appear to be, and that they prove what they claim to prove. Abusing this trust by creating false documents to verify false claims is counterfeiting. … A counterfeit makes you question the evidence of your eyes."



	
Control Fraud.  "A control fraud differs from the simpler kind because the means by which the value is extracted to the criminal is generally legitimate – high salaries, bonuses, stock options and dividends, but the legitimate payments are made on the basis of fictitious profits and unreal assets, and the manager tends to take vastly higher risks than those which would be taken by an honest businessman. … A control fraud makes you question your trust in the institutions of society."



	
And lastly, Market Crimes. Davies admits that "market crimes'' are the most abstract, and difficult to define: "More than any other, this kind of crime is a matter of judgment, local convention and practice, rather than one of cut and dried criminality. A blatant market crime in one jurisdiction could be considered aggressive but legal practice in another, and the definition of good business somewhere else. A long firm clearly falls under ‘Thou shalt not steal’, and a counterfeit under ‘Thou shalt not bear false witness’, but where’s the commandment ‘Thou shalt not trade securities while in possession of material non-public information’?" Still, even if norms may not be universal across time and geography, the existence of norms implies the existence of norm violations, and people don't like it when they see a violation of the way they think the world (or markets) are supposed to work.  "A market crime makes you question society itself."





The Long Firm

The first section of the book on the first type of white collar fraud was, from my perspective as a layman (and business owner), the most illuminating when it comes to understanding how the cogs of the modern economy function.

When I hear the word "loan" or "credit," I tend to think of financial institutions like banks.  However, as Davies points out, the vast majority of credit is extended from one business vendor to another.  He illustrates with a simple example:


If you’re selling sandwiches on the platform at the railway station, you get cash at lunchtime, but you need to buy bread and cheese in the morning. You could take out a bank loan to buy your supplies, but it’s more common to ask the food suppliers to give you the bread and cheese on credit. In general, in almost every industry, there is some general recognition of the fact that trade customers need to make and sell their product before they have cash to pay for their inputs, and that their suppliers are often in a better position to provide credit to bridge this gap than the financial system is.

Why is supplier credit so common? Because of the convenience factor. …

In the first place, it is comparatively cheap to provide. If the alternative to making a sale on credit is letting the goods hang around until the customer can raise the cash, there is a saving to be made by getting them moved out of your warehouse and into the customer’s. This is particularly the case for things like fresh bread, which has a limited shelf life. Second, and related to this, it drives sales. Being prepared to deal ‘on terms’ means that you can sell to start-up businesses and to customers who happen to be short of cash that week, rather than restricting yourself to only selling to people with ready money. And finally, it’s likely that a supplier will see somewhat less credit risk than a bank. For one thing, the supplier has an up-to-date picture of how the customer’s business is faring, simply by looking at the customer’s orders. And for another, when you provide bread and cheese on credit, you know that credit is being used to buy ingredients – a bank which lends cash is taking the risk that the loan might be used for a purpose other than the one for which it was intended.



If you give someone $10,000 in cash, they might decide to skip town with a suitcase full of money.  There are considerably fewer cases of people skipping town with a truck full of bread. However, it's entirely possible that our hypothetical sandwich seller might get his ingredients from suppliers on credit, sell the sandwiches, and – rather than using his revenues to pay back his suppliers – then take the money and skip town.  This is the essence of the long firm.

This seems a lot like theft – "you take a bunch of stuff, then don't pay for it" – but it has an advantage over regular theft due to when in the chronology the time takes place.  If you steal $10,000 worth of bread and then try to sell it, you're fencing stolen goods – which you might have a hard time doing if the cops are on the lookout for someone who just stole $10,000 worth of bread.  You avoid this entirely with commercial fraud: you 1) get the bread on credit, 2) sell it, then 3) make off with the money instead of paying back the vendor.  You only become a criminal in the final step: at the time that you're selling the bread, you're indistinguishable (to your customers and to the law) from any legitimate businessman.

Or…let's say that you didn't buy the bread on credit.  You are Bob, the president and majority shareholder of Bob's Sandwich Emporium LLC, so-named because it is a Limited Liability Company, a company whose purpose – as you might imagine – is to limit liability.  When Sandwich Emporium LLC gets bread on credit, the debt belongs to the business.  The creditors can go after Bob's Sandwich Emporium LLC, but can't touch the money in your personal bank account.  So, Bob's Sandwich Emporium LLC gets $10,000 worth of ingredients on credit, sells a bunch of sandwiches for $20,000 in revenue – out of which you pay yourself $20,000 for things like salary and naming rights (after all, you generously allowed Bob's Sandwich Emporium LLC the right to use your name) – leaving the company bank account with no assets to cover its liabilities.  Sandwich Emporium LLC declares bankruptcy, and its creditors are left empty handed.  (Actually, this scheme even works if you sell the sandwiches at a loss: if you only got $9,000 revenue out of $10,000 worth of sandwich ingredients, you don't particularly care, since you weren't going to pay back your creditors anyway.  And you can sell a pretty high volume of goods if you're willing to operate at a loss!)

Doing this intentionally is, of course, illegal.  But if you unintentionally run your business into the ground (while pulling money out of it in the form of salary and other benefits), then maybe you're just bad at business (though in some jurisdictions like the UK, you may be guilty of "wrongful trading for incurring liabilities when you know or should have known that the company was bound for insolvency).  Either way, you're a credit risk, which is a barrier to any would-be fraudster.

Another type of common "long firm" fraud is the "bust out":


[As] seen in the film Goodfellas and associated with organized crime. A moderately successful small business – a bar or restaurant, say – gets a new business partner for its owner. This can come about as the result of a brief period of financial distress and resort to a loan shark, or the bad guys can simply walk through the door with baseball bats. In any case, control has passed from a legitimate owner to a crook, and the new crooked owner can start abusing the trading record of the company to run up fraudulent credit.



A less-violent version of the bust-out (which may leave the previous owner completely oblivious as to what is happening until the cops come calling) is to buy a distressed business on an installment plan. The installment plan not only reduces the money that the fraudsters need to initiate the purchase, but perhaps more critically, it makes it appear as though the original owner is still in possession of the business, as they will have an interest in the company's continued success so that the new buyers can continue to make payments, and will often leave their name on the company letterhead while payments are being made. Thus, an unwitting owner can be turned into an unwitting frontman for a long firm scam. Or, alternatively:


Even when fraudsters pay up front for a company, it can be surprisingly difficult for the selling owner to organize a final board meeting to formalize the transfer of title. The minutes of such meetings have a habit of getting lost, leaving the previous owner sitting around as the only remaining representative of a long firm, trying to convince the police that a bad boy did it and ran away. Never sell a company for cash.



Counterfeiting

Davies begins the chapter on counterfeiting by telling the story of Alves dos Reis. His career in forgery began in 1916:


He decided to take a Portuguese university diploma, copy it, attribute it to the ‘Oxford University Polytechnic School of Engineering’ and give himself qualifications in engineering, geology, geometry, physics, metallurgy, mathematics, palaeography, chemistry, mechanics and civil design. As well as teaching him that Portuguese notaries would stamp anything, this helped him get a job as chief engineer of Angola’s railway system. Despite the fact that his degree was a fake, Alves Reis managed to teach himself enough engineering on the job to avoid disaster, and returned to his homeland in 1923 with a little money of his own and a good reputation.

Neither lasted long.



Alves dos Reis's story has many ups and downs, including one elaborate "the check's in the mail" scheme which involved buying a failing railway company that was being bailed out by the Portuguese government, paying for the purchase of the company by writing checks from a New York bank (paper checks which would have to be carried by sea in a process that would take multiple weeks), then raiding the company's treasury for the bailout funds and depositing the money into his own account before the checks arrived.  (Davies omits the details of this particular episode from his biography of Alves dos Reis, as they're not particularly germane to the discussion of counterfeiting, but the scheme seems too good not to share.)

After spending 54 days in jail for the aforementioned railway embezzlement, Alves dos Reis embarked on the fraud that would make him a notorious figure in Portuguese history.

The Bank of Portugal, wanting the latest in anti-counterfeiting technology, had previously decided to outsource their production to the trusted and prestigious London firm of Waterlow & Sons. The London firm had printed the legitimate bank notes and they entered circulation, largely without incident.  Knowing this, Alves Reis forged a contract (and other documents), approached Waterlow & Sons, and claimed that he had been authorized by the Bank of Portugal to print more banknotes. The printing firm, believing Alves Reis was a legitimate representative of the Portuguese government, produced 200,000 banknotes with a face value of 500 escudos each, totaling 100 million escudos. At the time, this amount represented around 1% of Portugal's GDP.

Some of the details of Alves dos Reis's story could make for the plot of a heist movie, which might strain audience credulity when arriving at the scene where the scheme started to unravel. Because he had a literal license to print money, each of the notes he printed had a unique serial number (though, not knowing the exact serial numbers of the legal notes already in circulation, it was possible that one of his counterfeit notes might be printed with the same serial number for a previously-printed legal bank note that was already in circulation).  By sheer coincidence, during an investigation into Alves dos Reis, one investigator happened to spot a counterfeit bank note that had been placed next to a legitimate bank note of the same serial number.[1] At that point, the jig was up, and it was only a matter of time before he was caught and arrested.

The scheme ended up shaking the foundations of Portuguese society:


Inflation took off as confidence in the currency slumped. The Bank of Portugal ended up having to recall all 500-escudo notes and swap them for 1,000-escudo notes. The army staged a coup, and brought in the ‘Estado Novo’ dictatorship which ruled Portugal until 1974. For most of this time, the country was ruled by an economics professor, Antonio Salazar, who must have occasionally pondered the series of events that brought him to power.

The Portuguese Bank Note Affair remains one of the most tragic cases in which the weak link in a high-trust society (in this case, notaries) ended up pulling down the whole structure of trust itself.



Davies notes that counterfeiting currency is "something of a closed loop: once the paper is created, the crime is complete."  The crime doesn't have a single victim; the victim is the whole of society, and the damage is the loss of trust that comes from knowing that counterfeits are circulating.

However, currency counterfeiting is also one of the least-common forms of counterfeiting: the profit from counterfeiting a single bank note is limited to the amount printed on it, and a lot of currencies come with anti-counterfeiting measures built in.  Your job is easier (and your potential returns are much higher) if you counterfeit something like a contract.

In fact, this is exactly how Alves dos Reis committed his Portuguese bank note fraud: he didn't run a fly-by-night printing operation in some hidden warehouse; he used a fake contract to trick a legitimate printing firm (which, up until that point, had been a source of legitimate Portuguese bank notes) into believing that he was authorized to print bank notes.  Because the counterfeit notes came from the same printer, there was nothing physically distinguishing them as fakes.  The only difference between the genuine bank notes and the counterfeits was that one set of notes had been printed with the official authorization of the Bank of Portugal, while the other had not.

Usually, the word "counterfeit" brings to mind the image of funny money and forged artwork, but nearly all of the profit in counterfeiting comes from commercial frauds.  (As previously mentioned, as an enterprising gold miner you could send a counterfeit sample to a mineral lab to get an assay report to dupe investors into thinking you're sitting on the mother lode.  Or you could have a counterfeit blood test device to convince stakeholders to invest money to trust your blood-testing startup.)

Davies notes that sometimes "counterfeiting" – which Davies stretches past its strict legal definition, and in this chapter loosely defines as the act of trying to pass something off as something that it's not – doesn't necessarily require forging documents.  For example, if you're in the medical field, you could take this sophisticated approach:


In the 1990s, British Biotech was at the very earliest stages of testing an anticancer drug called marimastat. It filed plans with the FDA saying that it intended to test marimastat on cancer patients, and to measure its progress in reducing their tumors by monitoring levels of cancer antigens in their blood. The FDA’s immediate response was to say that “you cannot measure tumor size by counting antigen levels, they are not closely enough correlated in that way,” and that it would only accept data based on actual measurements of the tumors.

However, the FDA does not actually ban you from doing a trial it considers to be worthless (unless it’s also dangerous), and so British Biotech went ahead. It then commenced to send out a stream of positive-sounding press releases about how well the antigen-level trials were going, omitting to mention in any of them that so far as getting closer to an approved drug, they might as well not have bothered. The company ended up getting in serious trouble with the securities regulators, as it was felt that the investing public should not be expected to know quite so much about the FDA’s views on antigens. 



In this case, no test results or approval documents were forged: the company got into trouble when they took something that was legal and real and truthful ("we got approval from the FDA to move ahead with antigen trials") and used it to suggest something misleading (in this case, falsely implying "the approval to perform these tests gets us materially closer to obtaining FDA approval.")

Counterfeit loans

Another form of counterfeiting is to take bad loans and try to pass them off as good loans, which is an example that's more interesting for what it says about loans than for what it says about counterfeiting.

What causes a lender to do poorly and go out of business?  An obvious answer would be "lending money to people who don't pay it back."  That answer, in addition to being obvious, is also wrong.  The lender knows that some of their borrowers won't pay them back: that's why risky borrowers pay a high interest rate.  If 10% of your borrowers default, that's not a problem if you predicted that 10% of your borrowers would default, because you priced that in when making the loan.  If you assume that 5% of your lenders will default, and then 10% of them default, that's where you run into problems.

"Good loans" are profitable for lenders, obviously.  But "bad loans," which trade at a different price, can also be profitable for lenders, provided they're properly priced as such. The problem is when you have a bad loan that looks like (and is priced like) a good loan.

If you take a "bad loan" (like a subprime mortgage) and disguise it as a "good loan" (by repackaging it as a "mortgage-backed security" or "collateralized debt obligations"), that's conceptually not so different from taking 10 karat gold and trying to pass it off as 18 karat gold: you're selling a real product (which the buyer might have even been willing to buy at a fair price), but lying about the quality allowed you to charge them a higher price.

(Distributed) Control Fraud

If you look it up in a reference book, you'll probably see "control fraud" defined as a type of corporate fraud wherein individuals in positions of power manipulate the company's operations, financial statements, or internal controls for personal gain.

This wide definition encompasses so many different things that it doesn't feel particularly useful.  However, Davies is most interested in something more specific, what he names "distributed control fraud."

As an example, he describes the UK's Payment Protection Insurance (PPI) mis-selling scandal.  PPI is an insurance product designed to cover borrowers' loan or credit card repayments if they become ill, unemployed, deceased, or otherwise unable to earn income to make their payments. Davies comments on the reason that this new product offering likely seemed like a good idea to the bank managers who decided to start offering it in the early 1990s (and the reasons to be suspicious of it):


It was a long-dated insurance product in which the premiums were collected up front but the claims paid much later. As always, not all such products are intrinsically fraudulent, but if you are planning on doing something you shouldn’t, this is one of the tools you’ll want to have in your kit.



As always, the devil was in the details, with many bank branches selling a version of the product that Davies describes as "highly toxic": the PPI sold to many consumers was not as comprehensive as most consumers would have reasonably expected it to be.  But banks controlled an important distribution channel (they could sell customers the Payment Protection Insurance at the same time that the consumer was applying for a loan), and thus banks would end up charging premiums roughly 4 times what an independent provider would have charged.

Things got even worse in the way the products were marketed:


Branch staff were given aggressive sales targets for PPI, and overall revenue targets which would be impossible to reach without selling it to an absurd number of their customers. It was difficult for the staff to resist this pressure. Compared to previous generations of the same industry, counter staff were less qualified and worse trained. …

What happens when you take an under-trained sales force, give them a bad-quality financial product and tell them they will be disciplined or fired if they don’t sell enough of it? Nothing good, obviously. … Lots of it was hardly even ‘sold’ at all – the staff just added it on to the documentation and pricing and handed it over to the customer to sign, hoping they wouldn’t notice.

And when it was sold, harassed branch staff had this habit of lying massively about it; over-representing the benefits, concealing the full cost and, to a truly shameful extent, telling the borrowers that it was either a legal requirement or a condition of getting the loan and that they had to take out PPI even if they didn’t want to.



Given the number of customers who were outright lied to, this seems like blatant fraud on a wide scale.  Who are the villains in this story?  Do we blame the bank branch retail employees? Certainly, they made a moral choice to lie (lying to customers about the product they were selling, and in some cases lying about customers having knowingly consented to purchase the product).

But when you have thousands of bank branch employees lying to meet their quotas so they can keep their  £10/hr job, they certainly don't seem like criminal masterminds: none of them were getting rich off the scam. They were low-level employees who were responding to bad incentives.  Should we instead aim the blame at the bosses who were responsible for creating the incentives in the first place? 


The bosses … were responsible for creating the conditions under which the UK banking branch networks become a criminogenic environment. But, as far as anyone can tell, they didn’t tell the branch staff to misrepresent the PPI policies and were horrified and took appropriate action on the occasions when they found out what was going on. The problem was simply that they never did find out, because they didn’t make enough effort to find out.

This is why nobody went to jail over PPI. Prosecuting the small fry and letting off the big bosses is unedifying and leaves a bad taste. … But prosecuting the people at the top of the tree only works in situations when they meet you halfway by committing a crime. To the frustration of all, it is not a crime to set stupid targets for your sales force, nor is it a crime to fail to check up on them. At the time when the PPI scandal happened, it just wasn’t a crime to run your bank really badly.[2]



This is the essence of a "distributed control fraud." Davies summarizes it by saying "it shows us how an organization can become criminogenic without ever really intending to, simply as the natural result of what happens when a dysfunctional industry meets a weak management structure, under pressure."

Another way to look at control fraud (broadly, not just the specific kind of "distributed control fraud" that Davies discusses) is as a commercial fraud-tinged exercise in public choice theory: adding complexity to any system often means adding more managers, and as Davies remarks, "the worst thing about adding more managers is that managers are people, and people have their own incentives."

Perhaps a more significant downside to complex systems:


The easier something is to manage – the more possible it is to take a comprehensive view of all that’s going on, and to check every transaction individually – the more difficult it is to defraud.

Vulnerability to crime, in other words, tends to scale with the cognitive demands placed on the management of a business. The more things a manager has to pay attention to, the easier it becomes to carry out a commercial fraud.



It seems to follow that the more centrally-planned an economy is, the more vulnerable it becomes to fraud, corruption, and exploitation by bad actors.  (The extent to which various 20th century experiments in centrally planned economies support this conclusion is left as an exercise to the reader.)

Market Crimes

Distributed control fraud is abstract and difficult to label as "fraud" because it's possible for the higher-ups to unwittingly create a criminogenic environment through incentives: in that case, it's clear that a crime has happened, but possible that nobody goes to jail.

Market crimes are even more abstract, because not only is it unclear whether people behaved unethically, but the ethical standards themselves are what is in question:


More than any other, this kind of crime is a matter of judgment, local convention, and practice, rather than one of cut-and-dried criminality. A blatant market crime in one jurisdiction could be considered aggressive but legal practice in another and the definition of good business somewhere else.



Not only do different jurisdictions have differences of opinion about what constitutes a market crime when it comes to degree, but in some cases, the standards of what's considered ethical market behavior can be completely reversed in polarity.

For example, nowadays we tend to frown upon price fixing and collusion: we expect different vendors within a market to compete against each other.  If you ask for an explanation of why we think this should be the norm, economists will probably tell you something about price signals, and those making a more emotional appeal will talk about how it harms consumers, and companies have an ethical obligation to keep bidding lower and lower on price until their margins have been sliced razor-thin.  However, says Davies, for the centuries leading up to the 18th century, "the intuition had been opposite – that a shopkeeper who undercut his fellow merchants was doing a shameful thing. Marx’s Capital, nearly a century later, still refers to ‘full-priced’ bakers denouncing their ‘underselling’ rivals to a parliamentary committee of inquiry.”

Adam Smith was breaking with centuries of tradition when, in The Wealth of Nations, he frowned practice of price fixing by describing it as a "conspiracy against the public." And even though believed that price fixing had a pernicious effect, he believed that it would be "impossible indeed to prevent such meetings," as any meeting that tried to ban conspiratorial price-fixing would have either been impossible to execute, or inconsistent with liberty and justice.  (He wrote this in 1776, but had the US Constitution and Bill of Rights existed at the time, he might have argued that a meeting between two competitors to decide how to price their wares would be protected by the First Amendment.)

The things that we outlaw as market crimes tend to become "crimes" (as opposed to "things that are generally frowned upon") specifically because of negative externalities. When the profits are centralized while the costs are distributed, it creates bad incentives, and laws are one way to solve this. (Davies begins a chapter by quoting SCOTUS Justice Benjamin N. Cardozo, who said “The final cause of law is the welfare of society.”)

"Market crimes" are violations of laws where the victim is "the market," or more specifically, trust in the market.  Inside traders damage public trust in the stock market. Market manipulation interferes with people's ability to trust price signals.  Cornering the market reduces market liquidity, market transparency, and disrupts price signals.

However, these "harms" to the market can seem pretty abstract, and enforcing laws and regulations to prevent them might not naturally square with our moral intuitions.  Indeed, Davies points out, "Sometimes it can even be the case that the rules made by the market to protect its own integrity involve pretty palpable injustice to the people who end up on the wrong end."  Consider the example of Clarence Saunders, "the inventor of the modern self-service supermarket with his Piggly Wiggly chain":

Don't Mess With Markets (Or Those Who Regulate Them)

Piggly Wiggly Stores Inc. was a publicly-traded company with sound financials. However, there was a bit of confusion by investors over the difference between "Piggly Wiggly Stores Inc.", "Piggly Wiggly Corporation," and a third different company which went bankrupt at a time when it had run a number of locations franchised by Piggly Wiggly Corporation.  (Many saw the words "Piggly Wiggly" and "bankrupt" in the same headlines and assumed that the story had something to do with the publicly traded company "Piggly Wiggly Stores Inc.")

Thus began a "bear raid" on the publicly traded company (which, to be clear, was not the company that was going bankrupt, nor the company that had had them as a customer).  Those who had shares in the company sold them, and those who didn't own shares shorted it (borrowing shares so that they could sell them).

Clarence Saunders, seeing that stock in his company was trading at what he thought was an unfairly low price, executed a "short squeeze."  If you were witness to the /r/wallstreetbets Gamestop short squeeze in January 2021, you understand the basic concept, though the details are different:

For one thing (unlike Gamestop), Piggly Wiggly Stores Inc. was a firm that actually seemed to have sound financials.   For another, Clarence Saunders was attempting to execute this short squeeze in 1922, when stocks were traded as physical pieces of paper, making the system of "IOUs" that enable short-selling much more tangible, and the market far less liquid (and thus easier to corner or manipulate).  And perhaps most significantly, Clarence Saunders was not a third-party rallying people on an internet forum; he was buying his company's shares using shares from his own personal funds, money he had borrowed (which ended up millions of dollars, a huge amount in 1922), and the company's funds.

The act of using funds from the Piggly Wiggly Stores Inc bank account to buy shares in Piggly Wiggly Stores Inc. sounds a lot like a "buyback" (something which companies do from time to time; Apple seems to be a particular fan of the practice having done it most recently in 2022), but nowadays the SEC has strict rules about when and how buybacks can be executed, and many aspects of buybacks as we understand them today weren't formalized until the 1980's.

The good news for Clarence was that none of these rules restricting buybacks existed, meaning that none of what he did was, technically speaking, illegal.  The bad news was that because the practice of "using your company's cash to buy your company's stock" hadn't been established as "a thing that non-crooked companies generally do," the authorities didn't look favorably upon it; Davies remarks that "frankly it looks like the sort of thing that a control fraud would do."


And in general, as with the rules against insider dealing, it is not all that good for the image of stock market investment in general for the prices of popular shares to be pushed about by secret plans made by rich insiders.

It was for this reason that the Exchange had passed a rule in 1922 empowering it to take measures to prevent market corners. And Clarence Saunders was the first person to fall foul of this rule. It was not a criminal charge that tripped him up, or even a civil lawsuit. It was a simple extension of the settlement period. 



Saunders' short squeeze had been premised on the low liquidity and a tight settlement period: the short sellers who had borrowed shares would be forced to buy shares at the end of the settlement period, and after cornering the market, Saunders was the only person who owned a significant number of shares for sale, allowing him to force the short sellers to buy from him at an exorbitant price in order to settle their loans.

But when the SEC responded by changing the rules and extending the settlement period by one week, the plan started to unravel: giving the short sellers an extra week to procure shares made a huge difference, because remember, this happened in 1922, when "stock certificates" were pieces of paper that could travel around the country.  Rather than being forced to buy shares from Clarence's office, the short sellers could visit small investors all over the South and Midwest who held Piggly Wiggly shares (in many cases, the brokers from regional offices would go literally knocking on the doors of retail investors who had bought shares from them, offering to buy the share for a price that was a significant profit for the retail investor but still significantly less than the price Clarence Saunders was trying to extract).

In the end, the price of Saunders' shares still left him with a profit, but the profit from the stock's price movement wasn't enough to cover the cost of the interest on the $10 millions in loans he had taken out in order to buy shares to execute the squeeze (that was a lot of money back in 1922, and it didn't help that the extension meant he was paying another week's worth of interest on his loans). In the end, he went bankrupt. Davies ends the Clarence Saunders story with this:


He had played the game and won, but they had changed the rules.

These days, a corner like that would never have been allowed to get started; as soon as it became clear that you were manipulating the share price, the regulators would step in and require you to stop, then start to look through the books to decide which specific charge they were going to bring against you.



To some, that sentence might seem to uncomfortably rhyme with Lavrentiy Beria's classic "show me the man and I'll show you the crime."  In the case of the Soviet Union, the implied advice was "don't become an enemy of the state."  In the case of Clarence Saunders, the implied advice is "don't become an enemy of the market":


This is the quintessence of a market crime; all Clarence did was buy shares at the going price, and everyone who dealt with him did so willingly and transparently. He did not deceive anyone; he literally took out advertisements in the newspapers saying what he was doing. But the market wanted to protect itself, and his conduct was disruptive to a set of economic institutions that other people rely on. So tough luck, Clarence. … he died a lot poorer and less happy than if he’d never borrowed $10 million to teach Wall Street a lesson.



Thus, a caveat for the following advice:

[image: ]


Alt text: @eigenrobot tweet: "america is a land of innovation and its baked into our constitution. our prohibition on ex post facto law, for example, means there's immense alpha for firms that successfully productize new types of crimes



If you plan to put this into action, make sure that your "new type of crime" isn't a market crime. "Ex post facto law" applies to the courts, but regulators have ways of punishing you even when you technically haven't broken the law.

Market Crimes Aren't Victimless

Despite portraying Clarence Saunders in a somewhat sympathetic manner, Davies makes it clear that he isn't soft on "market crime." Nowhere is this more clear than in the example of Quanta Resources Corporation, an operation with mob connections which found that it was a lot cheaper to dispose of toxic chemicals if you ignored the laws and regulations that were created to minimize negative externalities.  (Once you find a way to illegally dump your waste, you can scale the operation up, as toxic waste disposal is a thing that many companies will pay for.)  It might not look like the archetypal "market crime," but Davies argues that it deserves to be categorized as such:


The illegal dumping of toxic waste hardly seems like a minor or technical offense – it’s one of the most serious corporate crimes of violence that there is, and given the orders of magnitude of people affected, it almost certainly significantly exceeds the worst excesses of the Mafia in terms of the number of deaths caused. But it is a kind of fraud (and one which often involves other frauds in counterfeiting safety certification), and as a kind of fraud, it is essentially a market crime. If anything, the inclusion of this category of corporate violence under this heading ought to disabuse the reader of any sense that market crimes are ‘technical’ or ‘victimless’; they include some of the most callous and despicable actions ever to be carried out under the heading of crimes of dishonesty.



Davies remarks on the possibility that fraudsters may delude themselves into believing they are like Robin Hood (the 13th century outlaw, not the 21st century trading app): your victims are often "rich people," and you get to do it without violence (when toxic waste isn't involved).  In the case of abstract "market crimes," people may even believe they are committing a "victimless crime."  However, these crimes aren't truly victimless:


The victim is the market itself rather than a particular person who has lost an identifiable sum of money. Market crimes can be very lucrative, but they make other users of the market more reluctant to extend the trust that makes the system work.



The chapter on Alves dos Reis and the Bank of Portugal, while not an example of a market crime per se, serves as a good object lesson in how damaging public trust can undermine the economy (and political structure) of an entire country.

What's not in the book

For this review, I read (and quoted from) both the 2018 UK version of this book, and the 2021 US version of the book.  While the content is largely the same, there are a few differences.  For example, in the chapter about control fraud, Davies uses the UK's PPI mis-selling scandal as an illustrative example of "distributed control fraud."  In the US version of the book, this section instead focuses on several aspects of the US foreclosure crisis, such as "robosigning." In a few places, certain sections are left intact but are rearranged, particularly in the intro, where each version chooses a different story to serve as its chapter 1 "hook".

The 2021 US version also adds a few other examples that weren't part of the 2018 UK edition, including Elizabeth Holmes' Theranos, and Donald Trump's Hotels & Resorts – I am unsure if these were added because they might be more relevant to the interest of US readers, or if the UK version of the book was completed and sent off to the editor too soon for "examples ripped from 2016 headlines" to make the cut.

If Davies were working on a new updated version of the book, what would he add? I think the answer is fairly obvious: 2022 saw the collapse of one of the world's biggest cryptocurrency exchanges (FTX) after it was discovered that they had improperly been using customer deposits. FTX is currently going through bankruptcy, where filings seem to indicate that they owe at least $3.1 billion to roughly 1 million creditors, many of whom may not get their money back. FTX founder Sam Bankman-Fried (SBF) is facing an eight-count federal indictment including multiple counts of wire fraud, wire fraud conspiracy, and a charge of conspiracy to commit money laundering, among other charges.

Having first read the book in 2021 and more recently reread it with the benefit of "FTX hindsight," many sections of the book seemed to "rhyme" with the FTX story, particularly the section on Charles Ponzi, for reasons that have very little to do with pyramid schemes.

Just as SBF's story doesn't begin with FTX, Ponzi's story doesn't begin with the Ponzi note.  Ponzi's story begins as the story of a legitimate businessman pursuing what appears to be an exciting arbitrage opportunity exploiting a difference in exchange rates between two countries.  (Sound familiar?)

Ponzi was a publisher, and came to a realization when a prospective customer in Spain sent him an International Reply Coupon (IRC) to cover a postage expense:


While cashing in the IRC, Ponzi realized that while these coupons were convertible into a set amount of postage in each of the participating systems of the Universal Postal Union, they also sold for a set amount of local currency in each of the countries. The IRC system therefore defined a set of fixed exchange rates via its table of prices, and these exchange rates could differ significantly from the market rates…

Ponzi even carried out a trial transaction, sending dollars to a relative in Italy to convert into lire, buy IRCs and mail them back to Boston. He then took these coupons to the post office in Milk Street, exchanging them for US stamps worth around double his initial investment. It looked like a free money machine, and all he needed was more capital.



Sam Bankman-Fried's origin story begins in a similar manner: his foray into cryptocurrency began with the Alameda Research trading firm, whose first mission was focused on an arbitrage opportunity that they discovered: the story, as SBF tells it, is that there was enough of a price differential between the price of cryptocurrency on US and Japanese exchanges that, if you were set up to trade in both markets, you could exploit the difference and make "free money."

But running a trading firm costs money, and so Ponzi and SBF had to raise capital.  Ponzi's fundraising method was to offer a single investment product to would-be financiers: he promised investors 50% returns on a 90 day loan, and if they doubted Ponzi's ability to repay the loan, they were free to recall it: at any date before maturity, investors could withdraw their initial investment with no penalty.  (Very, very few did this, because that meant missing out on that 50% return.)

"High returns with no risk" sounds too good to be true, but a 2018 fundraising deck for Alameda Research makes exactly that promise:


Investment offerings

PACKAGES

We offer one investment product: 

15% annualized fixed rate loans (no lockup)

[...]

HIGH RETURNS WITH NO RISK

These loans have no downside – we guarantee full payment the principle and interest [sic], enforceable under US law and established by all parties' legal counsel. We are extremely confident we will be able to pay this amount. In the unlikely case where we lose more than 2% over a month we will give investors the opportunity to recall funds and we will still guarantee full repayment.

[source] [slide link]



15% APR on a risk-free deposit isn't quite as generous as 50% returns in 90 days, but it's probably about as high as you can offer while still sounding somewhat plausible. Investor credulity has its limits.

That being said, people are more willing to trust you if you're an ingroup member. Most of Charles Ponzi's early investors were, like Ponzi himself, members of Boston's Italian-American community.  Davies notes that affinity group membership can be a way to infiltrate a web or network of trust. An offer that sounds "too good to be true" might sound more believable if it's coming from a member of your church congregation:


Pyramid schemes are so rife among churches that guides to pastors have been published on how to spot one developing in your congregation. These come complete with lists of biblical references to use in preaching sermons on the illusory nature of promised riches. (Ecclesiastes 5:5, for example, “Better is it that thou shouldest not vow, than that thou shouldest vow and not pay.”) 



While I won't enter a discussion of whether Effective Altruism is a "religion," the EA community does seem to share some common traits with religious congregations. When someone is part of your congregation, they're not just signaling shared group affinity; it's specifically the sort of group where membership also signals moral virtue.  (If you're an Effective Altruist, you probably trust a fellow EA more than you trust a fellow rock climber, or a fellow Trekkie.)

SBF went to considerable time and expense to signal Effective Altruist group affiliation: in 2022, the FTX Future Fund gave more than $160 million to EA causes.  In April 2022, he appeared as a guest on the 80,000 Hours podcast for a 3-hour interview with Rob Wiblin.

One of the main themes that runs through Davies' book is the way that fraudsters tend to infiltrate webs or networks of trust. You don't have time to vet everyone you associate with, and so you assume a certain level of transitive trust.  When I listen to an episode of the 80,000 Hours podcast, I generally assume that the person Rob is sitting down to interview for 3 hours is not a crook.  And Rob, for his part, probably also assumes he's not talking to a crook when he schedules an interview with the founder of a company that has raised over a billion dollars in VC funding.  It's a reasonable assumption for him to make: were I a podcast host, or some other prominent member of the EA community, I'd probably trust the VCs to stand by the integrity of the firms they invest in for the same reason that I trust the bank to stand by the authenticity of the bills that come out of their ATM.  It seems like a safe assumption that they have considerably more interest than I do in making sure everything is on the up-and-up, and considerably more resources to check to make sure that there's nothing funny going on.

The longer things go on, the more you accumulate "credibility via association," and the more entrenched you become in the network of trust. Of course, the longer things run, the more your financial problems grow.  Ponzi's financial problems grew for obvious reasons (it's really hard to deliver 50% returns every 90 days).  SBF had financial problems, too: FTX raided customer deposits (and relied on users continuing to "invest" in FTT, the platform's native cryptocurrency). It's putting into action something that Charles Ponzi was keenly aware of:


He was aware from the earliest stages of his scheme that he was only buying time and was relying on his ability to find another idea, as brilliant as the postal scheme but not as impossible to execute. He was decades ahead of his time in understanding that “assets controlled” is more important to a wholly dishonest actor than “assets owned.”



(Ponzi's "free money" source of International Reply Coupon arbitrage was not as profitable in practice as it was in concept.)

SBF, much like Ponzi, was desperately in search of something that would actually make his operation profitable, as SBF wasn't nearly as successful as he portrayed himself to be: according to bankruptcy professionals managing the entities that SBF helmed, between Alameda Research and FTX, he posted a net loss of $3.7 billion from inception to 2021.  Raiding customer deposits – and getting people to "invest" in FTX's native cryptocurrency FTT – gave them the liquidity to keep operating.

What lessons would Davies hope for us to learn from the example of SBF?  Partly, the saga of Sam Bankman-Fried seems like a parable about laundering reputation and credibility: if it's possible for people to buy respectability, then it's important to realize that crooks often control assets that they can use to buy respectability (even if the assets aren't theirs, strictly speaking).  And at a certain point, the extra layers of respectability aren't really "earned" or even "bought" so much as picked up through sheer inertia.

Some people have tried to use the FTX collapse as the basis for arguing for more regulation.  But as Davies repeatedly reminds us over the course of the book, fraud is an equilibrium phenomenon.  Consider the example presented in the book of the strict controls put into place to prevent counterfeit drugs from entering sanctioned channels, driving up drug prices to the point where some people are buying from unlicensed online pharmacy.  If going through the sanctioned channels becomes too expensive, or too inconvenient, people will eschew the protection entirely and go for unsanctioned online pharmacies. 

This is similar to what happened with FTX: FTX, seeing the US regulatory environment as too prohibitive to run a cryptocurrency exchange, opted to set up shop in the Bahamas, where considerably fewer protections exist. Many customers opted to follow them there. In several interviews, SBF was asked about why they'd set up shop in the Bahamas, and the answer he repeatedly gave was that the US regulatory environment was too strict. At the time, this did not seem to strike most interviews as a weird or suspicious thing to say: "of course nobody would want to do business in the US."

If you want people to do things on the up-and-up, and they have the option of moving to a different environment that cares significantly less about things being done on the up-and-up, then making things more difficult in your jurisdiction will likely send more people over to the less-regulated one: this applies not only to fraudsters, but to many individuals who exist in the category of "normal people."  And when more "normal people" start doing this, this also makes it easier for bad actors to move around in the less-regulated channels while credibly masquerading as normal people who just don't want to deal with all that pesky and unreasonable regulation.  (SBF credibly masqueraded as such, making no effort to hide the reason he chose to do business in the Bahamas.)

(I'm not well-informed enough to know if the FTX collapse warrants regulatory action, but my one suggestion to regulators would be that if you're going say "We need to pass this regulation to prevent the next FTX," please consider if the thing you are proposing is something that would have actually prevented FTX.)

What's not in the review

While Lying For Money is a great educational resource that improved my understanding of several parts of the economy, much of the value of the book comes from the sheer entertainment value of reading about famous, infamous, and not-so-famous frauds and capers.  (Oftentimes, the not-so-famous stories are the most entertaining: one might imagine that when Dan Davies was selling the proposal, any book promising to cover "legendary frauds" had to include Bernie Madoff and Enron.  The other, less-known anecdotes can be plucked out and included because they are interesting, rather than because Davies and his publisher felt a sense of obligation to include them.)

A good chunk of the entertainment value also comes from Davies' (often dry) wit and frequent asides, which frequently appear as footnotes.  For example:


The English language has an irregular verb to describe the problematic effects of performance contracts, depending on how much sympathy you feel for the person at the sharp end. I respond to incentives / You game the system / He is a crook.



Another sample footnote:


Forgive the digression, but the phrase ‘corporate drone’ is meaningless. Drones don’t do the work in beehives. Worker bees do. A ‘corporate drone’ would be someone whose only purpose was to fertilize the corporate queen and I can’t think of a single company that’s managed that way.



But the book's 140+ footnotes aren't just random witticisms.  Some are simply informative tangents that deliver on the book's other core value proposition, which is "teaching you things you didn't know about how the world works":


Americans and readers in other countries that don’t have a VAT might be scratching their heads a bit here. Why, why do this, rather than just charging sales tax on the final price? Basically, because when sales taxes get higher than about 8 per cent, people start making strenuous efforts to avoid them, and retail customers don’t report their accounts to the government but business customers do. So by charging the VAT stage by stage through the process of distribution, you get a series of automatically generated checks; when Freddy claims a refund of £200,000 it triggers a check that Jim-Bob has paid the same amount. As well as facilitating checking, the system of refunds for VAT already paid on inputs ensures that the tax doesn’t ‘layer’ – you don’t want the eventual tax rate on the final sale to depend on the number of different companies and wholesalers involved in the process.



If I tried to provide a "list of things that didn't exactly fit in the review but were too interesting not to share," it would probably double the length of this review.  Fortunately, I don't need to include that list, because Ozy has already written "Interesting Facts From Lying For Money," which you can read at Thing of Things.  (If you want to get an idea for the breadth of topics that are covered in the book, rather than a summary of its main "theses," that's the post you should be reading.)


Notes


[1]

A big part of the fun of Lying For Money is reading stories with details that would be too outlandish to be considered plausible, except for the fact that they actually happened.



[2]

Davies footnotes this by adding, "It has since been made one, in the UK at least. The 2013 Financial Services (Banking Reform) Act provides criminal penalties for a senior executive of a failed financial institution if they should have known that their institution was being run recklessly. Whether this criminal offence will survive its first contact with human rights legislation is yet to be tested at the time of writing; the corresponding US legislation under the Sarbanes-Oxley Act is regarded by a lot of lawyers to be probably unconstitutional."






Man's Search For Meaning

[This is one of the finalists in the 2023 book review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. 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]


Patient in Labor: What do I do?

Obstetrician: Nothing, dear, you're not qualified.

— Monty Python's The Meaning of Life



Preface 

Hello, reader. This is one of those reviews that starts with one book and switches to a completely different book in the middle. Plus a few more twists. Also, there will be orcs, golems, concentration camps, a lot of questions, mostly rhetorical, conjectures, wild swings and some poetry. It starts with a Monty Python’s quote, and it will only get more serious from there. It might all come together towards the end, but catharsis is never guaranteed. We will also use our imagination a lot. So consider yourself warned. 

Part 1

[image: ]

As we begin, dear reader (if you braved through the preface, you are already dear to me), please imagine a young and talented man of 37 years of age. His name is Viktor Emil Frankl. He is a doctor with a specialty in psychology. He studied from the most esteemed psychologists of the generation, including Sigmund Freund and Alfred Adler, but he also formulated his own approach and started his own practice. He was recently appointed a head of the neurology department in one of the major hospitals in the capital of his country. He is writing a book that he is immensely proud of. He is also nine months into a rather happy marriage.

And then he and all his family are being sent to a concentration camp.

I know that you might have seen this twist coming. It is one of the most famous books written by a psychologist, after all. It is also more than fifty years old. But I wanted to model an infinitesimal  fraction of his life-shattering loss, and let him come, at least to the tiniest extent, to life in your mind, dear reader. This exercise in empathy and imagination will come handy in the future, but for now just keep his image alive.

The first version of the book in question, Man’s Search for Meaning, was written by Frankl in 1946 in his native German. The book was translated to English in 1959, and quickly became a world sensation. It consists of two parts. The first is dedicated to prisoner’s life (or, rather, survival) in the concentration camp, from arrival to release. The second part is a rather concise explanation of Frankl’s theory, interspersed with some cases from his psychological practice. It would seem that the second part is more important to the author himself. Alas, a reader’s attention is almost inevitably more drawn to the first. I also expect that it is a reason for the book’s popularity. 

The book is written in a pleasant, if somewhat dry manner, sometimes with a strange emotional detachment from described gruesome events. I believe this is due to the author’s professional deformation, and not a traumatic one. Frankl, pardon the unwanted, but necessary pun, is very frank and very direct. Here he describes the first hours of his arrival to the camp, after a majority of reluctant passengers did not pass the process of “Selektion”. 


We who were saved, the minority of our transport, found out the truth in the evening. I inquired from prisoners who had been there for some time where my colleague and friend P– had been sent.

“Was he sent to the left side?”

“Yes,” I replied.

“Then you can see him there,” I was told.

“Where?” a hand pointed to the chimney a few hundred yards off, which was sending a column of flame up into the grey sky of Poland. It dissolved into a sinister cloud of smoke.



Although it starts from the beginning and ends at the end, this part of the book is not a diary in the strictest sense, it is still somewhat loose, both chronologically and geographically (Frankl spent three years in four different concentration camps — Theresienstadt, Auschwitz-Birkenau, Kaufering, and Türkheim). He brings to life his first-hand experiences in order to illustrate his more global observations, and structures his writing by the different aspects of camp incarceration, rather than a mere sequence of events. The author himself calls this part an “existential validation of my theories”. 

Frankl identifies two major stages in a prisoner’s camp existence. The first one is characterized by shock, denial, and unwillingness to fully comprehend the situation. In this stage the prisoner still exhibited a full range of human emotions, for example they couldn’t watch other prisoners being punished or tortured. Days or weeks later, as Frankl simply puts it, things changed.

After the first stage comes the second, and in many cases the last one, the apathy. It is important here not to confuse it with apatheia, a Stoics’ virtue. Apatheia is dispassion, a state of calm acceptance of both desirable and undesirable events which lie outside one's control. Apathy, on the other hand, is inability to feel or emote, linked to many psychological disorders, such as dementia or schizophrenia. The author himself calls it “a kind of emotional death”. Frankl pays careful attention to this stage.


Apathy, the blunting of emotions and the feeling that one could not care any more, were the symptoms arising during the second stage of the prisoner’s psychological reactions, and which eventually made him insensitive to daily and hourly beatings. By means of this insensibility the prisoner soon surrounded himself with a very necessary protective shell.

[...]

Beating occurred on the slightest provocation, sometimes for no reason at all. [...] At such moments it is not the physical pain which hurts the most (and this applies to adults as much as to punished children); it is the mental agony caused by the injustice, the unreasonableness of it all.

[...]

I think it was Lessing who once said, “There are things which must cause you to lose your reason or you have none to lose.” An abnormal reaction to an abnormal situation is normal behavior.



The apathetic stage was omnipresent in the camp, and Frankl clearly equates it with loss of the will to live. He attributes his own survival of this stage to two main anchors that occupied his mind and held him strongly tied to sanity and reality. One of them was love, and specifically constant thoughts of his wife, Tilly Grosser, who was taken to a women's camp nearby. These are probably the most poetic instances in this most pragmatic book — Frankl's recollections of the times he’s thinking about her. They are usually preceded by him discerning some sliver of beauty in the monotone camp life. He never saw his wife again. 

The other one was his book. When Frankl was arrested, he managed to sneak in with him his finished manuscript in a naive attempt to save it. It was confiscated on the first day of the camp, along with all other personal possessions. Throughout the whole three years of incarceration he tried to rewrite it, or at least to reconstruct it in his head. As he puts it, my deep desire to write this manuscript anew helped me to survive the rigors of the camps I was in. This resurrected book was later published under the name “The Doctor and the Soul”.

(As a side note here, it’s worth mentioning that Frankl’s main scientific and philosophical teaching, logotherapy (from Greek λόγος — “meaning”), was formulated before his incarceration, and was the basis of the book in the paragraph above. You can only ponder whether such a horrific experimental vindication of one’s theories was one of God’s evil ironic jokes. I definitely wouldn’t wish such a hypothesis validation on any scientist, even though it is often coveted above all else.)

Going back to Man’s Search for Meaning, Frankl describes different aspects of camp life through the prism of what exactly kept people going. There was definitely religion, not just Jewish, but all kinds, including bizarre ones. Peculiarly, there were also talks of politics. Frankl writes, “politics were talked about everywhere in camp, almost continuously; the discussions were based chiefly on rumors, which were snapped up and passed around quickly.” Other types of cultural discussions were “hibernated”. 

Maybe less peculiarly, there was humor in the camp.


To discover that there was any semblance of art in a concentration camp must be surprise enough for an outsider, but he may be even more astonished to hear that one could find a sense of humor as well; of course, only the faint trace of one, and then only for a few seconds or minutes. Humor was another of the soul’s weapons in the fight for self-preservation. It is well known that humor, more than anything else in the human make-up, can afford an aloofness and an ability to rise above any situation, even if only for a few seconds. 

[...]

I practically trained a friend of mine who worked next to me on the building site to develop a sense of humor. I suggested to him that we would promise each other to invent at least one amusing story daily, about some incident that could happen one day after our liberation. 



In the end of the first part of his book Frankl talks a lot about suffering. I believe I can summarize his idea thusly: our suffering, in itself, may have no meaning, it can originate from an external violent and unjust source. In order to persevere it we need to instill it with meaning, conjure it up from within us, explain the unreasonableness to ourselves in a way that would help us survive. After that we must act upon this meaning. Frankl’s own meaning was loving his wife and the will to publish his book. He tried to communicate with her and to preserve the book in his head. These actions, ephemeral and hopeless as they may seem, are paramount. Then, and only then, will the suffering be bearable. I usually hesitate to give here citations longer than one full paragraph (I feel I’m cheating the author this way), but for you, dear reader, I’m ready to cheat once, since this piece is the touchstone of the whole book. 


What was really needed was a fundamental change in our attitude toward life. We had to learn ourselves and, furthermore, we had to teach the despairing men, that it did not really matter what we expected from life, but rather what life expected from us. We needed to stop asking about the meaning of life, and instead think of ourselves as those who were being questioned by life — daily and hourly. Our answer must consist, not in talk and meditation, but in right action and in right conduct. Life ultimately means taking responsibility to find the right answer to its problems and to fulfill the tasks which it constantly sets for each individual.

These tasks, and therefore the meaning of life, differ from man to man, and from moment to moment. Thus it is impossible to define the meaning of life in a general way. Questions about the meaning of life can never be answered by sweeping arguments. “Life” does not mean something vague, but something very real and concrete, just as life’s tasks are also very real and concrete. They form man’s destiny, which is different and unique to each individual. No man and no destiny can be compared with any other man or any other destiny. No situation repeats itself, and each situation calls for a different response. Sometimes the situation in which a man finds himself may require him to shape his own fate by action. At other times it is more advantageous for him to take use of an opportunity for contemplation and to realize assets in this way. Sometimes man may be required simply to accept fate, to bear its cross. Every situation is distinguished by its uniqueness, and there is always only one right answer to the problem posed by the situation at hand. 

When a man finds that it’s his destiny to suffer, he will have to accept his suffering as his task; his single and unique task. He will also have to acknowledge the fact that even in suffering he is unique and alone in the universe. No one can relieve him of his suffering or suffer in his place. His unique opportunity lies in the way in which he bears his burden.

[...]

But let me make it perfectly clear that in no way is suffering necessary to find meaning.



This may sound pessimistic at first, and some of it is justified. Despite a certain reputation, Frankl is no optimist at all, not in a strictest sense. He is what is left when optimism fails, when happiness is not in reach. “Happiness cannot be pursued; it must ensue,” he writes. “One must have a reason to “be happy”. Once the reason is found, however, one becomes happy automatically.” If it doesn’t happen, one can infer, then the reason is not good enough. 

In the last few pages of the first part he writes about the third stage of a prisoner’s mental reactions: the psychology of the prisoner after his liberation. If I found anything in this book lacking, it is this topic. I would welcome more discussion on rehabilitation of camp survivors and on how the traumatic experiences shaped their future life. Art Spiegelman’s “Maus” comes to mind here, and indeed it may serve as a companion piece to Man’s Search for Meaning. The book was first written in 1946, and it is possible that Frankl himself didn’t have enough material yet. But he describes one powerful scene that took place almost immediately after their release, that gives us a glimpse into future hardships. 


We came to meadows full of flowers. We saw and realized that they were there, but we had no feelings about them. The first spark of joy came when we saw a rooster with a tail of multicolored feathers. But it remained only a spark; we did not yet belong to this world. In the evening when we all met again in our hut, one said secretly to the other, “Tell me, were you pleased today?”

And the other replied, feeling ashamed as he did not know what we all felt similarly, “Truthfully, no!” We had literally lost the ability to feel pleased and had to relearn it slowly.

[...]

Only slowly could these men be guided back to the commonplace truth that no one has the right to do wrong, not even if wrong has been done to them.



The second part of his book, called “Logotherapy in a Nutshell”, is exactly what it says on the tin, and it is much closer to a “classical” psychologists’ writing for the general audience. Chapter by chapter Frankl explains various concepts of his theory and interdisperses them with case studies or anecdotes from his practice. Being very far from psychology, I am unable to judge the scientific merit of this part, and my comments here would not pierce the membrane of banality. The main difference between psychoanalysis and logotherapy, as Frankl puts it, is that the latter is a method less retrospective and less introspective, it focuses on the patient’s future and what steps should they take to find meaning in it. I found one case study that he describes particularly interesting.


Once, an elderly practitioner consulted me because of his severe depression. He could not overcome the loss of his wife who had died two years before and whom he had loved above all else. Now, how could I help him? What should I tell him? Well, I refrained from telling him anything but instead confronted him with the question, “What would have happened, Doctor, if you had died first, and your wife would have had to survive you?” “Oh,” he said, “for her this would have been terrible; how she would have suffered!”. Whereupon I replied, “You see, Doctor, such a suffering has been spared her, and it was you who have spared her this suffering — to be sure, at the price that now you have to survive and mourn her.” He said no word but shook my hand and calmly left my office. In some way, suffering ceases to be suffering at the moment it finds a meaning, such as the meaning of sacrifice. 



Viktor Frankl’s physical survival in the camp was a product of many factors: he was a doctor, and therefore useful to the camp administration, he was cautious and had good instincts, and could avoid the most dangerous moments, he was helped by those around him, ultimately, he was just lucky, as blind chance played a huge role in a prisoner’s everyday life. But his spiritual, mental survival was a result of his teaching that he himself was forced to test in the most extreme conditions imaginable. 

I think this is an important book to read, not just for those who currently suffer for any reason, internal or external. It is a good reminder that life is brittle and delicate, but it is precious not because of that, and if it is broken, it does not cease to be precious. Broken things can be mended; for mending things you may need nails, stitches or adhesives; for life those are called meaning. Find it and you’ll be ready to repair.

Another reason for which this book is brilliant is that it gives you, dear reader, an interesting analytical tool. Using it one can look at different lives and different situations and find similar patterns. You have to be careful, as Frankl himself warns you: “no man and no destiny can be compared with any other man or any other destiny”. But the driving forces are there, and they are similar, and they can be analyzed. This book is just another instrument to do it, another prism to refract other narratives. Caveat carissimi lector —  to demonstrate its full power, we would need to put Man’s Search for Meaning aside, at least for a little while. 

Part 2

[image: ]

Dear reader, please imagine a young and talented man in his twenties. He is, as they often are, a poet, a fighter, a lover. His name is Guillaume du Vintrais. He was born in 1553, and at the tender age of seventeen he moved from Gascony to Paris, in order to live his life to the fullest. He was immediately in love with the city, and the city returned the affection. He wrote venomous epigrams, he fought in duels, he raked his way through Paris’ beau monde. One of his friends was young Henry of Navarre, the future king Henry IV. Another was Agrippa d'Aubigné, a famous poet in his own right. His book of one hundred sonnets, called “Wicked Songs of Guillaume du Vintrais”, has such titles as “Burgundy wine”, “The Kindest of Valois”, “Elixir of Hekate”, “A Poet in Paradise”, “Pigeon post” and so on. A lot of his poems are dedicated to a mysterious “Marchioness L.”; those, as you can imagine, are more romantic ones. Generally, his poetry has quite a specific combination of debauchery, blasphemy, camaraderie, romanticism and philosophy that can be described as “d’Artagnan meets François Villon”.

I took upon myself to translate some of his poems to English. Please, dear reader, attribute any imperfections to my translation and not to the source material. 


The Ten Commandments

“I am thy Lord…” — Yes, so I heard somewhere.

“Thou shal’ve no others…” — What about gold?

“Thou shalt not take My name in vain” — Well, there

I must confess, I took Thy name threefold.

“Remember Sabbath…” — Such a dull mandate!

I can indulge my idleness more often.

“Honour thy parents…” — Yes. — “Thou shan’t adulterate…”

— This one’s so grim, my limbs begin to soften.

“Shan’t kill” — Should I forgive my critics’ crimes?

“Shan’t steal” — But how then will I get my rhymes?

“Shan’t bear false witness” — Oh, go on and shove it!

“Shan’t covet thee thy neighbor's wife or ass…” —

(Oh Lord, this list is long, forgive my sass!)

And if my neighbor is an ass — can then his wife I covet?



Things changed for du Vintrais after August 24th, 1572, also known as “St. Bartholomew's Eve massacre”. It is unknown whether he was a Huguenot himself, but his friends, both d'Aubigné and Henry of Navarre, certainly were. He fiercely protected them, first with his sword, then with his quill. His poems became political, he attacked Henry de Guise, a staunch supporter of Huguenot persecution, then Queen Mother Catherine de' Medici, then King Charles IX himself. He was arrested, sent to Bastille. At the last moment, the king changed his sentence: from execution to exile. He came back to France in secret just to learn that his friend, Henry of Navarre, converted to Catholicism in order to become King Henry IV of France. That was perceived as a betrayal. 


I was your arms-bearer, friend, your shadow even…

You’ve just become the crowned King of France.

Now, I’m afraid, we end this kind of dance.

Guillaume’s new songs, my friend, you won’t believe in.

Enough! I will not lie, nor fawn, nor pester,

And most of all, I will not be your jester.



Guillaume du Vintrais went back to his quaint estate in beloved homeland, beautiful Gascony, where he passed the time with an old tome and an older bottle of wine. He passed away quietly in 1602. 

Although, he didn’t really, because Guillaume du Vintrais never existed. He was completely made up. The real story, as they often are, is darker. 

Hoaxes, mystifications are not uncommon in literature. Clara Gazul, a Spanish actress, was invented by Prosper Mérimée to publish his sarcastic commentary of contemporary French life and politics under her name. Romain Gary (which was a pseudonym in its own right) famously sometimes wrote under a pen name Émile Ajar, and this way received the Prix Goncourt twice. But believe me, dear reader, no hoax is similar to this one.

The real Guillaume du Vintrais was born in 1943 in a Soviet Gulag. He was conjured up by two people, Yakov Charon and Yuri Weinert. They met in a forced labor camp with an ironic name “Free”, where they were spending ten years each for “counter-revolutionary activity”, a term as loose as it sounds. Charon studied in the Berlin Conservatory, worked as a sound technician in the soviet film industry, spoke perfect German. Weinert played piano since he was a kid, wrote poetry, worked as a translator from French. In 1937 both of them were arrested and sent to the “Free” labor camp. They were the same age, they had the same interests. Naturally, they became friends. 

Guillaume du Vintrais started serendipitously. They were melting cast iron. Both of them were sitting on the ground, exhausted, and watched the thick glowing orange liquid filling the skimming ladle. Yuri described the view with a poetic improvisation; Yakov replied with a rhyming line. That was enough. They started this literature game as a joke, but it quickly turned into something more. A jumbled up “Weinert” became the name of an ancient Gascony family. The poet’s first and only image was created when the friends drew long hair and a magnificent mustache on Yuri Weinert’s prison photo. And a made up french poet became an anchor for two very tired and desperate people. Very shortly after their release in 1947, both of them were (separately) arrested again, and this time sent to different camps. They continued to write du Vintrais’ poems together by mail.

(As a side note, the question “Why was someone arrested in the USSR” is somewhat similar to a child’s question “Why is the sky blue”. There actually is an answer, but a full and comprehensive one requires a lot of time, a list of literature and implies a lot of pre-gained knowledge on the side of the one who asked. A short answer, on the other hand, would probably just invoke more annoying questions, so many a parent rely on a trusty “It just is”. So, they just were.)
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The first “edition” of the “Wicked Songs”, containing forty sonnets, was hand-written by Yuri on the thinnest tracing paper in five copies and sent to their friends and relatives. This type of “package” by itself could be a reason for an arrest; luckily some of their contacts were brave and decent people. They distributed the sonnets through a “pigeon network”, in secret. One of the people who read them this way was young Stella Kopytnaya. Some years later, after meeting him in person, she married Yakov Charon. They named their first child Yuri. In 1954 Yakov was “rehabilitated”, a soviet judicial term meaning that the state made a mistake ever arresting him in the first place. He died in 1972 from tuberculosis that he got in the camp. (On the two side-by-side photos he is on the right)

Yuri Weinert’s own fate was darker still. He was released from the Gulag, then, a year later, arrested again. His “Marchioness L.”, Lucya Khotimskaya, was waiting for him at home. She saved money for a visit — he was incarcerated on the other side of the vast country. During the long and arduous trip she fell ill and died in a hospital. When he received by mail her posthumously published book (she was a philologist), Yuri Weinert went into the mine he was working in and never came out. That was in 1951. In 1989 Yuri was posthumously rehabilitated, along with a few millions of others.

One cannot help but find parallels between Frankl’s and Charon and Weinert’s stories. And I believe Frankl himself would agree. The two friends found meaning in something inherently meaningless, in a literature game, but the acts of finding it and acting upon it — writing the poems themselves — were enough for them to live through the camp. One can also infer that the true thing that kept them going was their friendship, their kinship and common love for other cultures and epochs, that manifested in Guillaume du Vintrais’ sonnets. It let them focus their attention on something other than suffering. There is an important quote in the Man’s Search for Meaning: 


An attempt to develop a sense of humor and to see things in a humorous light is some kind of a trick learned while mastering the art of living. Yet it is possible to practice the art of living even in a concentration camp, although suffering is omnipresent. To draw an analogy: a man’s suffering is similar to the behavior of gas. If a certain quantity of gas is pumped into an empty chamber, it will fill the chamber completely and evenly, no matter how big the chamber. Thus suffering completely fills the human soul and conscious mind no matter whether the suffering is great or little. Therefore the “size” of human suffering is absolutely relative.



We know Guillaume du Vintrais’ story from Yakov Charon’s memoirs; he also assembled and published the whole hundred sonnets. I read them on the website of the Sakharov Centre, where they are one among thousands of such books. Frankl’s book helps us to understand their fate, their survival a little better. It also can shed some light on why so many of the survivors were intellectuals, soviet “intelligentsia”. One reason, of course, was that they were simply arrested unproportionally more. But I believe there may be another reason. 


Sensitive people who were used to a rich intellectual life may have suffered much pain (they were often of a delicate constitution), but the damage to their inner selves was less. They were able to retreat from their terrible surroundings to a life of inner riches and spiritual freedom. Only in this way can one explain the apparent paradox that some prisoners of a less hardy make-up often seemed to survive camp life better than those of robust nature. 

[...]

If someone now asked of us the truth of Dostoevski’s statement that flatly defines a man as a being who can get used to anything, we would reply,”Yes, a man can get used to anything, but do not ask us how.”



I see Charon and Weinert’s story, the Guillaume du Vintrais’ story, as a positive validation of Frankl’s theories. And yes, we may remember that “no man and no destiny can be compared with any other man or any other destiny”, and indeed, their destiny was unique and poetic. But the Soviet Union gave us so much “experimental” material to base on, that there are bound to be similarities between theirs and thousands of others. 

Another important lesson here, at least for me, is that sometimes the “franklian” meaning is not obvious, it does not just exist somewhere inside one. Sometimes it’s not enough to find meaning. Sometimes one needs to construct it, to mold it from ash and clay, from some place deep inside one’s mind, like two exhausted people constructed the golem of a French poet and philosopher and brought it to life with a written word. Sometimes there is nothing else left to do. Sometimes it’s just bugger all down here on Earth. 

To finish this part it would make sense to cite one more of Guillaume du Vintrais’ poems. See you in the next one, dear reader. 


Four words

Since childhood I nurture these four words,

I have repeated them a thousand times at least.

I heard them in the songs of wind and birds,

My Gascony had them to me bequeathed.

I throw them in the face of those I kill,

I whisper them to my beloved indoors.

I took them to exile, to Bastille,

I sent them, like a prayer, to my shores.

I’ve lost my Motherland and my recourse,

I am Quichote — silly, I admit.

But even if my quill will finally split,

I’ll scrape them on my crest — just these four words.

Till I expire, nothing would precede’em.

France. Wine. Love. And the final one is Freedom.



Part 3.

This winter a friend of mine, an American living in Europe, went to Ukraine with a humanitarian mission. (Here’s a twist for you, dear reader.) He visited Lviv, Kyiv, Mykolaiv, Irpin, Kherson. He was shelled a few times; he now can recommend a hotel in Kyiv with “the best bomb shelter in town”. His reasons for going there in the first place were dark. The results, however, were miraculous and heart-warming, and align very well with everything said above. His story could have been a nice coda to this review. However, his story is also much bigger than this review, and it is also his, so I will not elaborate more than I already have. He will tell it in his own time and in his own way. And for now, if there are any darling buds of trust sprouting between us, dear reader, you’ll just have to trust me on this. Because for an actual coda I chose something much more grim.

In our conversation my friend called Russian troops “orcs”. Of course, this is not his invention — this somewhat derogatory term has been used at least since the 80s, and obviously, its ubiquity has raised manifold since the start of the war, especially by Ukranians. Being Russian myself, I was always somewhat irked, but never seriously bothered by this word. And, of course, after being bombed by Russian forces, and seeing first-hand some of the atrocities of war, one can use much harsher terms as well. But this time “orcs” got me thinking. 

Tolkien (yes, we’re in the “fantasy Godwin’s law” territory now, deal with it, dear reader) has created a stringent morality system in his world. Elves are good, Orcs, Trolls and Wargs are bad, Humans, Dwarves and Hobbits move on this one-dimensional scale from one end to the other. But Orcs have always been problematic. You see, unlike other bad creatures, Orcs have sentience and even some rudimentary sense of morality, we see it in the Lord of the Rings (e.g. encounter with Gorbag). So how can it be? And, more practically, can good characters slaughter them without reluctance or remorse? 

Tolkien knew about this problem and tried to write his way out of it. He couldn’t directly “George-Lucas” it, but he famously changed the origin of Orcs several times. They were Elves enslaved and corrupted by Morgoth, then they were fully “brooded” by Morgoth, then they were “beasts of humanized shape”, or possibly, results of forced mating between Elves and beasts. Each one of those retcons brought more problems. The more canonical version, I believe, is still the “corrupted Elves” theory; at least it appears in more early texts and is corroborated by the Lord of the Rings. It certainly has dark implications for the good characters, both by modern standards and those contemporary to Tolkien. This is a whole other topic for another discussion. But it also recontextualizes the whole “Russians are orcs” thing.

Tolkien had such problems with this sentience dilemma because it exists in real life as well. How we treat our enemies during wartime and after, is morally mirky. If orcs are “beasts of humanized shape”, how can they have sentience? And if orcs are sentient, how can we kill them? Not every killing is strictly in self-defense. War has an answer: necessity surpasses morals. It is a true, but an immoral statement. That doesn’t mean that morality is meaningless, even in wartime. And if we try to stick to the “corrupted elves” narrative (“elves” being normal and moral people, and “orcs” being Russian troops currently killing and dying aimlessly and meaninglessly in Ukrainian fields), can we try to postulate, what corrupted them? And can we expand single-handed experiences, such as we saw above, to a whole group of people?

You see, dear reader, I believe that this is where Frankl’s book comes into its full power as an analytical instrument. For this we would need to make up a person, since Frankl’s analysis is stringently individualistic. So it will be a separate, independent individual, not representing any larger population strata, and not just sitting here being a metaphor. Another caveat: this is a point where pure conjecture begins. Unlike in previous parts I will be talking about a fully fictional person that we construct together, and the building materials would be an amalgam of my own experiences, second-hand experiences, news items and statistics. Here we go.
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Dear reader, please imagine a young man in his twenties. His name is Kirill Smirnov. His family history is simple and sad. His grandfather was arrested and perished in a labor camp. His father was raised by his grandmother, a solitary and cold woman. After serving in the army, he married Kirill’s mom, started working in a factory and drinking copiously. He died at the age of 56, an old and frail man. Kirill’s mother is now 52, but she looks 65. She works as a teacher in a local school. She wholeheartedly supports the Russian government, no matter what it does. She hates her job and the children she teaches. Kirill went to this school for 11 years. After that he went to a vocational college under his mom’s insistence. 

Kirill has no realistic prospects other than those of his father. He has no hobbies, no interests, no ambitions. He lives in a town of ~100,000 people. Two of his friends are heroin addicts; one of them is dying of AIDS contracted through the needle. They all hang around and drink, and discuss sports or politics, predominantly foreign, Ukraine or Europe or the US, mostly guided by rumors or rubbish websites or what they heard on TV. Kirill’s elder brother is about to return from prison, where he spent five years for assault with a deadly weapon, after a fight broke down at a party. This is another of Kirill’s realistic destinations in life. Kirill’s girlfriend is a few years younger and already had several abortions. She thinks Kirill is cool, but wishes he’d go to prison already to get extra street cred. Kirill could love her, if he knew what it means and if he ever got it from his parents. 

When I was younger my parents told me that there were two social lifts existing in rural Russia: army and prison. These are the only two ways to get out. I didn’t appreciate or understand it then, but I do now, seeing Kirill and his unlucky comrades in the news. You see, the main part of Kirill’s soul and conscious mind is occupied by suffering around him, and the main defense mechanism he has is apathy. He just doesn’t care. People around him don’t care. Just the other week Kirill saw a comatose drunk man fall down on the street, and didn’t do anything, because his father was never given any help in the same situation. Nobody else did anything too. I’ve lived in several countries, but I’ve never seen such levels of apathy, as in Russia, especially outside the big cities. 

This probably has not always been so, but was fostered by decades, maybe centuries of meaningless, pointless suffering. The suffering came from many places: unforgiving weather, lack of food and comfort, hostility of the government and its officials. But also from the unreasonableness of it all. The government can sometimes give explanations of the abysmal conditions that people live in, but as everyone in Russia knows, the government always lies, and there are no alternative answers, so you either contort yourself to believe in a lie, or just simply don’t believe in anything at all, believe in the inherent chaotic abyss of human life. 

Kirill gets drafted in September 2022, and is sent to Ukraine after three days of training. Before getting on a bus he marries his girlfriend, so when he dies she would be entitled to a widow’s pension. Kirill gets shot in his second week in Ukraine, but he is written down as “missing”, so his family doesn’t get a notification, and his new wife doesn’t get the money. And nobody cares. His mom continues to support anything the Russian government does, because the Russian government pays her salary. His brother gets sent back to prison, where he is drafted into one of the PMCs. Kirill’s wife marries another, happy that she doesn't have a “trailer”, a common Russian term for a single woman’s child. Life in Kirill’s town goes on.

(One of the side note questions would be how to call Kirill, this thinking, conscious, qualia-filled, but ultimately apathetic and meaning-less person. “Philosophical zombie” is wrong here and overused elsewhere, although the coincidence with the letter “Z” is precious. “Orc” still sounds derogatory to me, although it did inspire me to write this part. I will probably have to jump on a pun grenade and coin the term “Frankl-stein”, just so that nobody else does.)

In a recent meeting with mothers of the soldiers who died in Ukraine (most of the women in the meeting, in reality, turned out to be middle-level Russian bureaucrats), Vladimir Putin has said: “We are all the same under God, we are all going to leave this world. [...] Some people — it’s unclear even whether they lived at all or not, and then they expire because of vodka or something else. [...] But your son had lived. And his cause was reached.” This was broadcasted on national television. To some it may seem incredibly cynical, evil-spirited even. But to many people in Russia this is the truth, or at least perceived as such.

Reading Frankl’s book, I came to an awful realization. This is how it is done. This is how people get radicalized, become martyrs or cannon fodder. Their unhappy life of suffering and apathy, life without meaning is suddenly instilled with one by someone else, typically someone is a position of power. And very often this “meaning” is to kill and die on a foreign field. This is a negative validation of Frankl’s theory, the inverse of logotherapy, if you will, dear reader. This is the other side of the coin.

Does Kirill have a choice, though? At any point of his hypothetical life? Frankl believes that he does. In a more uplifting paragraph of  Man’s Search for Meaning he writes:


The experiences of camp life show that a man does have a choice of action. There were enough examples, often of a heroic nature, which proved that apathy could be overcome, irritably suppressed. Man can preserve a vestige of spiritual freedom, of independence of mind, even in such terrible conditions of psychic and physical stress.

[...]

Naturally only a few people were capable of reaching great spiritual heights. But a few were given the chance to attain human greatness even through their apparent worldly failure and death, an accomplishment which in ordinary circumstances they would never have achieved. To the others of us, the mediocre and the half-hearted, the words of Bismark could be applied: “Life is like being at the dentist. You alway think that the worst is still to come, and yet it is over already.” Varying this, we could say that most men in a concentration camp believed that the real opportunities of life had passed. Yet, in reality, there was an opportunity and a challenge. One could make a victory of those experiences, turning life into an inner triumph, or one could ignore the challenge and simply vegetate, as did a majority of the prisoners.



There are a lot of people, both outside and inside of Russia, that do answer these challenges. Even in Kirill’s 100,000-people town some do gather on the main square and protest, knowing fully well they will be arrested, possibly beaten, possibly sent to prison. Maybe there are hundreds of them, maybe tens. Maybe not enough. More people write something on social media, which is dangerous in its own right. Some people sit quietly and secretly send money to Ukrainian charities. Many people are still in shock, in the perpetual stage one of prisoner’s life. Maybe their efforts and indeed their meaning can be utilized, as Viktor Frankl’s was, finding meaning for Kirill and many others like him. 

That leads us to the final question, that largely prompted me to write this mess of a 15-page essay. Can someone like Kirill be changed? Can Frankl's teaching and personal experience, and more broadly, logotherapy, and more broadly, finding meaning — individual and practical meaning of Kirill's own life, finding and acting upon it — can any of it help him? A short answer, rational, cold and somewhat disappointingly anticlimactic is: maybe. Because there are no panaceas. Because not everyone can write psychology books or faux French poetry. Because “no man and no destiny can be compared with any other man or any other destiny”. Because for all of us, including the orcs, finding meaning and acting upon it is our own single and unique task, and in each separate case failure is possible.

But it is a hell of a lot better than "beasts of humanized shape".

Afterword

A book review should be finished with a quote. I chose this one:


Life in a concentration camp tore open the human soul and exposed its depths. Is it surprising that in those depths we again found only human qualities which in their very nature were a mixture of good and evil?






Mao’s Great Famine

Anyone who has argued about political ideology in dorm rooms, bars, or the depths of internet forums knows about the rhetorical institution that is the murder debate. Who killed more, who killed the most? Hitler and the 6 million Jews he murdered usually provides the comparative foundation for pure evil, and the trick is to go higher. Maybe Stalin killed 10 million, maybe only 1. If one switches to percentages rather than absolute totals, Pol Pot begins to shine with a nearly 25% murder rate from a pool of the entire Cambodian population. If one claims that communism is responsible for 100 million deaths, then perhaps another will call for capitalism’s tally to be drawn up as well, sometimes including the fascists and sometimes the slave trade. But the winning move is to play Mao, and to point to the famine that occurred during The Great Leap Forward, the famine which killed tens of millions and stands as the single greatest man-made mass death in the history of humanity.

Mao’s Great Famine: The History of China’s Most Devastating Catastrophe, 1958-1962 by Frank Dikötter is a history of the Great Leap Forward and an attempt to win the murder debate. The Great Leap Forward can often win with sheer numbers, but can and often has been countered with arguments about its status as a famine rather than deliberate state murder. Dikötter begins the book with his intention to counter this counter, and put the Great Leap Forward in the same camp as the mass killings that “took place under Pol Pot, Adolf Hitler, or Joseph Stalin.” Although his title includes the word, he fears that the term famine “lends support to the widespread view that these deaths were the unintended consequence of half-baked and poorly executed economic programs.” The book, based on previously restricted and unexamined archival records, is supposed to correct this, revealing that the Great Leap Forward was yet another man-made atrocity directed from the top, and probably the worst one ever. In service of both history and prosecution, Dikötter tells the story of the famine starting with a play by play of how the upper echelons decided on and implemented their policies, and then follows this with detailed sections on the different ways these years transpired in particular areas of Chinese society. The case for guilt comes first and then the horror of the crime itself. It is worth examining both in turn.

The Case for Guilt - The Facts

In 1958, the Chinese Communist Party was in firm control of the country, and Mao was in slightly less-firm control of the party. While the Chairman who had led China to communism was undoubtedly the leading figure in government, Chinese power-politics of the era was fast and brutal. Mao was paranoid -  purging, humiliating, and murdering loyal friends and subordinates - but reading through Dikötter’s work gives the impression that power easily changed hands and could have been seized away from him, it just wasn’t because of his superior politicking. Most importantly for the famine was an ongoing dispute about the economic development of the country.

The CCP as doctrinaire communists believed that China needed to develop economically. This is one of the best communist beliefs, and one shared with pro-growth capitalists and progressives, and was clearly true at the time. China’s agricultural output was still far behind modern countries like the United States and Soviet Union, and was poor enough that the country had suffered from famines constantly before Communist rule, although Dikötter doesn’t mention this last point. It was even further behind on all sorts of industrial production, and the upper echelon of the party was painfully aware of the country's lagging metrics in areas such as steel. All agreed that to be a true communist society, China needed to develop, but there was tension about how exactly to do it.

Mao, not a particularly astute economist, favored going as quickly as possible. In 1956, he implemented aggressive policies towards increasing growth and the policies all seem to have failed in ways obvious to those around him, and thus weakened his grip on power. But in a pattern that repeats itself countless times over Mao’s decades of rules, he was able to overcome his demonstrable policy failure with superior political skirmishing. He chaotically encouraged common people to criticize the party and then immediately after persecuted everyone who had followed his encouragement, with the end result being that Mao was back in power and it was time to pursue development even faster. At a meeting with the rest of the socialist countries in Moscow in November 1957, Khruschev announced that the Soviet Union would overtake the United States economically within 15 years. Mao, seemingly purely in reaction to this and eager to assert China’s preeminence among the socialist nations, announced that China would overtake Britain’s steel production within 15 years. Holding to this promise made in front of his peers was the beginning of the Great Leap Forward.

On Mao’s return to Beijing, he shored up support and over the next few months launched a fleet of parallel mass initiatives to modernize the country. Without foreign capital investment or expertise, Mao decided that China would catch up on steel production via the force of their laboring population, putting up backyard furnaces everywhere. Farming needed better water infrastructure, so a massive water conservancy and irrigation infrastructure program was started largely by pulling laborers from their farmwork. And the farms themselves needed to be modernized in accords with true communism. This meant the imposition of top-down modern farming techniques which weren’t always suited for local conditions and most devastatingly meant collectivization of all private property into people’s communes. Amid all this internal development, Mao insisted on massive export targets of both food and industrial products.

The party state was obsessed with measurement at every level. Mao's commitment to do everything at the same time was about producing better numbers to show China's competitive strength. This attitude trickled down, and each level of government - national, provincial, local - chased the highest figures. This created a situation where large parts of life were horrible illustrations of Goodhart's Law. Necessary farming equipment was thrown into the makeshift furnaces to produce reject steel in the service of validating Mao's boast about overtaking Britain. Production targets were essentially conjured out of the air for political purposes rather than constructed from an assessment of capacity.


When Xie Fuzhi, the boss in Yunnan, was told by Beijing that the national target for grain output had been raised to 300 million tonnes, he immediately convened a telephone conference to explain to county leaders that this really meant 350–400 million tonnes. Yunnan, he rapidly calculated, contained about one-thirtieth of the total population, meaning a share of 10 million tonnes. Since Yunnan did not want to trail behind the rest of the country, Xie raised this to a nicely rounded total of 25,000,000,000 jin, equivalent to 12.5 million tonnes. Everybody from the region down to the county, commune, brigade and village had to scramble and adjust the local quotas accordingly.



But perhaps even worse was this tendency combined with the party state's compulsive lying. It was always easiest simply to make up figures and lie all the way to the top about the conditions of any responsibility, whether it was agriculture, industry, or the death rate. Cadres responded to insane demands from the top with even insaner promises to exceed their targets. They could not afford to be the lowest performer among their peers, and after the summer of 1959, low production targets were considered to be a sign of rightist sabotage against socialism, punishable with all the tools the party used against political enemies. The top party officials accepted these promises and therefore felt assured enough to ask for even higher targets. This feedback loop was allowed to spiral out of control with the end result being that targets were impossible to hit, but policy was determined according to the expectations. The high-ranking official Li Fuchun presented a plan to overtake Britain in steel production in only 3 years.

The early months of the program are horrifying to any reader who knows what is to come. Although all the cadres were passing around their own inflated figures, no one seemed to actually understand that all of it would turn out to be wrong. When discussing the expected grain surpluses, Mao advised a local official:


With so much grain, in future you should plant less, work half time and spend the rest of your time on culture and leisurely pursuits, open schools and a university, don’t you think? . . . You should eat more. Even five meals a day is fine!



It seems this advice was followed. People ate more because agriculture was about to revolutionized. They also ate more because all of their private stores were about to be absorbed into the collective farms. People slaughtered their animals and feasted on the meat, not knowing what to expect.

Soon after, hunger began. Despite the Great Leap Forward’s intentions and promises, nearly every factor contributed to lower outputs than before. Farmers had been forced away from agricultural work, had just thrown their equipment into furnaces that didn't work, and had their incentives for growing food destroyed. Reports of food shortage and famine can be found even in the spring of 1958. In 1959, famine was endemic and millions were dying. All the grain targets could only be fulfilled by seizing it from the farmers and when the cadres found that their targets had not been met, they attributed it to the farmer’s hiding their excess. So they seized it all. The famine grew worse in 1960. In the spring of 1961, Liu Shaoqi, now defacto head of state as Mao’s designated successor, visited his hometown in Hunan province and saw firsthand the devastation of the famine. Upon his return to Beijing, he began to blame the party for the famine. By Winter, Mao's policy had lost out. The other senior party members admitted that things were not as they seemed:


Li Yiqing, a senior party secretary, reported that in 1958 more than 140,000 tonnes of farming tools had been thrown into the backyard furnaces in the model province of Henan. Wu Jingtian, vice-minister of railways, explained how one in five locomotives was out of circulation because of engine damage. Peng De, vice minister of transportation, announced that fewer than two out of three vehicles under his command actually worked. Vice-minister of metallurgy Xu Chi noted that the steelworks of Angang were forced to stop for weeks on end over the summer because of coal shortages.



All of this was couched in the language of self-effacement, and on the face of it everyone blamed themselves for failing to carry out Mao’s pure intentions. But all knew the Great Leap Forward was Mao’s initiative, and that it was over, and that it had failed.

The Case for Guilt - The Party

How did the country take years to reverse economic policies that were killing 30 million people?

Ignorance is the party's best hope for absolution. There was no point where the party ordered mass death. When the party received reports it trusted that there were abuses or that people needed deliverance, they responded. Local abuses were dealt with, but they never understood how widespread the problems were. Perhaps the party was simply deceived, a mistake.

Dikötter’s account of Mao and other top officials never conclusively proves that they knew, but does prove that they should have. The fact that all the statistics and expected targets were made up and that all the cadres were lying was not a shock to anyone who had survived in the Communist Party. Mao was constantly and consistently paranoid because he knew the party he had done so much to create was ruled by this sort of competition. Top party leaders regularly used field trips to see actual working conditions because they did not trust reports from their subordinates, a common knowledge-gathering institution in totalitarian one-party states, the fact of which is a demonstration of how systematic the information problem was. But whenever Mao encountered evidence of serious problems, he took advantage of the general ignorance to attribute it to other causes. Starvation, abuse by cadres, any problem was attributable to local failure or the plotting of sinister rightists. The upper ranks of the party received word there was starvation in 1959, but Mao responded by circulating reports that villagers in affected areas were indeed getting enough to eat. To these former military commanders, some sacrifice was acceptable in the name of achieving the great goals of national progress. Throughout the disaster Mao would continue to repeat a maxim on sacrifice: ‘Doesn’t everybody have ten fingers? We can count nine of those fingers as achievements, and only one as a failure.’

More direct confrontation did not manage to break through either. At a meeting in the summer of 1959, several top officials raised alarm over the level of famine in the countryside. Mao perceived this as a challenge to his power, not incorrectly, and purged the dissenters followed by a nationwide campaign against "anti-party" elements, leading to thousands of deaths and increasing the suffering of the people. The Great Leap Forward was always both an economic project for China and a political project for Mao. He perceived any reports about the disastrous results of his policies as political opposition, and responded to them with oppression and purges that trickled down from top officials to minor cadres to thousands of innocent people fantastically accused of being rightists.

In the later years it is hard to doubt that the party did know that the situation was bad, but they had other priorities. Mao wanted to keep exports elevated. The Sino-Soviet split in 1960 led to China prioritizing international prestige and leadership over any concerns with the famine. When China could not both fulfill its export commitments for meat and feed its people Mao had a suggestion: "Some people don’t eat meat...Can we pass a resolution that nobody should eat meat, and that all of it should be exported?"

Once the problem was realized, there was deep resistance to admitting it. Constant deflection of blame was at this point a deeply ingrained habit in all of China’s top political survivors. In the middle of the famine, Mao took to noting that he had been more concerned with military matters when the people's communes were planned. Liu Shaoqi on his visit to Hunan initially blamed his ignorance of the famine on the local officials who had stopped him from receiving letters about how bad conditions had gotten. One wonders why he hadn’t noticed that he had stopped receiving letters before this. Even after the policies were ended, no one acknowledged fault. Retreat was not in the political vocabulary, so it took a desperate situation to finally break through. If the party had not sidelined him, Mao may never have given up.

Mao and the central leadership rarely come off sympathetically, mostly because it is hard to come off sympathetically when 32 million people are dying because of policies you implemented. The leadership were concerned with vain power games more than the lives of their people. It is clear from Dikötter’s narrative that Mao and the party are to blame for the great famine, and it is clear that they could have ended it far sooner than they did.

Ignorance and Intention

Because Dikötter is participating in the murder debate, there are times when he overstates his case. After the book's release in 2010, many scholars who are far from defenders of Mao or communism took issue with certain characterizations or omissions. In his prosecution, Dikötter quotes Mao during 1959 as saying: "When there is not enough to eat people starve to death. It is better to let half of the people die so that the other half can eat their fill." This has caused a long string of controversy with Dikötter’s critics looking like they at least have some points. The remark was in the context of a discussion of industrial policy, and strangely enough, it is also not out of character for Mao to argue about industrial policy by talking about the need for some people to starve to death - the CCP then and now are addicted to overly dramatic hyperbole for mundane discussions. Mao let millions of people starve to death for the sake of a policy program that didn’t work and he never took responsibility for it, but it doesn’t seem like he ever discussed it so casually.

Other parts of Dikötter’s case against Mao and the CCP are less glaring but still leave one uncertain. He claims based on his archival evidence that the party insisted on accelerated repayment of Soviet loans after the Sino-Soviet split at a time when the famine needed to be addressed, but suggests no particular reason why they did this, leaving a hanging implication that the party didn’t value lives at all. While his examination suggests that Soviet repayment demands cannot be blamed for the famine as they sometimes have been, it does not prove that the payments were pursued for the sake of needless cruelty.

There has been a great amount of speculation over whether climatic conditions are at least somewhat to blame for the famine. Unsurprisingly, the party and its defenders, then and now, have often argued that the famine was a natural disaster with human contributions. Dikötter largely dismisses this, treating the deaths as entirely the responsibility of the state. The evidence for the climate thesis is not particularly strong, but one wishes that Dikötter had more conclusive arguments for how little he considers it.

Overall the standard that Dikötter holds Mao and the party to is that they should have dropped all other priorities and just focused on not killing 45 million people. Which is a reasonable moral standard that we should hold people to. But in terms of the murder debate, we are not comparing Mao and the CCP to normal people, we are comparing them to world leaders who are in absolute terms usually a mixed bag.

Mao killed his own people, but from what we currently know, there was never a moment when he consciously chose to kill all the millions of the great famine. This is an important distinction. Hitler certainly chose to kill, and Stalin personally ordered the execution of his thousands of rivals. Mao too ordered the death of thousands of political enemies, but never the millions. What caused those deaths was his insistence on bad policies, his refusal to admit error, his obsessive pursuit of power and pride over the wellbeing of his people, and his deep willful ignorance about the murder he was committing. These are evil, but they are also more understandable. Nearly all politicians whether in democracies or paranoid totalitarian party states refuse to admit fault and put their own pursuit of power over the wellbeing of others. Military decisions are sometimes made based on the timing of elections.

In the case of 1950s China, these errors were multiplied into the greatest catastrophe ever known. China was the most populous nation on earth, and its centralized institutions and vulnerability to famine make it a regular contender on large mass death lists throughout its history. Massive forced labor projects for irrigation and industry leading to famine is sadly a repeated story throughout Chinese history for thousands of years. In the century before the Great Leap Forward, there are many documented cases of famines which cost millions of lives, though none compete for the top spot. There are even plausible arguments that the public health and economic improvement the CCP oversaw in the lead-up to the famine dramatically reduced the potential death count in the famine caused by the party.

Communism was another multiplier. The party state's systematic dysfunction and internal ignorance dramatically worsened the problems of famine, and kept it going far longer than it should have. The Communist Party of the Mao era was the worst government of a country that has had many bad governments, but the distinction is more of degree than kind. Excess cruelty drips from every regime decision - the use of violence during collectivization, refusing international offers of aid, pledging to excessively high export targets, accepting the suffering as a means to an end - but these cruelties are small compared to the overall destruction. The Great Leap Forward can be characterized as one of the great evils of communism as an ideology, but the greatest errors were the faith in central planning and the trust in official reports. The party was totalitarian like the other great murderers, but its specific mechanism of killing through policy and ignorance was special. Mao was in a unique position to be able to kill so many.

By utilitarian standards, Mao is perhaps the worst person to ever live. After the Great Leap Forward he took a hit to his power, but once again took over with the Cultural Revolution (another important entry in the murder debate though more for its qualitative aspects than its body count) which plunged the country into violent chaos for a decade and largely halted development. But after that, China had another shot at economic growth under the Communist party and this time it worked. Deng Xiaoping was involved in plenty of the murderous atrocities that characterized the Mao era including the Great Leap Forward, but was a more capable economic manager who favored a slower approach than the chairman. Finally given the chance to implement his policies in 1979 - using free market mechanisms and gradually rolling back many aspects of the planned economy - it worked. Deng Xiaoping oversaw countless political murders including the atrocity of Tiananmen Square and he prioritized the party’s political power over the welfare of the Chinese people, but by utilitarian standards he might be the best person to ever live. China has mostly caught up. There are no more famines. And there might never be again. Deng and Mao’s results were remarkably different, but what distinguished them as moral agents was in their methods, not in their character. Mao was ultimately correct that China needed to develop, but one wishes he would have just entrusted Deng to carry it out. If Mao had simply been a bumbler and halted the Great Leap Forward at the first signs of trouble, he may still have killed millions.

Mao's ignorance continues to be his best defense because his worst sins were mundane. But what the Great Leap Forward reveals is that ignorance too can be deeply evil. Mao held the power to end the lives of millions of people and remained willfully ignorant of how he was using it. The systematic disinformation he was immersed in was the product of a party made in his image. He legitimately believed that China could overtake its peers economically through collectivized agriculture and ground-up industrialization, even though this belief was foolhardy and disproven by prior experience. When confronted with evidence of local starvation in 1960 he was visibly moved and sought to address the problem, but did not mobilize the state to end the famine as a whole. He should have known better, and had the tools to know better, but he didn’t. He was a paranoid, arrogant, vain, selfish, flawed, and deeply cruel man. He was the one who chose not to see the consequences of his actions, but he is more sympathetic because he did not see them. Mao was a monster who killed more of his own people than anyone else in human history, but he did not intend to kill them. Mao created a state that completely obeyed his every whim and was capable of killing 36 million people without his knowledge. The fact that he was ignorant is supposed to absolve him, but the fact that on some level he didn’t know he was killing is more terrifying than if he did.

Dikötter wants his book to show that Mao is just as bad or worse as his deliberately murderous 20th century colleagues. But a more reflective review of the evidence shows that Mao's evil was not worse or equivalent to that of Hitler, Stalin, or Pol Pot; it shows that it was different and that being different doesn't change the horror of the results.

Thinking through the details of the story presented in Mao’s Great Famine, one rediscovers the basic fact that one might know from lying in bed or the train ride home or reflecting after logging off: the murder debate is kind of dumb. Putting all the regimes in history on a one-dimensional scale of evilness doesn’t actually say very much that is useful about the ideologies behind them. Nazism was bad because murder is bad, and the Nazis directly believed in murder. Communism was bad because they believed in murder too, but also was bad because of economic and political policies which killed an incredible number of people even though their leaders never consciously willed their murder. Former debaters such as myself ought to agree to a cease-fire and focus on the harder and more important questions such as: how do we ensure that governments stop killing people. There are many ways to kill. Bloodthirstiness and cruelty are attractive qualities for an adversary, but bumbling technical mistakes covered up by systematic ignorance have the power to kill far more. Dikötter's claim that the Great Leap Forward was not "the unintended consequence of half-baked and poorly executed economic programs" certainly has weight, but perhaps the more interesting truth embedded in this history is that such unintended consequences can still be the deepest evil that humanity has ever encountered.

The Crime


In Xinyang [the investigative team] found a nightmare. In Guangshan county, ground zero of the famine, they were met by quiet sobs of despair from famished survivors, huddled in the bitter cold among the rubble of their destroyed homes, surrounded by barren fields marked by graves. The hearths were stone cold, as everything from doors, windows and lintels to the straw roofs had been ripped out for fuel. The food was gone. In a reign of terror after the Lushan plenum, the local militias had rampaged through the villages searching for hidden grain, confiscating everything to make up for the shortfall in output. In a hamlet once humming with activity, two children with drumstick limbs and skeletal heads, lying by their cadaverous grandmother, were the only survivors. One in four people in a local population of half a million had perished in Guangshan. Mass graves were dug. Ten infants, still breathing, had been thrown into the frozen ground in Chengguan. In total in 1960 over a million people died in the Xinyang region. Of these victims 67,000 were clubbed to death with sticks.



In the years of the Great Leap Forward, the most populous country in the world was transformed into a living hell. Entire villages were wiped out by starvation, refugees taking to the country roads to beg for whatever they could find. Party cadres imposed the excesses of their power on the disobedient and the starving, killing constantly through punishment and torture, and often taking away by force the food needed to live while they themselves continued to hold regular feasts.

Farmers died of poison from eating cotton seeds because there was nothing else left. Cannibalism was well known and human flesh was traded on the black-market. Everyone was fighting for survival against the planned economy, so most survivors stole or lied in order to live. Roving bands of robbers formed to seize the sustenance they needed from those who, like them, were starving. Those confined to prison camps by the political purges, innocent by any reasonable standard, were subjected to physical torment on top of hunger.

Famine was not evenly distributed. The cities felt the famine, but largely did not starve. The farmers who grew the food were the ones who suffered the full horrors of the disaster. This basic inequality shows that the food required to live was always seized through the violence of the state. Hunger is about distribution, and it was the party in its planning, its requisitions, and its violent cadres, who ultimately chose those who were to die.

Tens of millions died of starvation, withering in constant pain into nothingness. No matter the intention or knowledge of the perpetrators, the crime stands as a great black mark against the human species.

The Terror of Ignorance

During the Great Leap Forward, all party members were captured in various versions of ignorance and self-delusion about the nature of the disaster; the common people were even worse off. No official channels of information could acknowledge the existence of the famine, so all the hundreds of millions who experienced it could only rely on rumor and imagination to understand what was killing them. There were rumors that collectivization had ended, or that the party encouraged taking food in times of hunger, or that the government was collapsing and the people should make banners to welcome the incoming army of Chiang Kai-Shek. All who acted on such rumors were severely punished.

Most heart-wrenching of all are the countless stories of those who trusted their government and believed they would be saved. Millions of letters were sent to provincial authorities, top party leaders, and Mao himself to explain the hardships of the people and to ask for relief. Many believed that their suffering was the result of local abuses, and that as long as they could get word to the benevolent rulers, relief would finally come. A common result of these letters is that they were opened by the first level of authority to possess them and the writers punished for attempting to go over their heads. Of those that reached the higher levels, some were responded to, some were ignored. No one drew the larger conclusion, that China was starving to death.

If you were living through the end of the world, would you know it? Disaster is normally a collective experience; wars and droughts are catastrophic events that no one should live through, but their victims know their experience is shared. The Great Leap Forward was the largest disaster in human history, but it seems that no one who experienced it truly understood that anything more than their own death was happening.

The Terror of Continued Ignorance

The famine can only be understood in retrospect and it cannot yet be fully understood.

Mao’s Great Famine is likely the best one-volume account of The Great Leap Leap Forward that has been written, and the best humanity is likely to have for some time. Dikötter's research relied on an archival law passed in the 90s which opened certain historical archives that until then had been restricted to those with party credentials. From his own description, his access was not evenly distributed and largely depended on how much the local officials in charge allowed. Most importantly, the central party archives in Beijing were never opened to him or to anyone who might write an honest account, and a complete history of the era will have to wait until this far off possibility. With the rise of Xi Jinping, the archives were closed once again; further liberalization of access to documents cannot be easily predicted.

The book, like the period it describes, is filled with statistics and figures. The price of iron, provincial grain collection targets, the number of women raped by party officials in a small city. These are often given without context, without base rates to calibrate against. Partially this is in service of the prosecution, but also because larger more comprehensive numbers cannot yet be known. Each archive has its own underestimations and falsehoods, and even a researcher in possession of all the material has no real hope of synthesizing them into a comprehensive narrative that goes beyond simply listing out each horror individually.

The single figure that is most important though is the final tally. Throughout this piece, I have changed the number used for the death count at each mention because there is so much uncertainty about the exact count and so much certainty that it dwarfs any other comparable event. Estimates go as low as 15 million. The most standard numbers come from the first release of birth and death statistics by the government in the 1980s, which ends up settling at around 30 million dead. Population statistics are extremely difficult, as is measuring excess death, and these problems are made far worse by the mixed incentives of a one party state in a period of political terror. Just as the economic output was inflated, deaths were hidden at every level. During the 1980s, the government had a team of 200 demographers comb through all the levels of records to understand the death toll with no public result released. One member who fled China after the Tiananmen Square crackdown claims it came to 43-46 million, but has no verification. Dikötter estimates that based on systematic exaggeration, the number is best put at 45 million. Yang Jisheng, a Chinese journalist with access to other material, has estimated the number at 36 million. All scholars and critics agree it is difficult to be exact. The variance between figures exceeds the toll of most major genocides.

No one yet can fully understand the Great Leap Forward and its tragedies. Not the 45 or 32.5 or 36 million whose lives were ended by it, not foreign researchers attempting to seek truth from the shreds of evidence left, not Chinese leaders muzzled by the same party system which carried out the disaster. But no small part of what killed all those people was not just cruelty, but ignorance - ignorance of what policies would work, and ignorance of the bloody effect those policies were having, ignorance that the personal hell experienced by one was being experienced by all. All governments have the power to kill but this power can be used without knowledge and without intention. Famine is slowly disappearing from human history, but the capacity for great evil may well outlast it. Mundane sins may still have the opportunity to kill millions.




Mating in Captivity by Esther Perel
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What are the first things that come to your mind when I ask you what forms the basis of a good relationship? Let’s do this Freud-style. Take a minute and write down the first 3 words that come to your mind first when you hear the phrase a good relationship. I’ll give you some space.[image: ]
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Okay, so if you wrote equality and freedom and trust and security and all the other values inscribed in your Constitution, then Mating in Captivity is the overhaul that your over-cultured brain needs. Mating in Captivity takes all of your intuitions about how relationships should work, and then flings them straight into the garbage bin. Written by New York’s beloved Esther Perel (she’s everywhere, I swear), this book is a bold attempt to throttle most of the assumptions that are popularly held about love, sex and relationships. What’s fascinating is the finesse with which Perel does it. It’s admirable, for instance, how she reveals to the feminists that their decaying sex life might be a result of their own doing. Like an experienced surgeon, in one swift, painless motion, Perel splits you open and shows you how gender equality too, comes with its own set of consequences, and how some of them have invaded your bedroom.

We live in times where as long as you have lived experience of the issue that you’re talking about, you gain the right to never be invalidated. Forget what science says, forget what evidence says, I’ve-experienced-this-so-it-cannot-be-anything-else-but-true type of thinking. So as a woman, when I first read this stuff, I felt a strong instinct to defend my gender but then I’m reminded that she too, identifies as a woman. But even without this lived experience licence, Perel would probably still emerge from this book largely spotless because deep down, as wild as her ideas sound, you understand what she’s trying to say and you know that she makes sense. So you do the right thing - you open your mind, and listen.

So what does Perel have to offer to the discourse on love, sex and relationships?


	
Mockery






She first makes you look at the floating debris of the sexual liberation of the 60s, and she laughs out loud. If the 60s brought vitality and vibrance to sex, the millennium brought mundanity and dullness to it. All this in the background of immense sexual freedom. Sex today is permitted within and without marriage. Privacy is deeply respected. Instagram is flooded with sex therapists and sex-positive influencers. Sex both as an idea and an act is allowed to roam about freely on the fertile grounds of our private and public emancipation. Yet the correlation between sex and freedom is overall negative. The modern world sees men struggle with sexual dysfunction, women struggle with sexual disappointment, and everybody struggling with sexual desire. It is a little funny when you think of it. One would think that all this sexual freedom would have made us sexual fanatics, that we’d be going to the doctor to get our sexual behaviour under control, that pharmacies would be making money off sexover pills, but the opposite seems to be happening.

At the very least, you would think that the licence to engage in free sex has enhanced the quality of our relationships. But instead it has become the very reason for our doubts and insecurities as romantic partners. People today are so confused on what to make of the role of sex in a marriage (I use marriage and relationships interchangeably throughout) - Is sex important? What does it mean if my wife and I can’t have sex? Can there be love without sex?

Sexual dissatisfaction has become a legitimate reason (though far from the only one) that makes a couple consider opening up their marriage. The inferior alternative to this is infidelity but that never goes well for obvious reasons. I do want to point out here that infidelity is a much more complex phenomenon and sexual dissatisfaction has only about 1/8th the chance of being correctly attributed to as causing cheating. If you don’t want to be open, there are several other helpers in the market for your sexual woes - pills, toys, accessories, porn, chat rooms, apps. Sometimes you make these purchases with hope, other times with a lingering sense of guilt, and some other times, deep frustration.

What makes the sexual scarcity even more amusing is the fact that we live in unprecedented times when it comes to sexual identities- there are gazillions of them. In 2023, being heterosexual is almost undesirable and honestly a little blah because there are just so many other sexualities you could identify with. Even homosexuality is nowadays considered mainstream. Why be just straight or gay when you could be bisexual, demisexual, pansexual, asexual, transsexual or intersexual? You could also be two-spirited, questioning or autosexual. Basically, you can be anything-sexual. The best part is once you decide, you don’t necessarily have to stick with it because sexuality is no longer considered to be static, it’s a fluid part of your identity. You can go full crazy on the Kinsey scale, in fact that’s kind of expected. But still no sex, what a pity.

One of the most remarkable feats in sexual revolution history, if you ask me, is the invention of contraception. You can now override evolution and unwanted pregnancies and use this newly gained time to have more sex but the opposite seems to be happening. Maybe this is what you get for trying to beat evolution. You get an illusion of abundance. There is plenty of food but we are all still starved. When we ushered in the era of pleasure, an era of displeasure inadvertently followed.




	
Counter-intuitive Logic






Mating in Captivity takes notions that we have for a long time accepted as unquestionable, and pokes gigantic holes in them. Take for example, the solutions that are usually proposed to mitigate our problems of sex. We’re asked to communicate more, organise our time better and make sex a standing meeting on our calendars. We are asked to discuss our troubles and our stressors and our preferences. We are asked to be more gentle and loving and caressing in the bedroom. Aggression has no place in the relationship, not even in the bedroom. Submissive behaviour is unacceptable, especially in the bedroom. And if we’re unable to talk about any of this, we’re asked to talk about not being able to talk about any of this.

Today, your romantic partner is considered as the one-stop shopping destination for all of your needs. We want our partners to provide us with safety, security, peace, meaning, inspiration. We also want them to provide us with adventure, excitement, newness, and fun. At the end, we find safety in knowing their phone passwords and excitement in screaming at their messy bathroom habits. We figure out ways to feel all the feelings we want to feel but something doesn’t feel right.

Relationships are rife with contradictions. We forget that safety and adventure cannot co-exist, love and desire are many times at loggerheads with each other, that security and excitement rarely intersect. For a few lucky couples, maybe it does come together easily but for most of us, feeling safe and at peace with your partner can be off-putting in the bedroom!



1. Safety and adventure cannot room together

    “To sustain an élan toward the other, there must be a synapse to cross”



As humans, we all have an understandable need for safety and stability. In love, even the most reckless of risk-seekers hesitate. What if she’s just with me for the money? What if he just wants sex? What if she says no? What if he’s thinking of breaking up with me? What if he’s the only guy who can put up with me? What if I end up alone without her?

Many couples manage to secure safety and a lifelong commitment but still feel like they’ve lost the battle. They have a partner to take to parties and share babysitting responsibilities with but in the bedroom, they feel alone. Perel suggests that perhaps poor sex is a problem of over-unionising. She says that maybe the problem lies in two trying to forcefully become one. Couples aspire to think the same things, dream the same dreams, talk the same language, eat the same food and prefer the same positions.  When two merges to become one, there is no more space to transcend, there is no other person to love. And let’s be honest, humans are terrible with self-love. Most of us associate self-love with indulgence - eating that last slice of pizza, bingeing on Netflix, sleeping in on a Sunday, trading gym for hangovers. Rarely do we associate work and productivity and strong routines with self-love. In an environment where we treat ourselves so badly in the name of self-love, is it genuinely a good idea to adopt your partner into your weak, frail sense of self?

According to Perel, a strong sense of selfhood is non-negotiable for desire. This can be best observed in the early stages of a relationship. There is already a psychological distance so love is naturally passionate. You want to please the other person, make them feel good, you’re worried if they seem upset. You share with each other the difficulties of your childhood and the emptiness of your adulthood, all of this leads to fiery lovemaking. As your relationship progresses, the psychological distance reduces, you get comfortable with each other and feel less compelled to keep at the discovery process. And just when you thought you made it, your love begins to decline. You begin to have more fights, less sex, more complaints, less compliments. You wonder what went wrong. You and your partner truly became one flesh, that’s what happened. When mystery and uncertainty disappeared, drudgery sneaked in.

Love by its very nature is highly unstable. When we try to anchor such a highly volatile feeling in familiarity and domesticity and predictability, you’re basically throwing your bedroom doors wide open and asking boredom to join you in your misery. Sexuality and domesticity are a little bit like oil and water. The earlier we accept their insolubility in each other, the better our love and sex lives will be for it.

This inverse relationship between intimacy and sex goes against almost everything that we’re taught about sex and love. Hell, it goes against everything most couples’ therapists and self-help books teach you about love. Intimacy has for a long time now been unquestionably established as the best route to great sex and deep love. Couples are encouraged to do more activities together, spend more time together, go on picnics together, stare at each other’s face for hours all in service of more intimacy and as a result better sex. Since what seems like forever now, the critical question to ask a struggling couple has been - Tell me what’s happening in your relationship and I’ll tell you what’s happening in your bedroom. Your sexual relationship is seen as an extension of your emotional relationship. That’s incorrect in most cases, says the author of Mating in Captivity. Sexual intimacy and emotional intimacy run distinctly and parallel to each other only intersecting on a few occasions. Her experience as a therapist showed that in a few cases, increased emotional intimacy can even decrease sexual desire. It’s often love that gets in the way of connection. Popular psychology often lectures at people (mostly men) for their fear of intimacy. Maybe what many of them truly fear is not more intimacy but the decrease in desire that intimacy tends to bring with it.



2. Leave democracy outside your bedroom


This is the part where Perel oh-so-cleverly holds up a mirror to us feminists. We’ve for many centuries now been fighting for an equal place at the poll booth, on the dining table, in our parents’ will. We’ve literally and metaphorically struggled to get into the driver’s seat. We’ve fought long and hard to get out of the kitchen and on top of our lover. Women today demand equality across all spheres of life and are well within their rights to get upset when they don’t receive it. America and the rest of the world is continuously being moulded into beacons of feminism and egalitarian values, which makes all of us extra sensitive to the power dynamics in any relationship. And this, to a large extent, makes sense. Having to monitor abuse of power especially in matters of sex is necessary when we live in a world coloured with violence, rape, sexual trafficking and child pornography. But when we bring strict surveillance into our bedrooms, that often throws a spanner in the works, says Perel.

When we attempt to nullify any and all expressions of power in the bedroom, we numb sex. Even consensual sex today comes with guidelines. BDSM is cheap, aggression is weak, domination is tawdry. But negotiating power is part and parcel of every relationship. We learn how to do this from the time we are little children. We know when to cry, when to laugh, when to obey and when to threaten to run away. Sometimes our parents win, other times we win. Of course there are noticeable differences in how men and women negotiate with power - men learn to do it directly while women master indirect, subtler expressions of power. But the dance with power is what keeps the relationship alive. Building our capacity for aggression and submission is what builds our capacity for love. BDSM for many is more about one’s love for power, less about their love to inflict pain or engage in violence. Instead of trying to understand how the need for power and the reluctance to relinquish it manifests in our relationships, we take the easy way out. We say no to power. Unfortunately ejecting the shadow sides of love instead of learning to integrate it more often than not ejects love too from the relationship.

For sex to be enjoyable, we need to allow some political incorrectness and engineer a little disrespect into our private chambers, says Perel. Purging sex of its many expressions of power strips it off all erotic desire both for men and surprisingly even women. Maybe the ideal partnership is not where partners are equal to the 10th decimal point but rather one where equality is balanced with intentional and healthy doses of power imbalances and gender-subscribing behaviour. Women should feel less scared of embracing being the submissive, and so should men (playing the macho man can get tiring). Men should feel emboldened to objectify their women, and women shouldn’t feel that they’re letting down the Suffragettes for allowing it.



3. Talking intimacy is a man’s latest inadequacy


We are obsessed with talking. “We hardly talk anymore, do we even love each other?” “He never has anything to say to me.” “She’s never willing to talk after a fight.” “He is the strong, silent type, not the romantic kind.” As the world got more feminised, so did our love. Today how much a couple talks has become the strongest indicator of the depth of their love. If you’re a couple facing issues, you’re encouraged to talk about what’s bothering you, what’s not bothering you, what you like about each other, what you don’t like about each other, what you’d like to do together, what neighbour #1 might have whispered to neighbour #2, and everything else under the sun.

Women are usually excellent in the art of verbal communication. We’ve had centuries of practice trying to build relationships under constraints. We built meaningful relationships while borrowing salt from our neighbours, notes from our colleagues, clothes from our friends, cash from our fathers, jewellery from our mothers, and time from our children. We learnt how to get the things that we want even when we were nobody’s first thought - we taught ourselves to ask, to quid pro quo, to be good communicators.

For men, on the other hand, their mother tongue, for the longest time, has been their bodies, points out Perel. They used their bodies to fight and to make love. The erotic sphere used to be an avenue for men to also show their tender side, where men could pursue the pleasure of connection without getting trapped in their masculinity. When feminism and along with it verbalism permeated into the realm of love, men were naturally disadvantaged. Today you can take long baths together, raise many children together, laze in each other’s arms all weekend, build furniture for each other, cook for each other but if you don’t talk, are you really in love?

Here’s another question Perel wants us to consider: Do we really even want our men to talk and express a lot of their feelings? Modern times paint vulnerable and emotive men as desirable but how many women actually prefer their men feely-touchy? Men today are more vulnerable than ever but that hasn’t made finding mates any easier for them, it’s probably made things tougher. All this to say communication is not equivalent to talking.

Adherents of talk intimacy often forget this. There are more than one love languages and verbal communication should not be allowed to play monopoly. Instead of pressuring the non-talker to talk, maybe the talker can adapt to other ways of connecting every once in a while. Isn’t that true equality? Perel is not convinced (nor, for that matter, am I) that incessant talking and full disclosure is the secret of a harmonious relationship. Too much talk can perhaps do the opposite of what was intended. Words have the power to both connect and sever. Not only does talk leave men at a disadvantage, it often, unbeknownst to them, leaves women trapped in their repressed sexuality. Female carnality can and should be allowed to operate outside of the spoken word too. When we emphasise on verbal speech over our bodies, feminists are colluding against women. We, of all the people, should understand the need for inclusivity in love.



4. Inefficient sex is efficient sex


The European in Perel can’t help but marvel at how Americans have made sex too a goal-oriented activity akin to the way they have organised the rest of their lives. She compares this attitude with other cultures such as European where sex is viewed in a much more fatalistic, resigned way. Somewhere she also seems to imply that other cultures associate sex with languor. Maybe the Europeans did but where I come from, for example, sex was always associated with the goals of reproduction. You get married so that you could have sex and you had sex so that you could have children. Children, above all, were economic assets. Once you have had a healthy dozen of them, sex would become less important and almost embarrassing to continue to indulge in.

Anyway, Perel observes that if you can’t have sex, for some strange reason, the problem is almost always regarded to be in your genitals. You are asked to try pills or books or videos and if none of that works, a visit to the doctor is warranted. Sex then becomes a medical issue where your body is reduced to your penis whose resurrection becomes the sole goal of all treatment. Sexual functioning takes precedence, sexual desire bows out. Intimacy, power, excitement too are pushed into the background. But taking the efficiency angle to sex sits in stark contrast with the inefficient nature of eros. There would have been no need ever for foreplay then. When you constantly keep track of the number of orgasms, the length of sex, the intensity of performance, sex begins to feel more like a competitive sport and less as a pleasurable activity. We forget that desire and arousal are more subjective than physical, more emotional than rational. In fact the rational way to approach issues of low desire and weak sexual functioning (unless you have a medical reason) is to take the plunge into the ice cold, murky waters of your fears and fantasies.



5. Fantasies are our secret-keepers


The dissonance between what we are encouraged to want and permitted to have is very strong when it comes to sex. Esther describes it as a collision of puritanism and hedonism. “Don’t do it till you find the right person.” “Don’t take sex so seriously, it’s no big deal.” “ Don’t tell me this was your first time.” “Love is for losers, just enjoy the sex.”

The embargoes start getting placed at shockingly early ages. Sexuality is seen as a phase of puberty that needs to be carefully circumvented rather than normally integrated. Adolescent sexuality is considered as deviant behaviour. Abstinence is advised and all sex, no matter how safe is discouraged. While prohibitions blare in the background, our sexual fantasies take silent birth - in our minds, in our genitals, in the movies we rent, in the posters we hang, in the books that we read, in the crushes that we have and in the dreams that we see.

“In the antechambers of the erotic mind, the rules of propriety are turned on their heads, often invited in for the sole purpose of being trampled. Forbidden frontiers are crossed, gender roles are reversed, modesty is corrupted, and imbalances of power are luxuriously played out, all for the sake of excitement. In fantasy we act out what we dare not do in reality.”

Our fantasies hold a depth of information, even when they seem strikingly bizarre. They provide an outlet for our improper preferences, become an avenue to express aggression without actual hurt, and permit us to be submissive without feeling weak. Our fantasies have the strength to hold even the deepest of our insecurities and the loudest of our wishes. Perel talks about how she along with everybody else for a long time viewed fantasies as the poor man’s bread - a place where the sexually deprived sought shelter. But fantasies occupy a critical role even in our marriages. They help us deal with boring sex, preserve equality among spouses, have imaginary threesomes and become physically attractive. Fantasies in that sense help us thwart the reality of our struggles. You can be skinnier or curvier, you can be taller or shorter, you can sustain long erections, you are always in the mood, you can talk dirty, you can be selfish, you can be clingy, you can punish, you can reward.

Instead of banishing fantasies from your sexual relationship, Perel urges us to take the help of our fantasies to alleviate the dullness of our marriages, to traverse it as a route that could potentially lead to greater intimacy. Exploring what underlies the narratives of our fantasies can guide us to what our relationships could maybe do more with. This by no means is a campaign for full disclosure especially in cases where one partner’s erotic wavelength is very different from the other’s. The encouragement is to approach these conversations more as a gender-reveal party than as a christening ceremony. If your fantasies are filled with spicy encounters with powerful men, you could jointly consider introducing some measured inequality into your bedroom. Or if you find yourself fantasising about a different woman each time, maybe what you are craving is variety, not necessarily more women. In this case, you might enjoy what role-playing might bring to your sexual relationship. What’s crucial in this process is to accept the invitation to your partner’s imagination with openness, holding back the urge to criticise or condemn while reminding yourself that surveying your partner’s fantasies are also opportunities to help unleash your own imagination, on your own terms.



6. Our marriage is wed to our parents’ marriage


Our principles in love are often a reaction to our parents’ love. Freud shakes hands with yet another one of his disciples when Perel says that we either imitate our parents’ marriage or we rebel against it. She says that our need to feel safe and completely submit ourselves into our mother’s breasts and father’s laps are expressed in the arguments we have with our partner. Attachment theory stands, like many other psychological theories, strong in theory and weak in evidence. Notwithstanding this fact, we often come across its personifications.

Perel says that how we interpret our parents’ actions as young children profoundly influences our own beliefs, fears and expectations of love. If we grew up in a family that fought unapologetically, we wonder if peace in a relationship means less love. If we grew up in an over-enmeshed family where boundaries didn’t exist, we may find it hard to comprehend our partner’s request for space. If our father was an alcoholic, we either forgive addiction too easily or refuse to pardon the smallest slip. The discovery of our mother’s affair either made us a serial monogamist or a compulsive cheater. If we were punished for masturbating, we either repress our sexuality or rule whoredom. If we were abused as a child, we discover BDSM with delight or disgust. If we had to play the protector of our parents, we crave to submit in bed or sex is just dutiful.

“We’re members of a society but we’re also the children of our parents.”

The urge to lose ourselves in love but fearing abandonment while doing it began the day we were held by our mothers. We want to wander away from our love but we also expect them to be waiting for us when we return. The best of relationships lets you freely dance this delicate dance of safety and adventure, and gradually increases your capacity to hold yourself in the presence of your beloved. It’s a little bit like playing peek-a-boo, Perel says. To enjoy love, you need to let go, embrace the uncertainty, focus on your pleasure and trust that your partner will reappear.



7. Children are intruders


Speaking of playing peek-a-boo, nothing kills love like parenthood. We’ve all witnessed or experienced how the waning of desire coincides with the advent of child rearing. Children, as adorable as they may be, violently expunge romance.

Sooner or later, a couple creates, adopts or fosters. Once this happens, children’s needs overwrite that of the lovers’. Bedroom doors now have to remain open, the kitchen counter is now only for cooking pancakes, cars are only reserved for picking and dropping off children and baby-proofing is the new exciting activity. When parents are born, the couple goes into hibernation. Mothers struggle to integrate motherhood and their sexuality. Fathers struggle to see the mother of their children as their former lovers. What I find fascinating in Perel’s work is how she points out that the decrease in sexual desire is remarkably evident in one parent over the other, usually the primary caregiver, never mind the gender. What this means is that even among gay couples, the one who takes on more of the responsibility of child rearing is often the one who primarily retreats from sex. Perel posits that this could be because children replace lovers (not in the gross, illegal way). Try to recall or observe interactions between a new parent and their baby. There’s kissing, fondling of breasts, nibbling of toes, cuddling, biting, gazing, basically the G-rated version of adult sex. This kind of deep bond and attachment makes evolutionary sense. Parents being hypersensitive to their infant’s needs ensures the survival of their kin. But it comes at the cost of sensitivity to their partner’s needs.

Another big change that new parents adapt to is a life of routines and patterns. Both puppies and children thrive and grow best in an atmosphere of predictability. In creating the perfect home for our children, we make our houses not just baby-proof but also desire-proof. We stock up the fridge, take out the garbage and Marie Kondo our wardrobes. But desire loves chaos and mystery. Prioritising your children’s needs over that of your marriage can be the kiss of death for your relationship, warns Perel. Being there for your children does not have to automatically mean straying away from your partner.



8. “Acting liberated doesn’t necessarily mean being liberated”


Not much to say here except that new forms now serve old functions. We used to rush to commit earlier, now we avoid commitment for life. We used to propose at the first chance we get, now we hook up and exit at the first rays of light. We used to take pride in saying that we are in a committed relationship, we now pity the constraints of the married. We used to go to great lengths to prove our virginity, we now are ashamed of not having lost it sooner. The same anxieties, different manifestations. We want to be held, but we’re so afraid that we won’t be. So we run, either deep into the woods or far, far away from it.

“So relationships are about what you lose, not what you gain?”



9. “We’d rather kill a relationship than question its structure.”


Perel describes fidelity as the mother of all relationship boundaries. Trends have come and trends have gone, but our insistence on fidelity remains. When Perel traces the origins of fidelity, I find myself having the rare opportunity to disagree with her. She makes fidelity primarily a patriarchal issue, that it was a means to control property and concentrate wealth. While this is not untrue, there is an evolutionary angle to fidelity. Our society is held in its place with strong, long nails of monogamy. At a time when contraception and paternity tests didn’t exist, when religion was more powerful than science, and infant mortality was high, monogamy was what stabilised society. It’s what helped more resources to be distributed amongst less children, ensured our genes proliferated and that our species survived. It was not that people didn’t cheat then, but that more severe punishments were meted out to cheaters especially if you were a woman. Adultery was barely tolerated in a man but it meant death to a woman in many cultures.

Today, times have changed but the same struggle remains. In part, it could be because we are being forced to adapt too quickly. Even couples who are in open relationships struggle to manage hard-wired feelings of sexual jealousy. Even if we are ready to trade sexual jealousy for sexual variety, the trade is emotionally hard to make. But this is in the case of couples who are attempting to dismantle monogamy. The vast majority of marriages out there continue to be monogamous. But that doesn’t mean they don’t struggle to be faithful. We track each other’s locations on Google maps and feel relieved when we see that our partner is home.

Perel views the threat of infidelity differently. She asks you to consider the possibility of recognising and inviting the third person into your marriage, even if only symbolically. When you occasionally link love to a threat of an affair, desire can be ignited. Studies on infidelity confirm that contrary to popular perception, the act of infidelity rarely (~20% of the time) leads to the end of a relationship. In many cases, it actually serves as a wake-up call to the couple. It becomes the reason to address neglect, resolve anger and renew commitment.

“If it is the forbidden that is exciting—if desire is fundamentally transgressive—then the monogamous are like the very rich. They have to find their poverty. They have to starve themselves enough. In other words they have to work, if only to keep what is always too available sufficiently illicit to be interesting.”

Instead of fearing the third that permanently resides on the boundary of our marriages, Perel asks us to recognise it, allow it to be seen, accept it and in cases where there is the will and trust to experiment, even embrace it.




	
Perel’s advice and my final words






In a book that I consider to be a landmark against the backdrop of trite ideas and platitudinous beliefs about love, Perel encourages all of us to question what was always considered as absolute in love. More importantly, she asks us to be wary of popular psychology and culture that paints relationships in the light of contemporary politics. The politics and the poetics of love can often be read distinctly.

While reading this book, I searched enthusiastically for points to disagree with Perel given my affinity and responsibility towards critical inquiry but I don’t know what it says about me when what I have to report is mostly agreement with her ideas and applause at her ability to air controversies without being controversial. She tells us that great love can be selfish, ambitious and ridden with incentives. Too much intimacy can make sex boring. Children need not be loved at the cost of your marriage. Instead of organising your sex life, Perel encourages us to cultivate a fertile ground for erotic desire. She asks us to stop chasing clarity and instead engage in a process of discovery. She reaffirms the need to build intimacy but reminds us to leave enough air for the spark to stay alive. She argues that love is capable of transcending words. She says that true liberation is when you don’t feel obligated to pretend to be liberated. She predicts that you get the maximum ROI on sex when you take efficiency out of it. Basically, what good relationships demand most is effort and balance. I bet those were not the adjectives you wrote down when I first asked you the question!

“The counterargument to the law of diminishing returns is the principle that consistent investment leads to increased satisfaction. The more you do something, and the better you get at it, the more you’re going to enjoy it. The weekly tennis player who continues to improve his game would argue for the positive effects of frequency. For her, Paris just keeps getting better. The more she practises, the stronger her skills. The stronger her skills, the deeper her confidence. The more confident she feels, the more risks she takes. The more risks she takes, the more exciting the game. Of course, all this practice takes effort and discipline. It is not just a matter of being in the mood; it requires patience and sustained attention. The tennis player knows intuitively that growth is rarely linear; she may experience some plateaus and some slowdowns, but the reward is worth the effort.”






Melmoth the Wanderer


Enter my chamber you never will leave

Festering bodies will cover the streets

Satanic prophecies, Christian hypocrisy

Bury me deep in the filth and disease

Open my mind and then hammer it closed

Into the darkness I'm strangled and choked

Tracing the patterns and numbers in smoke

Blood on my dagger from enemies throats

Crucify ghosts in a frozen abyss

Ocean of planets in total eclipse

Nowhere I wander wherever I drift

Using a razor to open my wrists

My body is vacant, my soul is enslaved

To a hatred as ancient as day and night

Ladder of Jacob, the devil awakened

In hell I created, I pray tonight



Lil Ugly Mane

It wasn't a month into Winter when I heard such a call. Winter, here, inspires all sorts of imaginations. Ghost white poplars bear a phantom-like visage; trees creak above and, with a wind, howl like the legions of half-frozen soldiers at the sight of a fire, miles away. The wind used to whistle, and nearly sing, through abandoned, towering laboratories. The sky has not yet reached towards tropical sunrises of early Spring, -- but months ago it had vacated blistering Fall sunsets. In the drives of something wavering between inanition and despondence I uncovered the unhappy chronicle of a man named Eugene Onegin, translated by a Cornell English Professor.

I quivered at words I read late, although it wasn't even late into the night. I was unsure if, in a sweet song, Pushkin told the life of countless vagrant Bachelors, -- or just my own. The details of the tale are almost common knowledge: a young man moves to the country, thinking it will take the city out of him. His uncle has fallen sick, and he can't but wait at his bedside. He's fed up with cosmopolitan life and has done the run-around so much he now neglects to give an effort. This lad, Eugene, fancies himself a Scholar and Well-Read: -- but can now only be motivated to flip through a page or two of Adam Smith or some philosopher.

He's struck by the simplicity of the folk herein: they go about their day and have their own sort-of soiree's, and appear completely satisfied. He strikes acquaintance with a young Romantic, Lensky, who strums on his lyre and sings happy songs.

Lensky and Onegin are the rumbus of the town. The most eligible women, -- so beautifully simple, -- Tat'yana and Olga, -- are captivated. Lensky swoops on Olga, and Eugene is swept on by the sweet Tat'yana: She's lost herself in the English Romances: Byron, centrally. A captive in such a world, she transfigured her beloved Onegin to the dark, brooding, misanthropic heartthrob that she had always believed him to be:


But nowadays all minds are in a mist,

a moral brings upon us somnolence,

vice is attractive in a novel, too,

and there, at least, it triumphs.

The fables of the British Muse

disturb the young girl's sleep,

and now her idol has become

either the pensive Vampyre,

or Melmoth, gloomy vagabond,

or the Wandering Jew, or the Corsair,

or the mysterious Sbogar.

Lord Byron, by an opportune caprice,

in woebegone romanticism

draped even hopeless egotism



My eye's pause frozen at the page: who, -- or what, -- is a Melmoth? To `speak of things which eye has not seen nor ear heard, and which have never entered the heart of man'... Not a letter later and I see, an annotation of Pushkin's:


Melmoth the Wanderer, a work of genius by Maturin.



My interest piqued at just what a Melmoth could be: But I was so lost in Pushkin's telling of Tatyana's  English Romances:


My friends, what sense is there in this?

Perhaps, by heaven's will,

I'll cease to be a poet; a new demon

will enter into me



I continue, perhaps as this Melmoth to wander with this new Demon that inhabited Pushkin. I was altogether lost in Tatyana's letters promptly rebuked by a posing-as-wise Onegin, -- in Onegin's self-exile, -- in Pushkin's self exile and tattered manuscripts documenting his chase with his muse, -- and in Tatyana's solemn recognition of the changed-yet-unchanged figure of Onegin:


Is this the same man, or has he since softened?

Or does he act the same old freak?

Tell me, does he come here often?

And what character does he play this week?

What is his stage persona? Melmoth?

A cosmopolitan, a patriot,

Childe Harolde, a quaker, or a bigot?

Or does he show off a mask he has brought?

Or perhaps he is just a jolly good sport,

Like you and I, like the world, in short?

My advice is this, if he will take it,

To put aside all that worn out kit.

He has fooled the world more than we can tell..

―So you know him then? ― Yes, no. Not well.



And again, Onegin takes the form of some unhappy Melmoth. In just what shape, or what form Onegin could wander unchanged by the years as this Melmoth creature I resolved to uncover. In a matter of stanzas I had seen to the end of Pushkin's recovery of Onegins tale, -- and wept in bitter rejection that I could ever be an Onegin, -- that I would ever let my life take the form of…

I was compelled to seek out who, or what, this Melmoth was… but compulsions dissipate more rapidly than they appear. Several months later lounged in the Pacific Northwest; the sky is bigger, and brighter out West, -- away from my dreary abode. I philtered through Pushkin's letters looking for some hints of what this Melmoth could mean to him, -- but was lost. I only found such immortal advice as:


… the first love is one of sentimentalism, the second is one of voluptuousness. To extend this metaphor to its conclusion would be informative..[1]



In these letters I did not find my Melmoth. Instead I lost myself, again, in Pushkin's translator’s own work: the documentation of a window into the mind of a depraved soul, and froze in fear at what he dubbed “their” car:


…our own Dream Blue Melmoth…



Out of Nabokov's Lo-lee-ta. Another Melmoth! But if Pushkin had led me into Nabokov, and to Tat'yana led me to Melmoth, -- then I must find this Melmoth firsthand. I climbed up creaking stairs, and brushed cobwebs aside in neglected stacks to uncover an Irish preacher's documentation of this Melmoth.

Finding Maturin's account of Melmoth was not so easy,  -- but in dusty stacks of whose annals carry: ... and ... I recovered a single copy: Melmoth the Wanderer. Just as I began the infernal tale I saw that the story of John Melmoth II (not THE John Melmoth I sought) begins his tale by visiting his uncle, – much as my beloved Onegin did:


My uncle has most honest principles:

when he was taken gravely ill,

…

…

When will the Devil take you?



Maturin reports to me the story that he heard, that has inspired several of his sermons, and makes him quiver to recollect. He documents the travels of the student John Melmoth II, an Irishman who visits his heirless uncle for money while away at Trinity college. His uncle's deathbed unveils a portrait of a man with searing eyes[2], and a tattered & burned scroll to follow. He pours through the scroll to find Charles Stanton, an odd man trying to fit in with the burgeoning dandy scene of the time:  -- he has no place here nor there. Stanton, abroad for unknown reasons, encounters a man in Spain who says he will "meet him in an insane asylum several years from now." Unbelievable, finding respite at an Inn Stanton hears the tale of a weary wanderer seen across Spain. He was met uninvited at a wedding, and pointed at like the devil by some Catholic priest. Years later Stanton, slowly losing his grip and seeing this man everywhere, is interned in an entrapment like manner in an insane asylum. He howls and screams, and concluded it is worse to be sane with the insane, than insane like all the rest of them… one night, in the depths of his cell, the very same Melmoth comes to his aid offering him an unutterable bargain for an immediate escape by unutterable means. Perplexed at how this man knows him to be here, and how he arrived undisturbed are the least of Stanton's issues: he won't take such an infernal offer. He eventually recoups, but makes it his goal to find out just who this man is. The scroll is torn, an burned, and scratched out, -- and J. Melmoth II's light is slowly fading…

Over the course of the next few days J. Melmoth the second encounters horrors and horror stories beyond belief recounting his distant relatives; stories that are too profane to mention here[3]. Maturin's account done, I uncovered a sliver of who this Melmoth is, learning that he died 150 years ago, after bargaining to live for 150 years. There are uncountable stories of Melmoth that I will never hear, and infinitesimal details I will never resolve. But sated I end my quest, and go forth knowing not again will I encounter such an infernal name…




I was in a Printing house in Hell

& saw the method in which

knowledge is transmitted from

generation to generation



– William Blake

Melmoth is a close approximation to what became known as metafictional. C.R Maturin is writing the story of John Melmoth, who himself reads the story of Stanton, and hears the story of Moncada; Moncada hears a few stories, and records the story of the mysterious Adonijiah whose story is actually that of the resplendent Imallee, whose tale encapsulates that of Guzman and of Elinor Mortimer, both relayed to Montilla, one by an innkeep and one by the infernal Melmoth himself. The above narrative was my attempt at imitating such a method. Pushkin's Eugene Onegin has a similar proto-metafictional bent, as do (versions of) Pope's Dunciad, Sterne's Tristram Shandy. Why such an approach became fashionable or ‘experimental’ more than a century after being one-of-many conventions is something of a mystery.

Maturin goes one step further than most. Likely by the strength of each individual narrative(s) alone he negates metafiction; when you hear the tale of Immalee, you forget its being told in a several-story relay, and think yourself in a fairy-tale. The reader forgets that they are in this web of nested stories, and as a result interruptions to the narrative become more jarring than they would be otherwise, - -further reminding one that he reads a story. Occasionally he  will break the flow of the story with an interjected footnote[4].

What Maturin does interject, at every instant he can, is an epigraph at the start of each chapter. Typically these are excerpts from English or Classical poetry, or Shakespeare. These do an excellent job of further communicating that we are "in a conversation" with a variety of texts at any given moment, each that interferes with our interpretation of events at hand, and events in other texts. This used to be (somewhat) commonplace: to the point where transcriptional errors were tolerated, – perhaps a way to earn cachet for not bothering to look up the complete quote and instead pen from memory. More subtly, Maturin highlights every instance of excerpted tex with quotation marks; almost always biblical these suggest that Maturins ‘copy editing’ of the tales he tells.

Literature, like Biology and Physics, is the study of necessity. If, in Biology, a feature has evolved it is because it must have been there in order for the organisms to exist to this day, any biologist who claims that randomness rules is not a true biologist. Similarly Physics is the study of what has to be, and what can only be for a theory to be true, Quantum mechanics works because it is the only way physics at short length-scales can work, the Renormalization Group (one of the more beautiful theories in physics) works because it is the minimal theory to reckon with scale-invariance, – and takes advantage of this necessary structure of the problem[5].

Literature: any well-made book is structured and written as it is, because the message or intent of the book would not have been communicable without it. This dawned on me when reading Joyce's Ulysses: in order for Joyce to complete the project of relaying exactly what life in the modern day (Dublin 1904) was like, he had to use 18 different narrative styles to convey the disorienting, psychotropic experience that many in his age (and ourselves, now) are numb to. Why does Maturin (another Irishman) write Melmoth as a series of nested tales, with inconsistent commentary?

The first thing you might guess is that this structure makes the reader an essential part of Melmoth's story: like Stanton, and J. Melmoth II the reader hears the story through such a web. This is what it is like to experience Melmoth in the fullest sense: most people will never meet him, and will only hear stories of the infernal creature.

A slightly contrasting reason would be because Melmoth the Character is a Wanderer, "condemned to wander outside of history". In writing the novel as a collection of tales that themselves are not about Melmoth, C.R Maturin indeed conveys that the purpose of life is not whatever Melmoth is: he is a sidenote present at the climax of each story, but not the reason why the stories are being told. Only in encapsulating many people's stories, with different sets of heroes and villains can Maturin relay this idea. Additionally, Melmoth experiences life as “anecdotes”, -- he's lived in every locale, and visited every locked dungeon in 150 years. In this way, -- we experience Melmoth as he sees the world; the only way we can do this is through an amalgamation of media, with many cut-and-paste sections that we don't quite hear the end or the details of, -- a life through lived and firsthand, but not real experience.

Neither of these are quite satisfying, however. We must also have a reason as to why Maturin could not have structured the story any other way: why are the tales nested, and not sequential? Further, both of these explanations start to get at why Maturin would do such a thing, but they don't reveal any fundamental truth, nor clarify the nature of things.

The details are where the difference is made: Maturin is a master of the Gothic-Romantic. His nested clauses of subordinate atop subordinate nearly mirror the structure of the novel. Some  people with a feigned appreciation for literature are wild for “good” descriptions', -- I typically don't, but Maturin frequently excites my imagination, even on a second read. His Romanticism is so over the top at times, and Gothic-ism so morose it borders the edge of parody at times; -- Maturin takes both styles to their limits, to the point that we can place the weakly sewn seams,

A question one might ask is what "genre" is Melmoth the Wanderer. Northrop Frye's description of this word suffices: “The very word ‘genre’ sticks out in an English sentence as the unpronounceable and alien thing it is”. What genre is Melmoth the Wanderer; Melmoth is a novel, it is something that contains every other form of media. The style is something of a come-down from a trip into both Romanticism & Gothic fiction. In Frye's classical classification, Melmoth the Wanderer is a collection of Comedies, save the tale of Immallee; Melmoth's own experience as an aborted Romance, as an aborted satire, -- but ultimately a tragedy. There is Summer and Fall phase, -- but where is the Winter and the Spring?



How well religious persons understand the secret of making every event of the present world operate on the future, while they pretend to make the future predominate over the present

– C.R Maturin, Melmoth the Wanderer


I charge thee to return and change thy shape;

thou art too ugly to attend upon me.

Go, and return an old Franciscan Friar,

That holy shape becomes a devil best.



– Christopher Marlowe

Maturin was a struggling Calvinist minister in Ireland, -- his disdain for Catholicism, I suspect, betrays his complaints with the larger world of organized religion, and the larger religion of an organized world. His polemical view against the Catholic church is fleshed out best in the first story, Moncada's Tale, -- it begins with what seems like a joke[6]:


“…there is a promise that the ears of the deaf shall be opened.'`Where are those words?'`In the Bible'`The Bible? -- but we are not permitted to read it.'`True, dear Moncada, but we have the word of our superior and of our brethren for it, and that is enough.”



It's trite to say that jokes have a kernel of truth; this isn't a joke, and is a truth. Much of the Catholic church ethos (and, to a similar extent, Eastern Orthodox), relies on the professional training of spiritual leaders such as priests and monks, -- the spiritual sustenance of Divine Liturgy is enough for the lay-person, -- the words of the superior are enough for a non-tonsured monk. Maturin spends c. two-hundred pages detailing the horrors of a monastery that at times more closely resembles a hell-on-earth than an abode of heaven.

Maturin's less aggressive anti-monastic attitudes are almost reminiscent of Rabelais (cf. Gargantua & Pantagruel Vol III Ch X; for a contrasting opinion see: Gargantua & Pantagruel Vol III Ch XI[7]). Put succinctly: What do monks even do anyway? They shut themselves off from the world, invent routines and get praises out of self-admonition, praise and neglect them & their brethren simultaneously, ignore the material reality of the world that really does matter &c &c &c: in a particularly horrifying tale told within Moncada's tale, a pair of monks are driven to such depravity it forces another monk to conclude:


One physical want, one severe and abrupt lesson from the tintless and shriveled lip of necessity, is worth all the logic of the empty wretches who have presumed to prate it, from Zeno down to Burgersdicius



Maturin goes further: this is not just any monastery, but a monastery of "ex-Jesuits". Enlightenment Spain has outlawed Jesuitical orders, for their supposed interference in politics. This monastery holds Moncada as blackmail against one of the more powerful families in Spain. You can take the Jesuits out of Spanish Catholicism, but you can't take the…. Maturin scribes out the Church as a supra-national organization, taking advantage of the gullible & faithful, and otherwise intimidating or deceiving the rest. He almost sketches it as a regime of nation-, and possible worldwide, surveillance/intelligence network[8] but stops to only extend to Spain and her mercantile partners.

One could draw analogies to modern-, and yesterdays- paranoia surrounding surveillance, privacy, and behind-closed-doors negotiations dictating the sway of a populace under the facade of something completely unreal; the vision of a world constructed within our world, -- of a stage where each  "player" is strung up like a child's marionette. I will not make the analogy here, but let the interested reader do so himself, and give the hint that you should think about the monastery first as a microcosm, -- and think about what this means for the Catholic church's "kingdom of heaven on Earth".

The anti-catholicism continues throughout the novel, in different flavors: it strikes a much funnier tone in the story of Immallee/Isidora. Imallee is the logical conclusion of "flower children", shipwrecked on Indian Isles, later rescued and returned to Catholic Spain, -- the Natural Religion of Christianity she learned among the flowers and the trees is not the Catholicism of Spain: she thought it a religion of Love, not a religion of submission & indulgence. Her priest, the great Fr. Jose is an extended joke:


…”Daughter,” answered the priest, contracting his brows, “let me have some wine to slake the intolerable thirst caused by my anxiety for the welfare of your family, and let me meditate some hours afterwards on the measures best to be adopted, and then—when I awake, I will give you my opinion.'”....—”if a few slices of ham, or some poignant sausages, accompanied the wine—it might, as it were, abate the deleterious effects of that abominable liquor, which I never drink but on emergencies like these.—”....”Oh I am weak and worn with fasts and watching, and the labours of exhortation. My tongue cleaves to the roof of my mouth, and my jaws cling together,—perhaps a draught or two might dissolve their parching adhesion. But I do so hate wine—why the devil don't you fetch up the bottle?”...



The lightness of Fra. Jose's character, combined with the levity of Imallees' ever-endearing spirit presents a criticism of Catholicism as just as controlling, and definable non-christian in ways that life in the totally-falsified world of the monastery cannot show. There are other instances of anti-Catholicism across several more tales, and all are tied together by Maturin's disdain for equivocation, he purports that monks carry a "feminine" character that betrays their true nature:


(It may be different in women—but my own experience has never failed in the discovery, that where there was a kind of feminine softness and pliability in the male character, there was also treachery, dissimulation, and heartlessness)



and engage in a variety of behaviors that are duplicitous, and blasphemous, -- but the quality that does make them the worst is their affinity for equivocation. In Moncada's Tale this is most clear, where the superior constantly paints the world, and even religion as a matter of many equivalent possibilities: incertitude. This seems almost anti-ethical to the point of religion (or certainty to Calvinism), where the "project" could be said to give some ground truth, and some degree of certainty or at least confident doubt ought to exist.



What a difference between words without meaning, and that meaning without words, which the sublime phenomena of nature, the rocks and the ocean, the moon and the twilight, convey to those who have `ears to hear'

– C.R. Maturin. Melmoth the Wanderer


At roll-call Byron Dominus uttered at a fool-school,

Shouted by scottish ushers, caused his lordship to sob like a fool,

Yet Byron was the first to laugh at the over-sensitive Keats

‘Snuffed out by an article’, those were the words. A couple of rubber teats

Should have been supplied beyond any question to these over-touchy pets—

For me, you are free to spit your hardest and explode your bloody spleen

Regarding my bold compact Fourteener, or my four less than fourteen



– P. Wyndham Lewis

In jest I asked my brother to imagine an English Dandy reading Melmoth and thinking,`` -- wow he's just like me, doomed to wander history without sympathy… the dread love of the ever-pure Imallee… feared by all, unneeding in sympathy, and comfortable in misery''. Is there any truth to this jest? Maturin seems to poke fun, as did Byron, at the overly-Romantic sensibilities of yesteryears, and the depraved Gothic attitudes also popular at that time[9]. The brief tale of Stanton showcases this in a single scene, -- but Melmoth himself is utterly Byronic.

What is a Byronic? George Gordon "Lord" Byron was a poetical genius who warrants several book reviews or blog posts himself. Maturin was a fan, Pushkin began as an imitator; the entire Romantic ethos was completely blown apart, and reassembled under the Lord's rule. To read Byron in late Summer, under a tree at the edge of a lake, at the age of 19 is a Youth Enjoyed, to read him as a 24 year old is a Youth Renewed…

Wynham Lewis's poem, which I quote above, offers a more precise statement of Byron's impact. In _Childe Harold_e and Don Juan he writes as the angsty, disillusioned youth who no longer has will for the world. He jests that he spent his yesteryears waxing poetic above some tintern abbey, or philosophical at the sight of Trafalgar, and now laments that Nature or man can have some or any power over him. He hates the previous version of him who was a Romantic, and hopes to move to something else. It is a retrospective from a childlike enchantment (think: the flower-child Imallee) into a pale disillusionment (a lightened up Melmoth). Byron is "laughing at the over-sensitive" Romantic in all of us, and challenges us to reject our sentimental tendencies. There is some danger in this, - and done poorly veers to the common-to-all of us youthful angst.

The Byronic “hero'” is then the extension of these traits into a character. The Melmoth here aren’t quite our Byronic heroes. The true Byronic heroes can be found (again) in Eugene Onegin, in Goncharov's Oblomov, and in a way Bronte's diabolical-yet-dreamy Heathcliff. They are disaffected and thoroughly exhausted with all that life has to offer. In the pessimism they acquire therein, they begin to fade out of life and into the noisy background that (they claim) made them Byronic to begin with. Melmoth is these characters drawn up to their logical conclusion: he hopes that his victims, like him, lack any hope for an afterlife: a cynicism and misanthropy that is only possible in one who has first and foremost rejected himself from society.

Key to all of this is the fact that Melmoth argues that he does not do evil. In an extended passage near the novel's end, Melmoth makes the case that Man does more evil than he ever can. Melmoth is only the non-interfering observer who, himself, only finds himself in the presence of evil, and not in evil itself. This echoes Christopher Marlowe's genius in The Tragicall Historie of the Life and Death of Doctor Faustus:


MEPHASTOPHILIS.: Hell hath no limits, nor is circumscribed

In one self-place; for where we are is hell,

And where hell is, there must we ever be.



Hell is everywhere on Earth: we create the Hell that we live in. Perhaps this hell is created by the Catholic church, and their strategy of equivocation, perhaps we are numb to it by our myopic lives of abundance, disconnected. We clearly see throughout the monastery chronicle the patterning of the monastery on Hell itself. The most infernal of Byronics will create their own Hell-on-Earth, and insist to live in it.

Byron's last work worth mentioning here is Manfred, a masterpiece variation of the Faustian mythos that leaves one with the reassuring message: you can't escape the Fates, you can't change who you are. The troubled Manfred, retreating among the Alps, begs Nature first and Unholy Spirits second for reprieve from his untold sufferings. Even the strongest of the supernatural powers will not be able to save the doomed Manfred from the failings of his own personal agency.

Already obvious to some, but the Melmoth the Wanderer is more the story of a Faustian. However it is an inversion of the typical where we don't ever see the wonderful powers granted to Melmoth by his Mephistopheles, nor do we ever know exactly what the deal he made was. He barely gets the love of Gertrude that Goethe's Faust gets, or the seat with the Pope of Marlowe's. He gets a glimpse of Imallee's pure spirit, and Melmoth gets an audience with a middlingly-successful Spanish merchant, in a dim inn. What we can know is that all of the knowledge (information) obtained in this world, which Melmoth supposedly has access to, is useless and unsatisfying, and somewhat obviously he can't carry it into the next life. What's more is that, regardless of your idea as to what the next life is, Melmoth cannot influence the next life apart from these tales that we now carry. As a result of not being able to impact the world, he cannot “live on” in even a metaphorical way, nor can he leave traces of his taste for pleasure as any proper Byronic may…


The contrast may have pleased the philosopher, that though the ancient Greeks and Romans were savaged (as Dr. Johnson says all people who want a press must be, and he says truly), yet they were wonderful savages for their time, for they alone left traces of their taste for pleasure in the countries they conquered…





Information. What's wrong with dope & women. No longer the whole world's gone insane, with information set to be the only medium of exchange

– Thomas Pynchon

What Melmoth has that we don't have is the valuable commodity known as the reduction of uncertainty, the negative of entropy, -- information. He asks us:


Never again ask me that question—the intelligence that I can give you must be of more importance to you than the means by which I obtain it—enough for you that it is true.



Melmoth and any good Faustian is on a quest for information. The overly simplified, inaccurate take on Faust is that he is in a search for "knowledge". In Goethe's version, Faust wants, to paraphrase, "one red-hot second": a moment of infinite worldly pleasure, to which the devil has to tempt him. Marlowe's version is slightly different, and Faustus specifically seeks magic and eschews all other forms of knowledge. What does Melmoth seek? Maturin plays us fast & loose with this for most of the novel, but one can gather that he seeks eternal life and some other powers, and his knowledge of this is what permits him to have knowledge of everything else.

Another angle is that in using his very unique narrative style, Maturin questions how much of `us' is really just information. Any (good) statistical physicist would say “it's all information”[10]. Melmoth has all the information he can ever want. He is satisfied. But what is information anyway, if it doesn't reduce uncertainty about your environment, -- and Melmoth has taken a bargain for a tremendous decrease in uncertainty, his extended life and powers, in exchange his eternal soul, – certitude both now and later. His capability to take in information is large, but the total amount of information he can now extract from the environment (the amount of usable work, perhaps) is severely limited. I won’t try to extend this much further, but also point to the corresponding view through the structure of the narrative: all we can take from these tales is – possibly corrupted – information. The rich life of Melmoth, and all others found in these pages reduce to alphabets encoded in alphabets encoded in foreign alphabets:


As my eye fell listlessly on the manuscripts, I saw they contained only the Spanish language written in the Greek characters



At the end of the novel, Melmoth sinks into a solemn acceptance of his fate, and the fireworks surrounding his demise, as with Marlowe's Faustus, are hidden. Information, -- all the information in the world could do nothing but beat him into submission of a certain fate.

I've made it this far and have hopefully not said anything too interesting to the average ACX/SSC reader. Now, I will, perhaps to painful effect: Maturin's talk of ails of equivocation, the quest for knowledge in the form of magic, the risk of worldly treasures versus otherworldly reward, anecdotal evidence not being a perfect substitute for experience firsthand, information sampled from multiple sources in different incomplete forms, begging others to make the same trade that you did. Perhaps you're onto it: --  there's some lesson in here about artificial intelligence.

I actually won't suffer to do so directly, -- as I am not equipped to go up against such a thing. I'll leave the reader to make the connections themselves, if there are any. Perhaps Melmoth is an example of “Artificial Intelligence” gone awry and relegated to the dustbin of history, only stumbled upon by depraved souls careening closely to Hell. Alternatively the governance of the Catholic church may be a society or company ruled by some conglomerated societal intelligence that itself must be evaded & escaped, but not confronted firsthand.

Thirdly: It's trite and overused to say that Technology is a Faustian bargain. The truth to it is that Technology promises a worldly reward, but the falsehoods are many. First, it's a Faustian wager, -- there is a risk of damnation, but this is not guaranteed. Second, it's not just a worldly reward, -- the Bible or other soul-purifying books would not be available without it. Literature, like Biology (and to a lesser extent physics), is about the details. I will make the metaphor much more precise: Technology is Melmoth's wager. He asks for those abilities to transport across the world at his will, to access everything.

If this is about AI, or technology, or simply a great Gothic-Horror Romance: what this means is that our ails with disinformation, multimedia, and technology aren't so new as we think. A backcountry minister reckoned with these ideas 200 years ago, -- and we do a worse job of it now. Did he suggest a remedy or solution? Not really: don’t become a Catholic, and don't take Melmoth's bargain because people in completely worse circumstances have kept their heads on straight, and they will be redeemed in the end, as the Melmoths are dragged to Hell….




Cowering and broken

I’m a victim of my evil deeds

But I don’t need your sympathy

I’m comfortable in misery



– Lil Ugly Mane

I closed Charles Robert Maturin's book, and still have not found this Melmoth character, -- he died c. two-hundred years ago, not long before Maturin himself. Not so long after, I close my review of Melmoth the Wanderer, -- to quote Pushkin:


Melmoth the Wanderer, a work of genius, by Maturin.



My only advice to whoever wants to chase ghosts, demons, or unhappy Melmoths: to those who are lost, and wandering, and maybe misunderstanding there place: to those who have not yet read Byron, and have not truly felt twenty-four, and don’t yet have a wandering-place: If it isn't apparent by now: read Eugene Onegin. It might lead you to a dusty book by some C.R. Maturin…


Notes


[1]

This quote is from memory: I hold that a phrase of similar spirit can be found in one of Pushkin’s letters written shortly before he married.



[2]

not of Maturin's nephew, that would be A Picture of Dorian Grey



[3]

Maturin claims that there are stories within his story so profane they should not be written



[4]

And once or twice a direct interposition into the text.



[5]

vide Michael E. Fisher. Rev. Mod Phys 70, 653. 1998



[6]

I have confirmed that practicing Catholics make this joke among themselves.



[7]

I can’t swear by these chapters, but do hold that two adjacent chapters of Rabelais’ tale hold contrasting views on monastics



[8]

vide Thomas Pynchon's picture of the Jesuits in Mason & Dixon, a novel which itself borders on the Gothic Romance that Maturin drives to its conclusion here….



[9]

Melmoth is even accompanied by a song: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R0FB-oxQfGs



[10]

vide E.T. Jaynes. Phys Rev. 106. 620. 1957, & Landauer’s Principle






Mumbo Jumbo by Ishmael Reed

[image: ]

What if all of this has happened before? What if we’re living on a spinning record that keeps coming around to hit the same notes, years or decades or even centuries apart? That all of history is a struggle between two forces which through the ages adopt different names and aesthetics and even mask their true intentions behind different ideologies, so that only their most dogmatic adepts even recognize what they’re fighting over.

This is a question that pervades our culture, from our literature (Robert Jordan’s excellent Wheel of Time series is explicitly based on this), to our music (“Same as it ever was”), to framing the United States as a modern Roman Empire.

Ishmael Reed’s Mumbo Jumbo takes this question and uses it to explain the history of race relations in the United States in the 20th century. I first heard of Mumbo Jumbo through a reference in Gravity’s Rainbow, the only book I’ve read which is crazier and more impossible to review. Nevertheless, I think Reed’s framing provides a remarkably unique and useful framing not only of the 20th century, but also of current events, and so I’m writing this review in the hopes that I can encourage at least a few people to read this remarkable novel.

The Age of Jazz

Mumbo Jumbo kicks off with the birth of Jazz in New Orleans. Reed shows us this historic moment not as a depiction of creativity, or art, or achievement. Rather we are dropped squarely into the middle of a panic. Jazz or jes grew as it’s referred to in the novel, is portrayed as a mysterious disease sweeping the city of New Orleans. It begins as a disease which afflicts only the black people of New Orleans, but as the novel opens the mayor of New Orleans is hysterically summoned to the hospital to observe the city’s worst fears come to fruition, this new virus has made the jump into the white population. As the scene closes, we succumb to despair as the mayor himself begins exhibiting symptoms, demonstrating that no one is safe from this veritable pandemic.

From here we spend the majority of the novel in Harlem, watching from the cultural capital of the world as jes grew sweeps across the nation. The plot consists primarily of following two factions in conflict over jes grew with Papa LaBas representing the black community trying to embrace and promote jes grew racing against The Wallflower Order, representing the white community trying to stamp out jes grew and return to normalcy.

I say “black community” and “white community”, but these are dramatic oversimplifications which border on misrepresentations. Papa LaBass is a Voodoo houngan, and embodies a variety of diverse interests and movements, from polytheism, to afrofuturism, freedom, and deconstruction. The Wallflower Order, working with the Knights Templar, represents monotheism, control, and The Deep State. The implication here is that in general black people who are embracing jes grew are promoting the values embodied by Papa LaBass, because jes grew is implicitly an expression of these values. Likewise, in general white people who oppose jes grew and its related aesthetics are trying to protect the established order, which is fundamentally threatened by these new movements.

The novel makes these racial distinctions rather explicit. In a dramatic scene, the Mu’tafika, a group dedicated to looting American museums and cultural centers of artifacts plundered from Africa and returning them to their native homes, takes a powerful member of The Wallflower Order hostage. The Mu’tafika’s leader makes the decision to leave their hostage under the watch of their only white member, a controversial decision as the group’s other members express their distrust of their white comrade. The leader stands firm, and expresses that they cannot succeed segregated, but must trust and work together with everyone in order to ultimately flourish. This proves to be the group’s undoing, as the hostage quickly persuades his captor that their shared western culture is too important to allow naive multiculturalism to threaten. He is released, and summons his goons (the police) who slaughter the Mu’tafika. Thus we see America’s struggle over acceptance of Jazz as representative of a greater battle over cultural dominance.

The Wheel of Time

Reed wrote Mumbo Jumbo in 1972, by which time the history of Jazz was mostly settled. While it found artistic success and inspired a generation of artists, it was largely coopted into the existing culture, and failed to materialize into a revolution some dreamed of. The novel leaves off on a note of defeat, but with a hopeful eye to the future. In the closing scene, a now elderly Papa LaBass lectures a new generation on the struggle over jes grew, and notes that history is repeating itself with the rise of Funk, thus closing the gap between the historical and the contemporary. This was a provocative analogy for me, as throughout the novel I was reminded over and over again of the struggle in the early 1990’s over hip hop.

The late 1980’s witnessed an evolution in the new cultural phenomenon of Hip Hop, with the genre spreading out from its birthplace in the Bronx, to new corners of the country. With this expansion brought new influences, styles, and subgeneres. Hip Hop began to embrace sexuality, a more angry and confrontational tone, and an embrace of urban gang and street culture. At the same time, Hip Hop’s cultural prominence soared.

As Hip Hop’s content grew more radical, and its popularity began to reach more audiences, white America responded with censorship. Not only did parents attempt to prevent their children from listening to the music, but several legal attempts were made to limit Hip Hop in this era. The American Family Association, a Christian fundamentalist group, prompted officials in Florida to take legal action against Florida group 2 Live Crew, and especially their single “Me So Horny” on obscenity grounds. A district court ruled that the album was obscene and illegal to sell, and subsequently a record store clerk was arrested and charged for selling the album, and members of the group were arrested after a public performance of the banned material. Two years later the District Court of Appeals overturned the ruling on Free Speech grounds.

Just years before the groundbreaking Gangsta Rap group N.W.A. had faced censorship of their record “Fuck tha Police”. The group received a letter from the FBI which stopped short of threatening action, but made its position clear, “I wanted you to be aware of the FBI’s position relative to this song and its message.” The next year the group was arrested and fined for performing this song at a concert in Detroit, with allegations that police officers in the audience set off fireworks to imitate gunshots and create chaos, cutting the performance short. This was ultimately revealed to have been justified as a breach of contract, N.W.A.’s manager had signed a contract with the group’s insurance guaranteeing that they wouldn’t play the song, and the band was aware of the agreement. Still, the impact of this event was to send a clear message across America that certain forms of expression risked legal and police suppression.
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N.W.A. performing in Detroit

These episodes could have come straight from the pages of Mumbo Jumbo, despite the novel being written 15 years earlier. Rather than explicitly taking the future viewpoint, Reed takes the opposite tactic, and roots this struggle in the foundation of western culture, establishing a through line from the beginning to the current day. This conflict will keep occurring, jes grew will rise up in one form after another until one side is eventually victorious.

Limited Expression

Jazz is inherently a practice of pushing the boundaries. As unqualified as I am to review Mumbo Jumbo, I am infinitely less qualified to speak definitively on Jazz. But an understanding of Jazz is crucial to reading Reed. Jazz begins with a simple structure, some piece of music classic, recognizable, and boring. This structure becomes the boundaries within which a Jazz musician must operate. The act of Jazz is to depart from the structure, to leave the boundaries behind and explore what happens with the freedom and improvisation that brings; to attempt to go as far as one can beyond the recognizable before finally bringing the audience back full circle to safety of the familiar structure.

Mumbo Jumbo is Jazz. It plants itself in the structure of a novel, but along the way it drags the reader on excursions to unfamiliar territory. At times the text is interrupted by photographs which can be difficult to relate to the narrative. In places Reed breaks the fourth wall and includes footnotes directly to the reader, signed I.R. Even within the text, the reader will find the comforting structure of plot dropping out from under their feet, to be taken on a journey through some seemingly disconnected cultural commentary, varying from the US’s invasion of Haiti to rumors that Warren Harding had black ancestry, to suddenly find themselves back on firm ground as the narrative resumes. Each diversion strays further and further, seeking the limits achievable within the novel structure.

In the penultimate excursion, Papa LaBass recounts the origins of this conflict as a tale of ancient Egyptian mythology. In this telling, the root of this cultural conflict is a betrayal of the Egyptian god Osiris by his brother, Set. In the original mythology, people worshiped many gods and Osiris ruled as a king among gods. But his brother Set was jealous, and killed Osiris, seeking to take his place. Set’s jealousy and greed knew no bounds, and drove him to establish himself as the god of the sun, the one and only true god. To cement this position, he corrupted a follower, Moses, and used him to steal a holy text from Osiris’ widow Isis. With this text Moses was able to drive the people of Egypt away from their worship of Osiris and the other gods into a new monotheistic religion based around Set. But due to Set’s corruption, it couldn’t establish a complete dominion, and those who remembered Osiris and the old ways persisted. This is revealed to be the root of Christianity, with the corrupted Set as the true identity of the Christian God.

Here Reed ties together the basis of Jazz with the culture of oppressed peoples. Mumbo Jumbo is less concerned with the literal accuracy of its stories than it is with how they must be told. Reed is less trying to present a literal account of history, but rather to illustrate the way in which black culture, and the cultures of oppressed peoples more generally, has been limited and suppressed in Western civilization. Just as in Jazz, where the musician must find space between the beats of the structure in which to express himself, these communities have to fit their expression into the structure established by Western culture. The beauty of Jazz’s innovative introduction of chaos into order, is also the tragedy of Jazz being constrained to working within the prevailing order.

Reed brings his alternate history of Christianity back to the structure of his narrative by revealing that the holy text that Moses and Set stole from Isis is the key that this historical struggle rests on. With it, jes grew will be able to transcend cultural constraints and its proponents will be free to express themselves , unhindered by oppressive structures. If the Wallflower Order instead gains possession of the text, all could be lost and true dominion achieved.

Corruption

A key theme throughout Mumbo Jumbo is corruption. Both in the traditional political sense with various instances of the Wallflower Order using police to suppress its opponents, or cover up its own crimes, or even using political connections and wealth to try and influence what media can be presented to the public.

But also corruption in the linguistic sense of a degradation, or an impurification. We see this directly in Papa LaBass’ account of Set’s over Moses and ultimately, Western culture. It’s through the act of corruption that the Wallflower Order hostage frees himself and brings about the end of the Mu’tafika. We also see it deployed consistently throughout the novel as a strategy by the Wallflower Order to combat jes grew and stop its influence. The primary tactic of the Wallflower Order is to establish a new magazine, and use the Order’s power to amplify the magazine’s prominence. The magazine is presented as a progressive institution, placing itself alongside other institutions promoting progress.

However the magazine is full of lewd and pornographic content, creating a publication which is portrayed as grotesque. Indeed, each time the editor attempts to ally it with progressive thought leaders, they reject it, seeing it as hollow, cheap, and degenerate. This is in fact what it is, with the ploy being to portray this as the inevitable conclusion of cultural freedom. Without structure, the magazine implies, we descend into vice.

Within the magazine resides a more nefarious plot. The ultimate plan of the Wallflower Order is to create a Talking Android, a black man who will refute African American culture and endorse European American culture. This agent of corruption is to be their secret weapon, sabotaging the African American community’s attempt to regain its own cultural expression.

This plot is foiled when the naive man they have been grooming for this role is rescued by his father, a southern pastor who after seeing the magazine his son has been writing for travels to New York to take his son away from the city, and its corrupting influence. The Order scrambles for a replacement, but everyone they approach sees through their ploy. In the end they attempt to fake it, using one of their own members as the Talking Android, but he is unconvincing in the role. Thus without their Talking Android, and with the African American community unable to locate the sacred text, the battle ends in a stalemate, jes grew while not totally defeated, fails to deliver the revolution, and we await the next iteration of the conflict.

We’ve seen the other tactics portrayed in the novel used in contemporary times, with censorship, political corruption, and portrayals of cultural movements as degenerate all deployed against contemporary cultural movements, prominently in the case of Hip Hop. But the idea of a Talking Android is especially pernicious. The thought of a cultural leader, corrupted into becoming a mouthpiece for an establishment they fought against, is especially chilling.
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My Struggle by Karl Ove Knausgaard

For years I casually mocked a book I sometimes walked past in my local independent bookstore. The book was My Struggle by Karl Ove Knausgaard; what was funny was the title combined with the size of the thing, actually a series of six thick volumes, an encyclopedia of struggle with the author’s haggard face on the cover of each book. Good grief, Karl, I would think. It can’t be that bad, can it?

My casual acquaintance with the book suddenly became more serious when, due to a misunderstanding, my boyfriend presented me with the first volume at Christmas. “I know you’ve been interested in it for a long time!” said my thoughtful, earnest boyfriend. “I thought about getting all six, but then I thought it might be better to start with one.” Though I hadn’t previously had any intention of reading it, once I own a book, I feel an obligation to at least give it a try, so I started on book one in January.

To address the elephant in the room – if you google this series, you might see something about Nazis. The title, My Struggle, is Min Kamp in the original Norwegian, and yes, that’s a deliberate reference to Mein Kampf. Furthermore, while most of the series is autobiographical, the middle of book six randomly derails into a long contemplative essay about Hitler’s childhood and psychology. This isn’t because Knausgaard is a Nazi; he just has a scholarly interest in World War Two and apparently couldn’t resist using this platform to air his thoughts on it. I’m not going to talk about this part of the book because it doesn’t really have any connection to anything else in the series, and because I just didn’t find it that interesting.

Back to book one. Surprisingly to me, I was hooked at once – though it took me a while to decide if the book was actually any good. What’s immediately gripping about this book is its reality-TV quality; Karl Ove (he uses both names) writes about himself, under his own name, and his real family, friends, and acquaintances. Nothing seems to be off limits, and no detail is spared; he tells us about his social awkwardness, his most embarrassing failures with women, his physical insecurities, and his petty day-to-day annoyances with his wife and children. It’s fascinating in a lurid, slow-motion trainwreck kind of way: I can’t believe he said that. I felt a little guilty reading it, and suspected that I was drawn to it by the same impulse that would make me pick up, say, a People magazine in the checkout aisle. But before I finished the first book, I bought the next two.

At least initially, the spectacle of reality helps compensate for the brutal lack of plot. Each of these books covers a phase of Karl Ove’s life, not in order; in book one he’s a young adult, book two a younger adult, book three a child, book four a teen, etc. For large swaths of each book, nothing happens – or, nothing plot-worthy. Rather, they have the tempo of real life; more time is spent waiting for something noteworthy to happen, or wondering if anything is ever going to happen at all, than actually experiencing plot points. We follow Karl Ove through long, boring days; he reads books, listens to records, makes himself a sandwich, wanders around town. Sometimes, as in real life (or at least, in my life), some tension seems to build, a feeling that something is coming up, something is going to change soon – but, as in real life, most of the time nothing does.

These books can be really challenging in their over-exposition (and I say this having also recently finished In Search of Lost Time). Karl Ove can easily stretch an hour over a hundred pages, not because anything is happening, but because “no detail spared” applies to the mundane as well as the lurid. If he’s checking out at the grocery store, we’re going to hear about the loaf of bread in his basket, and why he chose it, and how it reminds him of the bread he ate as a child, but is sliced a little differently, and also everything the person in front of him is buying, and how that makes him feel, and the look on the cashier’s face, and on and on ad infinitum. At one point he tells us his actual pin number as he’s punching it in.

What’s the point of all this? On one level, the “plot” is the plot of a typical human life – growing up, falling in love, establishing a career, marrying and having children. As I read on though, another overarching theme slowly, slowly seemed to emerge. By the time I rounded the corner on book four, my take was that if the books are “about” anything – besides a level one primer on what it’s like to be a human being – they’re about Karl Ove’s relationship with his dad. None of the books are primarily about this, but it hovers in the background, it’s the shadow (the “struggle”?) that links the stories together.

The dad, we understand, wasn’t a very nice guy. The primary impression Karl Ove conveys is of fear. Especially as a kid, he’s terrified of his dad, never knowing what mood he’ll be in today, or what mistake of Karl Ove’s (a lost sock, a few drops of juice spilled on the floor) will trigger his temper. In one scene, a ten-year-old Karl Ove quietly eats a bowl of cereal with spoiled milk because he’s afraid to ask for something different. As Karl Ove gets older, he continues to cope with his dad via utter submissiveness, gritting his teeth and getting quietly drunk whenever he visits in adulthood. Things never come to a head, but go on the same way until his dad’s death from alcoholism. But when, some time later, Karl Ove’s first child is born, his dad is still looming as large as ever in his psyche, inspiring all kinds of worries about what kind of father he’s going to be, and whether he’s even capable of being a good father.

I revised my original judgment – this wasn’t just some skin-deep tabloid voyeurism. A difficult parent-child relationship is a complicated phenomenon worth exploring: the mix of empathy and loathing we can feel for a person who has been closer to us than almost anyone else, who both hurts us and suffers in their own right.

But I was wrong again – that’s not what these books are really about either. The next turning point comes in book six, which takes us back to Karl Ove’s present. He’s 40, married to the love of his life, living hectic days with three children under five. At this point the series becomes self-aware for the first time: book one is about to be published, and Karl Ove is in the process of contacting each of the real people he’s written about. He does this with trepidation, afraid that someone is going to be angry; he reflects on his lingering fear of conflict:

“I couldn’t undo what I’d already done. Not only had I made the decision that it was what I wanted, but I’d also worked under the banner of that decision for more than a year…

That was what I thought. But it wasn’t what I felt. I felt like I did when I was a little boy and had done something wrong. I was afraid Dad was going to come and be angry with me. There was nothing worse…”

Enter Karl Ove’s worst nightmare: his uncle Gunnar. Gunnar is his dad’s younger brother, and acts as a kind of dad reincarnate, reacting to the manuscript of book one with violent anger. Karl Ove receives an email with the subject “verbal rape”, in which Gunnar condemns Karl Ove, and his brother, and his mother, and her entire family. He accuses Karl Ove of being a pathological liar, and demands the book not be published, or if it is everything about the dad and his family has to be removed, or if it’s not then Gunnar’s going to sue. “I’d imagined all kinds of things, but not this,” says Karl Ove. “It was as if he were standing there screaming.”

At this point we’re wondering if Karl Ove is going to crumble under the pressure, or if he’ll grow a backbone and try to defend himself. But he does neither; instead, he immediately steelman’s his uncle’s case in the strongest terms possible. “In Gunnar’s eyes,” he begins, “everything was different.” Then he jumps back to the beginning and gives a dense three-page summary of his life story so far from Gunnar’s point of view.

For Karl Ove, his dad was a terrifying figure, emotionally and sometimes physically abusive, who eventually abandoned his family and drank himself to death. For Gunnar, the dad is the victim, first caught in a loveless marriage and then having his own children poisoned against him by their mother, until now his son is airing their dirty laundry in public, pretending to be an artist but really just looking to make a buck from his family’s misfortune.

At this point Karl Ove establishes himself as a master of epistemic humility. He’s written five books about his own perspective on his own life, but as soon as he presents his uncle’s point of view, he believes that story just as much as his own. He doesn’t say Gunnar misunderstood or saw things differently, he says that for Gunnar, everything was different. When he explains it, we believe it too: the story that Gunnar tells is a true, fair representation of Gunnar’s actual experience. Karl Ove believes in both stories, and he’s tortured by the dissonance. How can he tell his story, from his perspective, when for his uncle it’s not true? What right does he have to tell it – particularly if it causes someone else pain?

You might say, how can Karl Ove be so wishy-washy about his own experiences? How can he not have the confidence to tell his own story from his own perspective? After all, isn’t that all any of us can ever do?

Karl Ove says,

“Perhaps because I have always had such a weak ego, always felt myself inferior to all others, in every situation. Not only the brilliant individuals I have met, who, with their charisma, intelligence, and talent have outshone all others, but also taxi drivers, waiters, train conductors, in fact every kind of person one can possibly meet out there. I am inferior to the man who washes down the stairs and corridors in the building in which we live, he possesses an authority greater than mine in that situation…”

At this description, I felt a flash of recognition. Maybe it’s because I also grew up in a family where, as Karl Ove says “part of the person I was had to be hidden.” For me, this wasn’t about having one difficult parent, but rather two parents with a lifelong dedication to living in separate worlds. Though they never got divorced, they lived as far apart from each other as possible within one household: separate vacations, separate interests, even separate rooms of the house. They almost never had an interaction that wasn’t logistical, or bitter; I don’t remember them ever having, for example, the kind of conversation that starts with “How was your day?” The times they rode in the same car together with me I can count on one hand, pretty accurately since they were each so memorably uncomfortable.

For me, the upshot of this was that I grew adept at moving between their disparate worlds. Though they were irreconcilable, even as a child I recognized that neither was right or wrong; both were just as right from their own perspective, and just as wrong from the other. I believed in each of their points of view equally, as was necessary to love both of them. With my mom I was one person, the person who could understand and relate to her; with my dad, though still myself, I was in some ways a different person, the kind of person who could understand and love him.

Why am I telling you about my parents’ marriage in a book review? Because context is everything: this review comes from me, and my own story informs my perspective on everything including this book. I grew up in a house where the definitions of “right” and “wrong” shifted depending on who you were talking to, and where my own opinion usually mattered least of all. And maybe that’s why I loved Karl Ove’s wishy-washyness about his own experiences, his willingness to fully take on the perspective of a seeming enemy, putting it on an equal footing with his own story. What truth is there besides what we see, each of us, from where we stand?

Context is everything; that’s my point and that, finally, is what My Struggle is actually about. Karl Ove tells us everything about himself, gets us as close as possible to the lived experience of his life, and the result is just this: we understand his perspective. In the end, he doesn’t even ask us to believe it. He hardly believes it himself – Gunnar’s story is just as true! He’s not trying to prove anything, not saying “this happened and not that”. All he says is “this is how I saw it, this is what happened for me.”

Karl Ove spends most of the rest of the book (besides the Hitler part) doing a deep dive into this. He quickly moves beyond the specific conflict between himself and Gunnar and into a revery on how one can ever be “right” about anything that happens, or whether one can at all. How can a person be right when none of us can ever give an account of anything without bias?

“How can reality be represented without adding something it doesn’t have? What does it “have” and what does it not “have”? What is authentic and what is not authentic? Where is the line between what is put on and what is not put on? Does a line even exist?”

In other words, whenever we tell a story, what we describe is inevitably something different, more or less or just different-flavored, than objective reality. We cannot be objective; any story we can tell about anything is necessarily ensconced in our limited point of view. Just choosing what to say and what not to say, which details to include and which to leave out, builds our bias into every story. My Struggle pushes against the limits of this law by including thousands of unnecessary, seemingly neutral details, but in the end this story is just as biased as any other. And of course, that bias is the very thing that makes it interesting and meaningful. But it also means that the whole story can be told from a different perspective, giving the same set of events a wholly different meaning, and be just as true.

We’re living on the internet in 2023, where the opposite ideology prevails: every opinion or perspective is either Right or Wrong. Most of the time, the closest we get to open-mindedness is to admit that the people who disagree with us might not be doing it maliciously, might just be too dumb to understand that they’re wrong. But they’re still wrong. And I get that. But I’m a bigger fan of radical humility, and it’s what I loved most about My Struggle, this epic, multi-volume odyssey that in the end says nothing except: “for me it was like this, for me it was like this, for me it was like this.”




Nightmare Pipeline Failures

There’s a familiar story that appears on the news roughly once a year, which pretty much goes like this:

It was another normal business-as-usual day when someone who operates a piece of highly complex equipment notices something weird. This happens pretty regularly, so this person does what they normally do, but unbeknown to them, this time, the alarm is real, or the signal is actually not a harmless thing, and suddenly, something very bad happens.

In industries that deal with these types of systems, this is known as a process safety incident. These are mostly in oil refineries, chemical plants, and similar, but I’d also count aviation and transport accidents.

In early 2023, this major process safety event was a Norfolk Southern freight train derailment near East Palestine, Ohio, releasing large quantities of toxic chemicals impacting residents and the environment.

By total coincidence, I was reading Nightmare Pipeline Failures - Fantasy Planning, Black Swans, and Integrity Management by Jan Hayes and Andrew Hopkins, which is a book about process safety incidents. Two specific pipeline failures from 2010 - a gas transmission line explosion in San Bruno, California, and an oil spill into the Kalamazoo River near Marshall, Michigan - are presented as case studies, supported by references to the National Transport Safety Board (NTSB) investigations, where evidence is made publicly available on their website.

There’s not much overlap in the specifics, but I suspect many points discussed in this book are applicable to the Norfolk Southern incident. The NTSB is investigating, and I know I will be looking at this accident docket when it’s available.

I. Introduction

The worst nightmares of the oil and gas pipeline industry are coming true in the United States.

That’s the opening line of the book. I really like it - concise, to the point. The main thesis of the book is that both the likelihood and consequences of pipeline accidents have increased, for a number of reasons:


	Increasing population density means urban areas now encroach on pipeline corridors, which increases the severity of an accident (more fatalities) and means more activity could disturb the line

	Much of this infrastructure is old, which presents many problems - corrosion being the main one, but also being built to older, less stringent construction standards and not being subject to some of the quality assurance checks that apply to new builds - so in addition to corrosion and fatigue, there’s the “ticking bomb” factor

	Operating conditions have changed - the Michigan oil spill involved a relatively new type of crude oil product from tar sand extraction (which wasn’t the product the pipeline was originally built to transport), modified for transportability, which had an outsized environmental impact (being very difficult to clean up).

	Being both US pipelines, subject to US regulations, operated by US corporations, there is a broader trend in how US companies manage these types of risks - or rather, how they’re failing to manage them, and why



Extensive references are made to the National Transport Safety Board investigations of these incidents. The NTSB website is quite a good place to visit, if you ever want to read reports of plane crashes and similar - they list open investigations (like the aforementioned Norfolk Southern accident), as well as all material used as evidence in past investigations (which are compiled into accident dockets, and you can download everything on the docket to read yourself). I’m impressed with the transparency and accessibility.

What I’m personally interested in delving into is, primarily, the fourth point - how these organisations created the conditions where process safety events were only a matter of time.

I think it’s broadly applicable to how most large organisations work, which is terrifying. There is a fair bit more information on Pacific Gas & Electric’s management of pipeline integrity - so for this reason, I’m going to limit discussion to the San Bruno accident specifically.

II. So, What Happened?

On the 9th September 2010, just after 6PM, a large fire / explosion suddenly erupted in San Bruno, a SF Bay Area suburb next to the airport. I found a video of this fire on YouTube, to get a sense of how huge it would have been (you can also watch the surveillance footage of shoppers nearby noticing the blast and panicking).

To the residents, it probably wasn’t immediately apparent what the cause of the explosion was - the gas line was buried, so many people probably didn’t think about it much, and there was the airport only five miles away, and it was only two days before the ninth anniversary of 9/11, so the initial prevailing theory was another plane crash / terrorist attack.

Around 7PM, the cause was confirmed - the high pressure buried gas pipeline had ruptured and the gas leak had ignited.

Gas pipeline explosions tend to be very high energy - in many places, gas hazards are ranked using tonnes of TNT equivalent. At least a hundred homes were damaged by a shockwave that measured as a 1.1 magnitude earthquake, over thirty homes were fully destroyed, and the blast left a 40 foot deep crater in the street and threw a 1000kg section of pipe 10 feet.

Even though Pacific Gas & Electric cut the gas somewhere between 60 to 90 minutes after initial explosion, the fire blazed until nearly 12PM the following day - the isolation point for a large distribution line like this would have been miles upstream and even without further flow, it would have been an absurd amount of fuel left in the line.

That’s the point of view from the residents of San Bruno.

From the view of the owner and operator, PG&E, several hours before the explosion, some scheduled routine field maintenance was taking place at Milpitas Terminal, upstream of this line.

Milpitas was a fairly standard gas transmission terminal - four inlet lines, five outlet lines (including line 132 - the buried line which failed). Each line had an automatic valve - when high downstream pressure is detected, the upstream valve will automatically shut until the pressure releases.

Field technicians at Milpitas were working on upgrading the power system. No gas interruption was planned for this. The technicians were in constant communication with the pipeline operators in the remote control room. This is standard practice - control room is responsible for monitoring gas flow and pressure, so any interruptions require constant comms.

As part of the work, the power to the terminal would be interrupted, so the technicians switched the control valves from automatic to manual operation to keep them open. While the power was out, the control room would be effectively blind - but the field technician team did the work, turned the power and comms back on, and switched the valves back to automatic.

After restarting the terminal, the field team noticed that some indicators were still off, even though they’d turned the power back on. They didn’t pass these observations on to the control room - they just continued work.

Around an hour before the rupture, in the control room, some 60 alarms appeared suddenly. These were high pressure alarms, and some reverse flow alarms. They phoned the Milpitas technicians - were these real? What’s happening? Where’s the pressure come from? - and throughout these discussions, discovered that some of their valve position data in the control room was wrong. No one knew which valves were open and which were closed; but they concluded that at least some of the high pressure alarms were real, but couldn’t identify why.

Later investigation found that the maintenance work had introduced an electrical fault, and all the upstream pressure regulating valves had fully opened.

A field technician manually measured the pressure in the downstream header, finding 396 psi - which was below the maximum allowable operating pressure (MAOP) of 400 psi for the system. Not great, but no need to panic. They spent the next few minutes fiddling with the valve setpoints to bring the system back to normal.

At some point, the pressure hit a safety valve on line 132. Safety valves are standard gas industry fittings - when a higher than expected pressure hits the valve, the valve closes, and (in theory) the downstream system it’s protecting doesn’t get pressurised to a dangerous level. This valve closed at the set point, but line 132 was already pressurised for a few minutes - and by the time the valve shut, the downstream pressure gauges read a big drop.

A sudden drop of pressure usually means the gas is all going somewhere very quickly - and in this case, this was when line 132 ruptured, spilling a large amount of flammable gas into the neighbourhood of San Bruno. It took over an hour before the control room operators realised what had happened - linking the explosion to the overpressure event.

Line 132 was constructed in 1956. It had ruptured at Section 180, along a defective longitudinal seam weld. There was no evidence that this section had ever been tested or inspected - not when it was first built, not at any point during 50 years of operation. It was a fabrication defect - one that had been there from day one - and it caused the line to fail below its maximum allowable operating pressure.

III. Just Following Procedures

Most process safety literature steps through the blow-by-blow of what happened in the terminal and in the control room - what paperwork various people filled out, what they wrote, whether they followed procedure, what was the procedure and so forth. This book is no exception - but to explain the first failure in (what happened in the field), they provide an explanation of the types of rules used in industry.

There are three types of safety rules and procedures (general consensus among process safety experts), which are:


	Goal-based: rules that specify goals to be achieved

	Process-based: rules that define the process to be followed in order to decide on a course of actions

	Action: rules that define a specific concrete action or system state



Most modern process safety rulesets and systems are a combination that include features for everything, because these all have a time and place.

A goal-based rule, for example, can be, “ensure that the work is completed with no injuries or fatalities.”

A process-based rule could be, “prior to starting work, plan the activity in advance and obtain permission from someone who oversees all work on site; this person will ask questions and might request that you take specific precautions before allowing the work.”

An action rule would then be, “you must hold this licence to do this work (e.g operate an excavator).”

These are generalisations, but it’s a fairly important framework. Every organisation has rules, implicit or explicit, and issues often arise when rules are defined poorly. Think back to being in school, for example. The principal most likely got a goal-based rule from the education department, something like “ensure the kids are educated” but sometimes more specific, like “raise the average test scores up to x%.”

The principal might directly communicate this goal to the teachers, or they might think they want a process-based rule, so they might come up with, “teachers where the class average is lower than this score must speak to me about it and we will have a meeting to come up with a plan to fix it.”

Then teachers are often free to define rules for students, so you might get rules like, “score over X% on this homework sheet to be completed every week, attend remand class if you score lower or don’t do it,” either as a recommendation from the meeting with the principal (output of a process) or just a pre-emptive action rule to meet the goal-based one.

Like most hazardous industries, PG&E fieldwork is governed by permit to work - a process-based rule, and a fairly industry-standard one. When work is being planned, a permit is prepared and submitted to an authority (in this case, Gas Control). The work does not go ahead unless Gas Control has ascertained that it can proceed with no risk. At least, that’s the idea.

The permit paperwork submitted to complete the work at Milpitas on September the 9th is on the NTSB docket for San Bruno as Exhibit 2AM. I’ve excerpted the relevant sections here:
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[I’ve censored the names and numbers of the techs involved, but the NTSB did not do this, which seemed weird to me. I hope they’re work numbers.]

My excerpt, sadly enough, only leaves out a few other unfilled pages of the permit form. I’m assuming this originally also came with a drawing of the terminal that they’re replacing, and that would be about it.

This is my “favourite” part:

[image: ]

It’s a little unclear how many hands ultimately handled this document. It was prepared and signed off by the field supervisor, and signed off by Gas Control (presumably an operations representative). It was also distributed to seven other people - who are apparently “Mandatory” to notify. Also, one of these people was “TBD”, which is always encouraging to see on safety-critical paperwork.

I would imagine this meant emailing a copy of this form to these seven people, where it would get lost in an inbox of around 3,049 unread emails, most of which probably was other work clearance forms. If you work in any kind of form-heavy industry, I’m sure you have been either or both of the person emailing a document that will never get read, and the person with the inbox full of unread documents.

The procedure is silent about exactly what these people needed to do with this document. If I put myself in the shoes of, say, the facility engineer, and I get like 30 of these things every day, without a clear directive from the procedure to tell me what exactly am I supposed to do with these, and I have to plan next year’s maintenance campaign, deal with faults someone found the other day, and my manager is asking me to decide which of next year’s maintenance we can defer and how much budget we can hand back - you can be fairly sure that these are never getting looked at. Especially if the last part (finding budget savings) is tied directly into my annual bonus or some kind of incentive, and reviewing this random form is not.

So there is the issue with process-based rules: they don’t work if there’s no clear ownership and they don’t work without competence. If these two things are missing, the permit to work system turns into a bunch of pointless paperwork to tick some boxes.

Most permit to work systems have a risk assessment step - but, not unique to PG&E, they’re usually done by the field workers and focus almost entirely on personal safety (i.e whether removing this panel would electrocute anyone doing the work). This is what happened here - there’s a single box asking if this would result in a planned service interruption, checked no, because if everything went as planned this was the case. But there doesn’t seem to have been any consideration of what valves did you have to open / close, and whether there was a risk of seriously impacting the pipeline if you, for example, opened and closed valves in the wrong order.

So, why even have procedures like this? Isn’t this just pointless box ticking and a waste of time?

I will skip to the authors’ conclusion in Chapter 6: it’s to comply with the safety rules. Tautological, isn’t it?

IV. The Letter of the Law

In Australia and the UK, major hazard facilities (the kind of places where a major accident must not happen - power plants, gas plants, and such) must submit a safety case to the regulator. This document is a record of the facility’s plan to prevent accidents. It should cover things like “how do we make sure no one ends up jackhammering a live pipe by accident” and “how are we ensuring our pipes aren’t rusted and holey” and “this is how we make sure no random teenagers can break in and set off fireworks on top of the propane compressor”. This is the mechanism enforcing the ‘goal-based’ law - letting the responsible party determine a set of reasonable rules, and holding them to account if anything goes wrong.

Most of the US, however, have action-based laws. California, specifically, had the following suite of laws that applied at various times throughout the life of line 132, up until its fiery end:


	
1956, the pipeline was constructed. No specific laws apply, however industry mostly followed the standard ASME B31.1.8 (1955), which stated that new lines shall be hydrotested to a factor above maximum allowable operating pressure (MAOP).

Line 132 was not hydrotested at construction (there’s no record, and it probably would have failed if it was tested)



	
1961, California General Order 112 - new pipelines are to be hydrotested to ASME B31.1 (1958), however nothing about old pipelines specifically.



	
1970, Federal 49 CFR 192.505 - new pipelines are to be hydrotested to 1.5 x MAOP, however a grandfathering clause explicitly states that for existing lines, MAOP shall be the highest pressure the line has been exposed to prior to 1 July 1970



	
2004, Federal 49 CFR 192.917(e) - existing lines must be hydrotested if operating pressure rises above pressure seen in the last 5 years





I did find it baffling that US laws explicitly state when something needed to be hydrotested, but in this case, if the intent was to find unsafe lines by forcing operators to hydrotest, it certainly didn’t work. There were a number of clever loopholes for an old enough pipeline - such as the provision requiring hydrotest if the operating pressure is greater than any pressure seen in the last 5 years. The loopholes are almost certainly written in because of industry lobbyists, possibly even PG&E’s own lobbyists.

(For those not in the pipelines industry - a hydrotest involves filling pressure equipment with water, holding it at that pressure for some time while an inspector physically looks for water leaking out of it and monitors the gauge for pressure drop. If it doesn’t hold pressure, or if it leaks, it fails. There’s another version using air instead of water - a pneumatic test - with lower factors).

Why was the MAOP of this line 400 psi, in the absence of any kind of hydrotest, ever? Why did it need to be 400 psi, when the service pressure wasn’t actually that high?

This is thanks to the 1970 and 2004 laws. The highest pressure line 132 saw previous to July 1, 1970; and then from 2004 onwards, PG&E would deliberately raise the pressure to 400 psi to keep the rating. This sounded so wild, I had to go read it myself, from the NTSB Public Hearing Transcript Day One (it’s on page 83)


MR. TRAINOR: Are there any other considerations to MAOP for pre-1970 lines?

MS. PERALTA: We choose the pressure based on our operating records that we have which indicates a safe pressure that the pipeline had operated at during those 5 years.

MR. TRAINOR: Okay. And when you test the line every 5 years, the pre-1970 lines, what's the duration of time the pipeline is operated at MAOP?

MS. PERALTA: So when we do the planned pressure increases, and sometimes just through regular operations, the pipeline will reach its 5-year maximum operating pressure, in which case there's no need, but when we conduct these planned and monitored increases, it's held for approximately 2 hours.



These people are running a pneumatic test for all their old 30+ year old lines, except instead of an inert gas, they’re doing this in service using actual flammable gas. So, they do this for all their pre-1970 lines, they hold it there (full of actual flammable gas??) for 2 hours, and they’re not telling anyone while they’re “testing” it, despite the line running under densely populated suburbs.

In 2010, regulations in California were still action-based (unsure about the rest of US). I don’t know if this is still the case, but I suspect that it still is, given the intense debate about electronically controlled pneumatic brakes on the Norfolk Southern case.

The problem with prescriptive / action-based laws is that the regulator must be on top of all new safety innovations, which is, of course, a lot to ask of politicians that have very little knowledge of all of these specific fields. Every time someone invents a new kind of brake, the law has to go back through the House and the Senate for an update, where it somehow gets tangled up in partisan politics and culture war garbage and suddenly someone is getting accused of being a communist just because they’re trying to update the minimum legally mandate brakes to match current maximum train speeds. This is very far from being a sensible way of managing safety legislation.

Under goal-based safety laws in Australia and the UK, the responsibility of the operator would not be to run a specific type of brakes - it would be to make the trains safe. It is still possible to be cleared if it was a genuine freak accident, but that’s not an argument that would fly for predictable failures. I have no idea if such a law could be enforceable in the US, or would all the judges just say they’re all acts of God?

If the laws were somehow updated to be goal-based, the incentives for these engineers would change. Your job is no longer to look for loopholes where you don’t have to hydrotest. Your job is (hopefully) to make things safe.

V. Risk Laundering 101

This is most likely a familiar subject to anyone who reads this blog, and is a frustrating feature in many organisations. It’s probably fine if the organisation is in charge of making lipgloss or whatever and have to sometimes recall lots of lipgloss but the consumer can always find an alternative, but unfortunately, lots of organisations everywhere have absolutely awful epistemic practices - especially around risk, which is unacceptable when they deal with hazardous infrastructure and vital goods and services.

PG&E did do the responsible thing of having an integrity management system for their network of multi-decade old pipelines. At least, that’s what their VPs and executives said during the NTSB investigation.

However, this system immediately falls apart on closer scrutiny. Chapter 5 is about this integrity management system, which is an incredibly infuriating read and probably the part that reflects the worst on PG&E.

The subtitle of this book is “Fantasy Planning, Black Swans and Integrity Management” - refers to what I would call ‘risk laundering’ - the tendency for certain inconvenient risks to simply evaporate from consideration after going through a few desktop studies.

For example, corrosion on pipelines. It is very expensive and difficult to excavate miles of buried pipeline, even more so when they run under suburbs like San Bruno. No one wants to recommend doing this (particularly in cost-focused organisations). However, maybe someone will go, “what are we doing to manage our old pipelines?”

To address this, they’ll have an integrity management system - and there is the trap that many organisations end up falling into. An integrity management system is supposed to represent risks and make recommendations on what to do about them - in theory. In practice, if no one is actually thinking too hard about what they’re supposed to achieve, they can get co-opted into “demonstrating” that there is no risk. Organisations can end up spending lots of time massaging numbers in these programs, rather than actually going out to check things.

PG&E had a geographic information system (GIS) to record and manage pipeline data. For maintenance planning, they used risk index modelling - a method that assesses risk of a group of assets (in this case, pipeline segments) relative to one another, as opposed to absolute risk.

Firstly, looking at the GIS - the data in it was just plain wrong. They weren’t considering the risk of a longitudinal seam weld rupture because the GIS stated that the section was a seamless carbon steel pipe.

Forgivable, except for a crucial fact - line 132 was a 30” bore pipe, and seamless 30” bore carbon steel pipes didn’t exist in 1956 or 2010, and I don’t think it exists in 2023. Seamless pipe is manufactured by drawing a billet through a die - and this technique tops out at probably 20” or so. Really large bore carbon steel pipes can’t be seamless - they are always long seam welded for hazardous products.

This shows that no one familiar with line pipe has ever checked the PG&E GIS data, because this isn’t particularly esoteric knowledge for someone who has been heavily involved in pipeline construction and inspection. But it is an assumption a fresh engineering graduate or a generalist consultant (like Bain, Deloitte, etc… who also hire fresh engineering graduates) won’t think to check.

So right off the bat, based on unverified information in the GIS, PG&E is already managing a fantasy pipeline.

They then use risk index modelling - which divides all their pipelines into a large number of segments, assigning each a risk score, and ranks the segments according to risk.

Let’s start with the first problem: using a relative risk score to obscure the absolute risk.

Where does PG&E draw the line on what to repair? They probably don’t do this explicitly - engineering gets a maintenance budget item, and they treat the risk index as a “queue” - high risk gets inspected, low risk does not. The glaring problem there is how low is low risk? If your budget can only cover your top 20 worst pipeline segments, how would you know that number 21 isn’t going to blow up?

A good integrity management system must define the budget based on the work required to mitigate risk. If you learn that you have a vulnerability that is going to cost a million dollars to fix, you must find the money somewhere. However, in this company, available budget is deciding what gets done - not risk. If there isn’t enough budget to fully maintain the system, it will deteriorate faster than it gets repaired. It’s still going to fail!

In this specific instance, it’s also not good practice for corrosion defects, specifically, to be left to sit for too long. Most of these lines are coated, so failure goes from the stages of coating failure → minor corrosion → severe corrosion over time. Coating failure is easy and cheap to fix. Minor corrosion may require a little more intervention and assessment. Severe corrosion means the segment will need to be fully replaced - cut out and reweld. Every stage involves reapplying the coating.

So taking a birds-eye view of the maintenance budget, if you need something to run for many decades, a regular recoat is the obvious winner for both cost and risk (potentially run to failure and fully replace might win on cost sometimes, but for most gas pipelines, critical bridges and other major infrastructure, the risk of failure is unacceptable).

Since corrosion defects tend to get worse and more expensive over time, it’s not a good idea to kick minor defects down the road - it’s a great way to blow out a maintenance budget.

Digression aside, the actual risk assessment calculation is awful. It doesn’t just fail at representing risks correctly - it actually makes high risk items seem less risky.

The risk score assigned to each segment has a consequence of failure component and a likelihood of failure component, which is pretty standard.

Likelihood tends to be what trips most industrial risk assessments up. How do you account for every possible way a pipeline could fail? There’s quantitative modelling, or getting someone to assign a qualitative score (when I do this at work I call this “vibes-based” scoring, which honestly, completely depends on who’s picking the number in how good it is).

PG&E decided to split the difference and use this equation:

LOF = 0.25EC + 0.45TP + 0.20GM + 0.10DM

Each of EC, TP, GM, DM refer to the likelihood of failure due to a certain reason - External Corrosion, Third-Party Interference, Ground Movement and Design / Material.

The multiplier of each of these was from a statistical analysis of previous pipeline failures, which is somewhat understandable (although the NTSB investigation points out, if that’s the basis, it’s not even correct - some 50% of their failures from 2004 - 2010 were external corrosion).

Now for the magic trick: watch this extremely old, badly corroded pipeline turn into a non-existent risk using this formula!

Scenario 1: 40% EC, 30% TP, 20% GM, 30% DM; the LOF score would be 30.5

Scenario 2: 90% EC, 10% TP, 10% GM, 10% DM; the LOF score would be 30

That’s odd - to calculate the probability of a line failing for any reason at all, you should get:

Scenario 1: Probability of failure = 1 - (0.6 * 0.7 * 0.8 * 0.7) = ~ 76%

Scenario 2: Probability of failure = 1 - (0.1 * 0.9 * 0.9 * 0.9) = ~ 92%

In short - this risk indexing method is profoundly, criminally bad, and everyone who uses something similar desperately needs to sit a remedial statistics course. The risk indexing exercise is actively worse than useless - it provided an illusion of certainty, while spitting out meaningless numbers. Using a pure vibes-based approach would have been better!

The problems don’t end there! Why even consider third-party and ground movement in this calculation, when it’s being used to decide what to inspect? The thing with someone striking a gas line and causing a leak - control room will find out about it, effectively immediately. Ground movement damage inspections only need to happen after earthquakes in the affected area. Variables that aren’t relevant to this decision should not be in this calculation!

The next step in risk laundering is to announce that you have mitigated everything above a risk ranking 40 (or whatever) and that’s it, the risk is managed, everyone pat yourselves on the back. Executives get a bonus for “driving cost optimisation of the inspection program”!

It’s also hugely convenient that when something like this happened, no one could see it coming - the line only scored 30 on the risk index, how could we have anticipated this? This event is now a “black swan event”.

VI. A Magic Ritual to Ward Off Disaster

Chapter 6 is probably my favourite part of the book, because it’s very illuminating on how people in large corporations tend to act, providing a great explanation of the decisions taken by various people involved.

Process safety incident investigations generally assume that no one comes to work intending to blow up a Bay Area suburb, and I’m inclined to agree with them. I truly believe most people working at PG&E were horrified that this happened.

Why would a group of people, who I will assume are generally smart, hard-working and well-intentioned, let this happen? How did no one notice that the permit system mostly seemed like ticking boxes, and the integrity risk ranking scores don’t make sense? We know that metal in the ground will corrode over time. We know that welds are weak points in pressure containing structures. These aren’t engineering problems - they’re management.

It’s not that PG&E didn’t care about safety - it’s stated as one of the company’s top priorities! They did work on metrics like recordable injuries, lost work days, and motor vehicle accidents, and even improved them - didn’t they?

I will quote this excerpt from the book verbatim:


Perhaps the surest sign that the number of injuries is not a comprehensive goal in its own right, even for worker safety, is the way in which [the 2009 Annual report] treats the deaths of two workers. While this is acknowledged to be a “tragedy”, presumably these deaths account for only two injuries and so are not as significant as the overall statistical trend of injury reduction that PG&E has chosen to highlight. We find this paragraph particularly offensive for this reason.



What does a 50% reduction in recordable injuries mean, if your fatalities are up by two? I wouldn’t call this improved safety.

PG&E had a culture of treating safety (and the cost of managing safety risks) like a video game, or like magic spells - where some sequence of actions are performed and the pipeline is made safe. This is, once again, fantasy planning - these actions don’t have any bearing on safety.

Example one, the MAOP exercise for the pipeline - increasing the pressure to some random number someone found in 1970 doesn’t make it safer.

Knowing that the pipeline last saw a maximum of 400 psi (in gradually increased steps) in 2005 tells us nothing about its ability to experience a sudden pressure spike to 400psi the 2010; in those 5 years the pipe may be more corroded, the cracks may have grown, and I’m concerned about the fact that if the pipe hadn’t exploded in 2010, they would have pushed the pressure up there anyway, risking the flammable gas leak into the suburbs, on purpose.

Example two, what the SVP of Engineering of Operations said in the public hearing:


NTSB Investigator in Chief: The PHMSA regulation or the CPUC regulations are minimum safety standards. Is there a PG&E policy … that says wherever possible for public safety, thou shalt exceed those standards?

PG&E Senior Vice President, Engineering and Operations: There’s not a standard that specifies thou shalt exceed, although there are cases where we do… it’s really an engineering judgement.



An engineering judgement, meaning when there is an issue, an engineer has to spend time investigating it, risk assessing it, and then argue for the budget to fix it to management. An engineering judgement means that it is case-by-case - rather than company standards mandating that the system is made safe, it’s up to someone in engineering to speak up.

This requires someone with integrity, a willingness to argue with the boss, and a great deal of professional pride.

Transcripts of interviews with PG&E employees are available on the NTSB docket. The authors summarised these as “almost without exception framed by reference to company systems, rather than reference to any broader understanding of responsibilities or context.”

For example, the interview with someone on the integrity engineering team (Exhibit 2BR) :


Q. Describe how you use, for missing information, how you use -- how do you handle missing information as part of your pre assessment process?

A. In the data mining effort, we would review project folders to clarify any missing information, to find missing information.

Q. And if you're not able to find any particular missing information even after that, how would you handle that?

A. We would stay with the engineering assumptions that were given to us.

Q. Through that process, through that pre-assessment process, have you identified any pipe segments or lines that were based out of class for what you found based on the information that you found?

A. I'm not familiar with that. I don't know.

Q. You don't know that you found that or you don't know how to do that?

A. It's outside of my responsibilities. So I don't know.

Q. Okay. So in essence, you would -- whatever discrepancy you found you'd generate the form but then somebody else would make that determination?

A. Yes.



So, not my job, don’t know, outside of my responsibilities - it’s not a place that rewards people for raising issues or questioning whether the system works. It’s not a workplace where you know what other people do or feel like you can question whether someone else is covering the bases.

Especially not if you’re early career, which was the case here.

He was an EIT, an Engineer in Training for the state of California, who joined PG&E in 2004. If he was pursuing a Professional Engineer certification, I looked up what he’d need. By my understanding, you’d need at least 24 months of relevant engineering experience if you don’t have a Masters in Engineering (vouched for by your employer), $175 to apply, an undisclosed fee payable to the exam administrator, and probably (considering the abysmal pass rate), some money to enrol in a preparation course.

I actually hold an American Petroleum Institute (API) certification. It was $900 to apply to take the exam, I needed two people from work to certify that I have relevant work experience, and I enrolled in a preparatory course that cost $4000. I would not have done it without the sponsorship of my employer (they paid for it all).

Which brings us to the problem - if being an engineer was dependant on you being employed by PG&E, would you have told them that perhaps, the way we manage risk is not enough? Would you have spoken up? And if they fired you (California was not a right-to-work in 2010, but I don’t know enough about whether they could have gotten rid of you anyway), your recommendations wouldn’t be implemented, anyway.

VII. The Publicly Traded Regulated Utility

I also wanted to focus more on San Bruno, because the way PG&E specifically is structured kind of boggles the mind. I’m not entirely sure how Enbridge is structured, but that might just be a more normal large, monopolistic company puts profit-before-safety scenario - PG&E specifically has a weird (but not unique) corporate structure.

Chapter 8 has this handy table, which I will excerpt:


















	Regulated Utility	Publicly Traded Corporation
	Provide safe and reliable service at fair ratesAnswers to regulator (CPUC) as a proxy for the consumers of California stateObligation: provides safe reliable power - hence will always be bailed out by the governmentRetail rates set by regulatorMakes money when cost to deliver electricity is lower than regulator mandated retail rate	Maximises profitsAnswers to shareholders, who are represented by the Board of DirectorsObliged to maximise profits; may decide to terminate service if not profitableRetail rates set by market competition, budget set by BoardMakes money when rates charged to customers is greater than cost to deliver (and may set customer’s rates)
	If run poorly:Regulator to impose penalties or authorise rates rises to consumers, and may require specific actions.Cannot fail	If run poorly:Customers switch to competitors; company fails


So, this beast of a table is an attempt to explain what’s going on with Pacific Gas & Electric. Is it like this because it’s a regulated utility, prevented from raising the price of gas to cover maintenance costs? Or is it like this because it’s a predatory capitalist public-traded company?

The answer is…. It’s somehow both. And accordingly, it provides the worst of both worlds.

PG&E Company is a regulated utility, which has to answer to the regulator, California Public Utilities Commission (CPUC). CPUC sets what PG&E Company can charge consumers, taking into account PG&E’s planned maintenance.

However, PG&E Corporation is a publicly traded corporation. And the Corporation answered to shareholders and had the responsibility to maximise shareholder returns.

The Company and Corporation, until the rupture, held joint Board meetings. The Corporation is just a holding company - it has no other business, and its only source of revenue is the Company’s profits.

This presents some obvious incentives - we can never fail, because the state government will always bail us out. We are a state monopoly, so there’s no competitor to switch to. Our revenue is capped, so we have to cut costs.

The PG&E Company has two bosses - but CPUC isn’t the one that pays the executive bonuses. The PG&E Corporation is.

PG&E is effectively incentivised to present the biggest rate case it can persuade CPUC to accept, not do any of the maintenance, and pocket the profit. And if anything explodes, PG&E will not cease to exist, because they’re the sole electricity and gas provider in the state. They can blow up a thousand gas lines throughout the state if they want; but it will never be existential for the company.

In the three years leading up to San Bruno, the company spent $53 million on executive bonuses. It had no other source of revenue, other than what it got from the ratepayers, which was only authorised by CPUC to pay for pipeline maintenance. If I was a resident of California, I would be pretty bloody unhappy - it’s like the state level scam of your deadbeat son asking for money to fix the car, but he secretly spent it on alcohol, so one day your brake lines fail unexpectedly because it wasn’t fixed to start with.

This is why I hate privatisation of important utilities.

On a sidenote, an awful coincidence - one of the fatalities of this incident was a CPUC employee who was evaluating PG&E’s plans to replace aged pipelines. Given the timing, I would assume that she’d just gotten home with her daughter.

By the way, it’s not like PG&E has reformed - if you recall the wildfires / power blackouts in 2019? A PG&E transmission line failed and fell onto flammable bushland. They filed for bankruptcy again, escaping liability for the fires, but as of 2020 it’s back to business as usual.

VIII. Okay, But I Don’t Work On Gas Pipelines

The authors consider only oil and gas, but I don’t think these failure modes only exist in that industry. I think that the world of today is too damn complicated, and lots of sectors are facing the issues of ageing infrastructure, outdated laws, and corporate irresponsibility - which leads to terrible risk management practices and lots of “black swans”.

Other potential high consequence, low risk events outside of hazardous industries:


	Mass produced personal care products contain traces of benzene, putting large numbers of consumers at risk

	Software firm releases a bug fix that inadvertently exposes a bunch of sensitive data

	Banks recklessly investing customers’ savings

	Poor hygiene in farming leading to disease outbreak



Does every industry need a Nightmare Pipeline Failures? Did the book accomplish much change?

Well, California did update its laws around hydrotesting pipelines, based on the Office of the State Fire Marshall website:

“California law mandates that each pipeline system be tested at least every five years by an independent third-party approved by the Office of the State Fire Marshal (OSFM). Testing results are submitted to OSFM for review and concurrence. Tests are randomly witnessed by OSFM Pipeline Safety Engineers to verify compliance with the OSFM Pressure Testing Requirements. In certain cases, OSFM may also approve the use of internal inspection tools "smart pigs" in lieu of hydrostatic testing. In these cases, the test results are also submitted to the OSFM for review and concurrence.”

This is still very prescriptive - the OSFM has to review all these hydrotest reports, so if anything blows up, they’ll be liable.

Learnings that I think can be generalised across industries:


	Are the laws still fit for purposes? Are they currently only compelling an action (that marginally makes things safer now, but will soon be obsolete), rather than an outcome? There may be a number of low-hanging fruit in industries other than pipelines; if this review leads someone to put forward even one such suggestion in their field of expertise, I’ll consider this time well spent.

	How would you compel professionals to act in the interests of the public, rather than the interests of their employers to the detriment of everyone else? What can we do to improve accountability of professionals - especially in the labour force of 2023 and beyond, where people move around frequently and are often on short-term contracts?

	Corporations are constantly given the choice between “save money at the cost of increasing the risk of a really bad event” and “spend some money to mitigate a risk of a really bad event (but it’s not necessarily easy to prove whether it was effective)”. Most corporations usually lean towards the former - not because of any specific person’s actions, but because the incentives shape the culture which shape decisions over time (and decisions like making specific people redundant shape culture). Is there anyone working on identifying ways to compel corporations to choose the decision to spend money, and have a lower risk of accidents?



Overall I think it’s a good book as an introduction to process safety, thinking about integrity management, and thinking about risk management practices in the pipelines industry. I wish the authors discussed how to influence corporate incentives a little more (that was Chapter 8, but it was more a study of the factors behind the disaster - which, to be fair, “how to influence corporate incentives” is probably a problem that is inherently very difficult to solve, so it’s probably not a fair ask).

It’s fairly accessible - I’m not primarily a process safety professional, although I do work in integrity management on a hazardous facility. I found the window into US legislation interesting (as I don’t work in the US), and I especially enjoyed getting to know the NTSB website, which is a very accessible and comprehensive way to dig into industrial accidents in their jurisdiction. I wish more industrial accident investigations produced similar dockets to the NTSB, but it’s a little concerning just how many accidents are on the website.

In conclusion:


	I’m disappointed in American safety laws, but I’m very impressed with the agency in charge of accident investigation and reporting - check out the NTSB website

	Large companies can have shockingly bad safety management systems, the kind where people do a bunch of pointless paperwork just for the sake of paperwork

	Risk assessment methods can be deeply flawed, especially when comparing probability

	These factors won’t be fixed internally because it’s not in the companies’ short-term interest to actually look at risks properly - they might have to spend money to fix things!

	But we really need to force them to manage their risks - possibly by pushing for goal-based rather than action legislation






Njal's Saga

I.

I found Njal’s Saga hard to follow. Halfway through, a friend reassured me it wasn’t my fault. The medieval Icelanders had erred in releasing it as a book. It should have been the world’s wackiest Phoenix Wright: Ace Attorney spinoff[1].

Remember, medieval Iceland was an early attempt at anarcho-capitalist utopia. When Harald Fairhair declared himself King of Norway, the Norwegians who refused to bend the knee fled west to build a makeshift seastead on a frozen volcanic island. No lords, no kings, no masters. Only lawsuits. So, so many lawsuits.

Once a year, the Icelanders would meet at the Althing, a free-for-all open-air law court. There they would engage in that most Viking of pastimes - suing each other, ad nauseam, for every minor slight of the past twelve months. Offended parties would sell their rights to prosecute a case to the highest bidder, who would go around seeking fair arbitrators (or, in larger cases, defer to a panel chosen by chieftain-nobles called godi[2]). Courts would propose a penalty for the losing side - usually money. There were no police, but if the losers refused to pay, the courts could declare them “outlaws” - in which case it was legal to kill them. If you wanted to be a Viking in medieval Iceland, you needed a good lawyer. And Njal was the greatest lawyer of all.

Not that he’s anywhere to be found in the first quarter of Njal’s Saga. The story starts with Njal’s friend’s wife’s aunt’s father. From there we learn the genealogies, histories, and annoying feuds of everyone in southwestern Iceland. Everyone sounds like a minor Lord of the Rings character. Here’s Valgard the Grey (Njal’s friend’s wife’s ex-husband):


There was a man named Valgard, who lived at Hof by the Ranga River. He was the son of the godi Jorund, the son of Hrafn the Fool, the son of Valgard, the son of Aevar, the son of Vemund the Eloquent, the son of Thorolf Vaganef, the son of Thrand the Old, the son of Harald Battle-Tooth, the son of Hroerek Scatterer-of-Rings. The mother of Harald Battle-Tooth was Aud, the daughter of Ivar Widespan, the son of Halfdan the Bold. The brother of Valgard the Grey was Ulf Aurgodi from whom the men of Oddi are descended. Ulf Aurgodi was the father of Svart, the father of Lodmund, the father of Sigfus, the father of Saemund the Wise. From Valgard is descended Kolbein the Young.



There are only about 40,000 people in medieval Iceland. The book focuses on the Southwest Quarter, so let’s say 10,000 there. Each of our characters is a large landowning farmer with many children, servants, tenants, etc; if he is patriarch of a 20 person household, then there must be about 500 such patriarchs. Each of these 500 relevant Icelanders is profiled in loving depth. And if there are 500 characters in Njal’s Saga, and n people can have n(n-1)/2 possible two-person feuds, that’s 124,750 possible feuds. Of these, about 124,749 actually take place over the course of the saga (Njal and his friend Gunnar are best buds, and refuse to feud for any reason).

A typical feud goes like this:


	
Someone with a name like Hrapp the Ugly, who is ill-famed throughout the land, becomes jealous of his betters. Maybe one particular better irks him, someone with a name like Eirik The Beloved-By-All.



	
Hrapp insinuates himself with you, flattering you until you believe he is your best friend. Then, once you trust him completely, he says “Eirik The Beloved-By-All is saying behind your back that you’re weak and effeminate; also maybe he’s plotting to kill you.”



	
You gather your kinsmen and say “Eirik The Beloved-By-All is slandering and plotting against me, we need to stop him.” Your friends and kinsmen object “Eirik is the kindest of all men! Surely this is only the poison of Hrapp the Ugly, whispering lies into your ear.”



	
You say “I have sworn to do this thing, and I call upon you as my kin to support me. If you do not, let it be known to all that you refused to help a kinsman in his time of need!”



	
Your kinsmen grudgingly agree to help you. You all form a raiding party and catch Eirik The Beloved-By-All when he is out hunting with his family. He kills three of your kin, but you kill five of his; he himself escapes.



	
You and your kin ride to all the neighboring houses, saying “We have slain five kinsmen of Eirik The-Beloved-By-All! Stand witness to our slaying!” This part is non-negotiable. If you don’t announce your killings to the victims’ neighbors immediately, the lawyers will destroy you in court later on.



	
Months pass. You and your kin go to the Althing. Eirik and his kin are there too, and announce that they are suing you.



	
You go around to all the leading men at the Althing, asking them to “support” you. The exact implications of “support” are vague, but it seems to involve standing around menacingly holding their axes while the trial is happening, in case the other side tries anything funny.



	
Eirik offers to drop the suit for a weregild of 300 silver pieces per person. But you refuse to pay more than 100 silver pieces. The trial is on!



	
You realize you will need a good lawyer. You call in a favor from your wife’s cousin’s husband’s uncle, an old man with a name like Hurgolf The Wise. He agrees to serve as your lawyer. He asks whether you complied with about a dozen insane technicalities, starting with “You did remember to tell your victims’ neighbors that you killed them, right?” and moving on to obscure details of the exact wording you used when presenting the suit. If you got any of these wrong, you will at best lose the suit and at worst be condemned to death.



	
Hurgolf the Wise and the other side’s lawyer fight it out at the Althing! This trial is almost never a whodunit - you, not being a monster, reported the slaying to the victim’s neighbors immediately. More often, you accuse the other side of not observing all the insane technicalities. You and Eirik almost come to blows in the courthouse. Both lawyers suggest there’s a possibility that either or both sides could be condemned to death for failing to observe the technicalities. Sometimes the lawyers get condemned to death for failing to observe technicalities.



	
Finally Njal (it is always Njal) offers to arbitrate. You agree. You trust Njal. Everyone trusts Njal. He is the wisest of men, and the greatest lawyer in Iceland.



	
Njal considers the facts of the case. He decides on a weregild of 200 silver pieces per person. You killed five of Eirik’s kin, but he killed three of your kin, so on net you killed two of Eirik’s kin, so you owe him 400 silver pieces. But he will add an extra 100 because of one of the people you killed was an especially good guy - but then take away seventy-five because one time Eirik’s cousin’s son punched your wife’s brother. So you owe a total of 425 silver pieces.



	
You pay Eirik’s kin 425 silver pieces. You embrace Eirik, and declare that you are now the closest of friends, and will defend him to the death from then on. He says the same, and gives you rich gifts, and invites you to stay at his farm the next time you’re in his part of southwest Iceland. Possibly he is so swept up in the excitement of mutual reconciliation that he waives the 425 silver piece fee entirely. You declare him the best and most munificent of men.



	
All of Eirik’s kin join in this display except Eirik’s young niece, who seethes with humiliation. She tells her husband, Ragnar Of The Bloody Axe, that he must kill you, or else she will never sleep with him again.



	
Ragnar Of The Bloody Axe gathers some of his kin and goes to kill you, but ends up killing five of your kin instead.



	
Repeat Steps 6-13. Njal offers to arbitrate, and Eirik pays you the weregilds this time. You embrace Eirik, saying you knew all along he was an honorable and noble person and this latest weregild only further proves his excellent nature. You consider offering his son your daughter’s hand in marriage, or vice versa.



	
Repeat until everyone in both your families is dead.





If you want to read about various Icelanders going through this process 124,749 times, Njal’s Saga is the book for you.

Njal - wisest and most compassionate of men, greatest lawyer in Iceland - ends up another victim. Although he is personally blameless, his sons get tricked into stupid feuds, the deaths on both sides build up, and eventually a man named Flosi gathers some of the greatest warriors in the Quarter and attacks Njal’s farm. Nobody can defeat the house of Njal - greatest of men! wisest of Vikings! - in a fair fight, so they burn down his wooden hall, with him inside. Only his son-in-law Kari escapes, swearing to avenge his death. Kari is going to literally go medieval on Flosi and his minions. He’s going to . . . pursue a full lawsuit that doesn’t end in arbitration.

The resulting trial is the climax of Njal’s Saga. Kari hires Mord Valgardssen as the prosecutor; Flosi hires Eyjolf Bolverksson as the defense. I worry no review can do this scene justice, so I'm going to fix the original author's mistake and present it as a Phoenix Wright episode[3]:

So everything ends well, sort of. Kari’s quest for a non-arbitrated settlement fails. When he hears the arbitrated settlement, he agrees that everyone else should respect it, but he personally is too angry. He follows the defendants into exile, killing them one at a time in crazy ways. The Battle of Clontarf gets a cameo, as do a group of creepy Valkyries who weave the fate of the world on their loom made of human intestines. In the end, Kari murders all of Njal’s killers except Flosi himself, who goes on a pilgrimage to Rome to seek absolution from the Pope. Kari lies in wait for him, but when Flosi returns to the North, Kari can’t bring himself to strike the killing blow. The two of them swear eternal friendship, and Flosi gives Kari his daughter in marriage. The end.

II.

Can you really get into the Western canon just by describing sufficiently wacky legal procedures? Or do you also need to examine some kind of timeless theme of the human condition?

If there’s a timeless theme in Njal’s Saga, it’s justice. Protesters like to say “no justice, no peace”. It’s great as a slogan, but not so good as a life philosophy. There will never be perfect justice. Even Njal, ablest of arbiters, cannot always make both sides of a conflict completely happy with his settlements. So either one side has to accept a proposal they consider slightly unjust, in order to keep the peace - or everyone has to continue killing each other forever, feud without end.

There can’t be an infinite exchange rate between peace and justice. But what is the exchange rate? Do you, like Hobbes, accept any amount of oppression to keep society running? Or, like the most radical of protesters, do you think that any day that the front page NYT headline isn’t EVERYTHING FINE, DON’T WORRY is a good day to burn cities?

Njal, kindest and wisest of men, represents the pro-peace extreme. The other Icelanders mock him incessantly for not being able to grow a beard. He takes this in stride, of course, but even his body is designed to scream “lone civilized person in a world of unshaven barbarians”. When Christianity comes to Iceland halfway through the saga, Njal accepts it instantly, no explanation given[4] - I originally found this jarring, but in retrospect of course he has to accept it, “mouthpiece for the civilized Christian worldview” is his whole character role. The saga authors take Njal’s side - at least this is what I gather from the constant, grating focus on all his virtues and how wonderful he is. And we, as members of a state much more civilized and Christian than 11th-century Iceland, naturally tend towards his side as well.

But take a moment to consider the alternate perspective. Ragnar Of The Bloody Axe murders your father, mocks you as you kneel crying over his body, then rapes your wife on his way out. And here comes Njal - kindest and wisest of men - arguing that instead of thrusting a spear through his brain, you should trust to the courts - courts which half the time get bogged down in insane technicalities, or decree that the plaintiff should be put to death for incomprehensible infractions. Courts where even if you win, Ragnar just has to pay you some weregild, then walks free. The justice of God is “an eye for an eye”. The justice of Man is “a weregild for an eye, or maybe getting confused and failing to award any punishment at all.” Why ever go with the justice of Man?

We go with Man’s justice naturally, almost reflexively, because we’re cattle domesticated by the State. Ten thousand years ago, our ancestors would have gone with God’s justice, just as reflexively, because Hammurabi was still far in the future, and God’s justice was the only game on offer. Njal’s Saga takes place right on the fulcrum of these two world-views, the point where either the natural justice of vengeance or the artificial justice of courts seem like plausible options. All government is a hallucination on the part of the governed, but in medieval Iceland it was a flimsy hallucination, one that a second’s thought could see through immediately[5], one of those duck-rabbits where you can switch from seeing the thing to not seeing it at will.

The second timeless theme of Njal’s Saga is freedom. To a libertarian, the history of the world is the history of oppression, petty tyrant after petty tyrant, king to bandit to emperor in quick and unbroken succession. Freedom, when it happens, is rare, partial, and quickly snuffed out. Still, there have been a few times when men could boast they were free without it sounding completely hollow. Ancient Athens is the classic, but medieval Iceland surely deserves a place beside it in this pantheon[6].

The sagas make it sound pretty terrible. Ragnar Of The Bloody Axe was constantly killing your family members, and your ability to stop him was at best limited. More sober scholars have recorded that the murder rate in medieval Iceland was actually quite low, maybe lower than our own. But this does not seem to be how the Icelanders remember their own history, or at the very least it is not true of the sort of Icelanders who appear in sagas. In the sagas, Iceland was a bloodbath, and the decentralized anarcho-capitalist court of the Althing worked only inconsistently. When it did, it was because of the tireless efforts of people like Njal, using their wisdom and eloquence to convince their fellows to voluntarily submit to its verdicts.

Peaceful, beardless Njal is the mouthpiece of civilization, but he isn’t domesticated State cattle like ourselves. Jefferson promised the Americans “a Republic, if you can keep it”. Njal was trying to keep it. He was saying, look, we have a good thing here, sort of. Maybe not an actual good thing, it’s freezing cold and we keep murdering each other, but the thing we signed up for when we fled Norway seeking a free country for free men. But freedom requires virtue, and the particular virtue it requires of you right now is the virtue of mercy and forbearance. Ancient Athens could do what it did because it was geographically and spiritually right on the productive edge between the German barbarians on one side and the decadent Oriental despotisms on the other. We’re trying to do the same thing here, surf the tiny space between civilization and barbarism where freedom can flourish. But to make it work, you’ve got to accept this settlement where Ragnar pays you 200 pieces of silver but otherwise goes on his merry way. You can say no, but that burns a little bit of the commons; the more people do that, the more likely we are to either collapse back into barbarism or call on some king to come save us.

Njal, like his doppelganger Jesus Christ, died horribly. And two centuries later, the Icelanders called on the King of Norway to save them from themselves. Still, that matches Solon’s record, and beats Jefferson’s.

We are many centuries of domestication removed from Ragnar of the Bloody Axe. Literal murder isn’t on most of our radars. Still, anyone on Twitter can sympathize with the ancient Viking feeling of getting insulted and debating how strong a response is warranted. On one side of the modern Overton Window, you have Elon Musk, who will ban people who offend him from Twitter, or sue them, or spread rumors about them being pedophiles. On the other side, you have - I don’t know, turning the other cheek doesn’t tend to generate a lot of news articles. But when I am in these situations, I try to think of Njal, kindest and most forbearing of men.

III.

So what is Njal’s Saga’s place in the Western canon? I claim it is as a dark mirror of The Eumenides.

The Eumenides is a play from 5th-century-BC Athens (another of those brief efflorescences of human freedom - this is important!). Orestes learns his mother has murdered his father. Any man who does not avenge his father’s death is accursed. But any man who murders his mother is also accursed.
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Orestes does not die. He kills his mother and becomes accursed; thus he is haunted by the Furies, spirits of vengeance. He goes to Athens and asks Athena for help. Athena invents a new institution: the trial. She invites Athenian citizens to serve as the jury, the Furies to be the prosecutors, and Apollo to be defense attorney.

Like the trial in Njal’s Saga, everyone immediately agrees the suspect committed the crime and digresses into insane moon arguments. Orestes believes mothers aren’t really parents, because they just sort of incubate the embryo, who is made entirely from the father’s genes[7]. Athena (???) thinks men are better than women, so your father’s right to be avenged takes precedence over your mother’s right not to die. But the arguments aren’t the point. The point is that Law and Reason - even dumb Reason that fails Biology 101 - gets precedence over Ghost Curse Logic. Everyone cheers. The Furies rebrand as patron goddesses of Athens. Some combination of Athena and the Chorus announce that they have founded Civilization and everyone should be Civilized from now on. The end.

Like Njal’s Saga, The Eumenides is about the transition from the ancient logic of feuds and vengeance to the modern logic of courtroom trials. Like Njal’s Saga, it’s a free society looking at itself and noticing that its freedom depends on a certain conception of logic-driven Law.

But compared to Njal’s Saga, The Eumenides is kind of cartoonish. The gods themselves come down and make the trial work out! Orestes is a sympathetic defendant, the Furies are insane death ghosts, the whole thing is a black and white morality tale cheering on the Law side of the dichotomy.

Njal’s Saga tells the same story - a trial in a society on the cusp between feud and law - but doesn’t pull its punches the same way. The feuds are caused by humans, with valid human concerns. The law is administered by humans, with normal human failings. And while Athena railroads Orestes’ trial to her chosen outcome, Njal’s trial simply fails. Eyjolf is able to come up with an insane technicality that Mord and Thorhall fail to observe, and produce a manifestly unjust verdict; the defendant gets off scot-free, the plaintiff’s attorneys are condemned to death. In the end it is Thorhall, the finest legal mind in Iceland, who starts the massacre, as if the saga author is emphasizing that there is no possible legal way out of this mess. Only the man who knows all the rules can be sure that the time has come to break them.

The message of The Eumenides is “choose Civilization, the gods themselves have decreed it”. The message of Njal’s Saga is “choose Civilization, but remember it’s a choice, and be ready to revoke it at any moment”[8].

When someone has offended me, I think of Njal, kindest and most tolerant of men - but I think of this too.


Notes


[1]

Isn’t this an unfair criticism, since they didn’t have Phoenix Wright: Ace Attorney in 1280 AD? No; the legendary author, Sæmundr Fróði, was a wizard known to make deals with the Devil for various miracles. It would have been trivial for him, with his diabolic arts, to create a Phoenix Wright game if he had wanted to do so.



[2]

"Chieftain-nobles? Doesn’t sound very anarcho-capitalist.” It’s fine, everyone had the right to choose which chieftain-noble to swear allegiance to (regardless of geography), and the chieftain-nobility itself was a bundle of rights sold to the highest bidder.



[3]

I’ve changed several things to make this easier to follow. First, it wouldn’t be Phoenix Wright without a Judge, but the real saga downplays this role; the lawyers are orating to a jury and assembled onlookers, without a clear judge figure. Second, the video’s “punishable by death” corresponds to the saga’s “punishable by outlawry”; since everyone was encouraged to kill outlaws, I think this sticks to the spirit of the original while making it more comprehensible. Finally, in the saga, Thorhall is lame due to a boil on his foot, and lies bedridden in a hut nearby - each time Mord needs to consult him, he sends messengers to Thorhall’s hut, and Thorhall sends the messengers back with the answer. At the end, when Eyjolf pulls his “wrong number of jurors” trick, Thorhall is so enraged that he pops the boil in his foot, regains the ability to walk, runs to the court, and only then begins his murder spree.



[4]

More specifically, the only explanation given is:


Njal heard many people say that it was a great wickedness to give up the old faith, but he answered: “It seems to me that the new faith is much better, and happy he who accepts it. If those who preach it come here I shall do all I can to further it.



The saga makes up for this deficiency later with a wonderful debate between Christian missionary Thangbrand and paganism advocate Steinunn:


“Have you heard that Thor challenged Christ to [single combat] and that Christ did not dare to fight against him?” [Steinunn] asked?

“I have heard that Thor would be naught but dust and ashes if God did not permit him to live,” answered Thangbrand.





[5]

Some historians describe Iceland’s government as a decentralized court system. In these days, “decentralized” brings up visions of cryptocurrency, and I think this is a good analogy. Bitcoin only has value because of a mass hallucination that it does. Maybe the same is true of the dollar, but it’s much more obviously true of Bitcoin. Still, the mass hallucination works. If you’re willing to deal with the hassles and ambiguities of owning crypto, you can accept payment in Bitcoin, secure in the knowledge that other people will accept payment from you in turn. I think this is the stage Iceland’s government was at during the saga; old enough that everyone trusted it to work, but new enough that it still felt a little made-up.



[6]

An alternative perspective, found in James G Scott’s work, is that some form of freedom is the norm, in the form of the stateless societies in which the majority of humans lived up until about 1500. In this perspective, Athens and Iceland are unique primarily in combining freedom with enough literacy to write about it (or, in Iceland, to compose oral sagas about it that could be remembered until the age of good written records, centuries later).



[7]

And cites as evidence for this the birth of Athena herself, who was born parthenogenetically from Zeus’ forehead. This is dubious even within the context of Greek mythology - the modern synthesis says that Zeus had previously swallowed his pregnant consort Metis - but presumably Aeschylus was working from different sources. In any case, Athena herself endorses this description, so it’s Word of God(dess) for this play.



[8]

But David Friedman highlights a point I missed the first time through - when Thorhall and his friends are massacring people at the Althing, one of them mentions that they should take care not to kill more people than they can afford to pay weregild for. Even as they’re committing mass murder in the courthouse, it never occurs to them to rebel against Law itself. Their violence is a controlled burn, not a forest fire.

This is a challenge to the interpretation above; I am not sure these people exactly consider civilization a choice. Maybe it’s better to think of nested levels of civilization and barbarism, with more civilized people allowing less and less release of tension. Viking society, unconfident in its ability to prevent murder, both offers a civilized way to prevent killing, and a semi-civilized structure for the killing if the prevention doesn’t work. Our own society has diluted versions of the same structure - certain types of protesters can commit certain types of civil disobedience and suffer certain penalties, but everyone nods and winks and agrees that the formalities have been respected.






On The Marble Cliffs

[This is one of the finalists in the 2023 book review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. 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]

What kind of fiction could be remarkable enough for an Astral Codex Ten review?

How about the drug-fueled fantasies of a serial killer? Or perhaps the innovative, sophisticated prose of the first novel of a brilliant polymath? Or would you prefer a book written in such fantastically lucid language it feels more like a dream than a story? Possibly you’d be more interested in a book so unbelievably dangerous that the attempt to publish it was literally suicidal. Or maybe an unusual political book, such as an ultraconservative indictment of democracy by Adolf Hitler's favorite author? Or rather an indictment of both Hitler and Bolshevism, written by someone who was among the first to recognize Hitler as a true enemy of humanity?

I picked On the Marble Cliffs, because it is all of that at the same time.

This review has three aims.


	
To persuade you that On the Marble Cliffs is so unique, so beautiful and so absurdly courageous that you should at least know about it.



	
To contextualize it in such a way as to enhance your appreciation in case you actually read it.



	
To expose what in my opinion is the actual point of this book, but which (no doubt due to its many other attractions) all reviews of it I have read have missed entirely.





The German Catastrophe

The obvious frame for this book is what has been fittingly termed the German Catastrophe: the fate of Germany in the late 19th and early 20th century, as viewed from the perspective of German nationalists who were not Nazis — the perspective of people like Ernst Jünger.

Germany had entered modernity without democracy. The Kaiserreich (German Empire) had united the many small German states, aggressively worked to catch up with industrialization, built a state to rival France and Great Britain, and remained authoritarian throughout. Commoners had negligible political influence. They did get social insurance, but not through their own political power but granted top-down, as an appeasement to undermine socialist movements. Civil marriage, secularized state education, prospering state universities and a long series of modernizing laws kept increasing state power. And that meant executive power. There were parties, a parliament and a newly homogenized judiciary, but they had little power to check the executive.

And this entire development was accompanied by a lot of theorizing about this new German nation. Much of this theorizing ended up justifying authoritarianism, by making quickly-spreading myths about how obedience to authority, respect for aristocracy and love for tradition were uniquely German traits that set Germans apart from the French and the Jews and other dubious foreigners. Such myths, and opposition to them, colored the German population’s hard work to get accustomed to industrialization, urbanization, education, rapid population growth, militarization, national media and various culture wars.

This had seemed to work okay-ish while Bismarck, wielding both enormous ruthlessness and enormous political acumen, had navigated Germany through the trials and tribulations of the late 19th century, largely at the expense of France. But in 1890, Emperor Wilhelm II had taken over authority with less ruthlessness and much less political acumen. While his populace remained nearly unable to influence politics, Wilhelm II made critical political mistakes, especially in dealing with other European powers. 

These mistakes culminated in the first World War. You know how that one went.

Germany’s defeat led into Germany’s first real democracy. Everyone was very obviously new to this. The right attacked the new state, falsely claiming it had needlessly capitulated. The left also attacked the new state, because it wasn’t Soviet-Union-like enough. There was a lot of political violence. The massive damage incurred in the war, and the restrictions and reparations Germany had accepted in the peace settlement, put massive strains on an already fragile political system. Elections were tumultuous and frequent. Hyperinflation caused a huge crisis in 1923, and the Great Depression of 1929 was another huge disaster for Germany. Overall, the abolition of authoritarianism was widely felt to be a mistake.

This seeming mistake was fixed when Hitler stepped in. And you know how that one went.

The author in his time

One remarkable witness to this entire catastrophe was Ernst Jünger. In 1938, when he picked up the pen to write Auf den Marmor-Klippen (On the Marble Cliffs), he was 43 years old and a complicated man in a complicated situation. He was first and foremost a highly renowned soldier. He had the Pour le Mérite, the equivalent of the Medal of Honor in the Kaiserreich, which would entitle him to a decent stipend if the Kaiserreich hadn't been gone for twenty years. He was clearly brilliant, especially as a writer, very well connected and exchanged many letters with important men on the political right. He made a living as an author, mostly because his first book, the World War I memoir “Storm of Steel”, was a great success and continually got reprinted. He had followed it up with a string of books, all nonfiction — almost all memoirs, about the war, or both. And he had written a flurry of political articles, mostly in ultraconservative and nationalist magazines. On the Marble Cliffs is his very first fiction novel. Or he claimed it was fiction — but he was fooling nobody.

Jünger wrote for an audience that was very familiar with Storm of Steel and, because of the autobiographical nature of all of his preceding work, with him as a person. His books revealed him to be a highly perceptive, highly but coldly intelligent, very erudite, sensation seeking… sociopath. He has masterful eloquence and a keen interest in nature. Even in the trenches of the World War, where he enjoyed “hunting down” enemy soldiers with sniper shots, he seemed more interested in the dealings between the insects that bumbled through this hellscape than in how his fellow soldiers inwardly felt about what was going on. And his protagonist in the Marble Cliffs is both the first-person narrator and almost exactly the same guy! All of the following points are true both for the protagonist of this novel, and the author at the time of writing.


	
He lives with his brother on the edge of a small town in a fairly rural area with an old Christian culture and strong traditional crafts of wine making and fishing, overlooking a large body of water, across which is a mountainous foreign country: Alta Plana in the book, Switzerland in reality.



	
They are veterans of a great war, which their side lost, and have only recently distanced themselves from their organized veteran community, because that community is being corrupted by the influence of a charismatic demagogue who initially impressed the narrator/author but whom he has since recognized as purely evil.



	
Their society, and all the traditional values they hold dear, are crumbling under the violent, terrorizing infiltration of this charismatic demagogue’s thuggish, murderous followers.



	
The brothers are highly educated in philosophy and classical literature, and have strong metaphysical leanings, but are not equipped with much historical or sociological, or any economic, understanding of what is happening.



	
They deeply appreciate and carefully study nature. To be fair, Jünger at least makes his protagonist more interested in botany than in his own favorite field of entomology. But the plants the narrator studies are almost all native to the area where Jünger lived when he wrote this.



	
The narrator/author is an astonishingly intense aesthete, but towards his fellow humans (except his brother) quite cold-blooded and distant.



	
He has next to no sense of humor or irony.



	
He basically doesn't “get” people. He notices what they pay attention to and which philosophies they espouse, but his models of their motivations rarely go beyond basic drives towards safety and power. Just like almost all of Jünger’s memoirs, On the Marble Cliffs does not contain any dialogue, nor any other evidence of complexity in the characters.



	
His emotional range spans only from a kind of tired nostalgia to the reckless joy of intoxication, punctuated by his most prized feeling by far, the gleefully murderous “bloodthirst” of mortal combat.





So everyone who had read some Jünger, which at the time of publication would likely include most of the German population and definitely most of the Nazis, could see right through the facade of fiction. It is an obvious conceit that made the book just barely publishable, in a time and place where saying outright that the Nazis were disgusting savages would have gotten everyone involved a headshot. After 1945, Jünger did admit that the book was (also) a commentary on the political reality of its time. And that he knew perfectly well that in publishing this “fiction” he was playing with his life. And still he got it published, uncensored, in Germany in 1939, just before Hitler started the second World War.

Today the most widely accepted history of the subject is that Jünger was only saved from a grisly fate by the personal intervention of Hitler himself, who loved “Storm of Steel” and presumably wouldn't have liked to admit that his favorite author utterly despised him. And it would have been very tempting to just not admit that, because before the Nazis came to power, Jünger had sympathized with them, although he never counted himself among them. Hitler had sent Jünger fan letters; the responses have unfortunately been lost. Jünger’s many political rants in the 1920s do contain several explicit endorsements of the strength of the Nazis and of their value as allies to Jünger’s vague and contradictory nationalist cause. By the time he wrote the Marble Cliffs, he had stopped endorsing them. But this history made it easy for the Nazis to publicly pretend he had just written a fictional novella, or maybe he was talking about Bolshevism or something, but surely he didn’t mean them. It was an Emperor’s New Clothes situation, where nobody dared to say out loud what everyone could see. Although additional reprints were verboten in 1942, the excuse of a lack of paper due to the war was perfectly plausible and didn’t betray the discomfort with the content that nevertheless is well-documented to have been present among the Nazi ranks.

All of that is to say we can safely dispense with the charade entirely and accept that this book is about the Nazis. It makes general points on the nature and fate of tyranny that do apply to Bolshevism, but the Nazis are the immediate and obvious instance of tyranny to which this book clearly reacts. And it is written by someone who had walked among the Nazis, had previously been friends with some of them, exchanged letters with many of the best-informed men especially in the military, and was perceptive enough for his opinions to deserve much of the confidence he states them with.

Besides this conceit, the other concession to the political realities Jünger makes is that the book makes no mention of Jews. The world he is describing is fictional, but it is an amalgamation of European cultures that all had some Jews, so this absence is conspicuous. Obviously Jünger couldn't possibly have seen this book published if it depicted Jews in any way that wasn’t extremely negative. I guess he was unwilling to do that. In the 1920s, Jünger had ranted against “globalist” liberal Jews several times, and once even argued that one couldn't be both a Jew and a German. But he saw nothing wrong with being an orthodox Jew, openly admired Zionism, expressed in letters complete revulsion with Nazi antisemitism and had even publicly spoken out against the pseudoscientific racial theories of the Nazis. After writing this book, when serving as an officer again in France, Jünger went on to save a couple of French Jews from deportation and death, at moderate risk to his own life. Later he’d discuss the Kabbalah with Gershom Sholem, the brother of his childhood friend Werner Sholem. For these reasons, I imagine he did not see Jews negatively enough for the Nazis, and was too uncompromising to pretend that even his narrator did. I think this dilemma fully explains why there are no Jews in this book.

In 1935, when Winston Churchill for example still publicly admired “the courage, the perseverance, and the vital force” of Adolf Hitler, Jünger claims to have already understood the bottomlessness of Hitler's depravity by noticing he was using the word “Vernichtung” (annihilation) way too much. He was remarkably right, years before most could see it, but even more remarkably his method of understanding was a poet's acute sense of word choice! And from then, even though he agreed with nationalist dictatorship as a goal and method, he distanced himself from National Socialism because he was disgusted with the vile character of the leader of this particular nationalist dictatorship. If that doesn't show you the peculiar kind of man Ernst Jünger was, I don't know what to tell you.

The craft and the poetry


You all know the wild grief that besets us when we remember times of happiness. How far beyond recall they are, and we are severed from them by something more pitiless than leagues and miles.



The “marble cliffs” in the title of this short novella unite senses of beauty, majesty and danger, which is programmatic for this entire book. It begins with a visionary description of life in the traditional society of “the Marina” in an overwhelmingly beautiful state of paradise. The narrator lives on the edge of this society in a “hermitage” with his brother, his housekeeper and his son. The latter has a strange power over the local population of poisonous snakes. This opening act is without question the most elaborate celebration of poetic beauty I have ever read. Superficially it could be dismissed as purple prose. But due to Jünger’s clever use of poetic techniques in what at first appears to be prose text, there’s a rhythm, a density and a lucidity to it that makes it pretty much a very long poem, and gives it an intoxicating quality which is most apparent when you read it out loud.


In the autumn we feasted like sages and did honour to the exquisite wines in which the southern slopes of the Marina abound. When in the vineyards between red foliage and dark grape clusters we caught the jocund calls of the vintagers, when in the little towns and villages the wine-presses began to creak, and the odour of the pressed grape skins drew its heady veils round the farms, we would go down to the innkeepers, coopers and wine-growers, and drink with them from the full-bellied jug. And there we would always meet with gay companions, for the land is rich and fair, so that in it flourishes untroubled leisure, and wit and humour are its unquestioned coin.



I know this works, because I did an experiment. I read this book aloud, to a room full of people who were smoking pot. The book is short and the plan was to read all of it over the evening. I have read to pot smokers occasionally, but with this book it was different. They were enjoying it very much for the first couple of chapters, and exclaimed many times it was “perfect” for pot. But some hours, chapters and joints in, when the narrator goes on an expedition into a fantastically beautiful forest, they were so utterly overwhelmed by the intensity of the descriptions of nature they asked me to stop. I and the only other sober person in the room were the only ones who were willing to continue. We all had very intense dreams that night.


Once we had broken through the thick hedge of dogwood and blackthorn we entered the high forest, territory where the blow of an axe had never resounded. The ancient trunks, the pride of the Chief Ranger, stood gleaming damp like pillars with their capitals hidden by the mist. We walked among them as if through a spacious hall, and, like the magic setting of a stage, festoons of ivy and clematis blooms hung down towards us out of the void. The ground was piled high with mould and rotting branches, in the bark of which fiery red mushrooms had sprung up, so that we felt for a moment like divers wandering among coral gardens. Wherever one of the mighty trunks had fallen from age or struck by lightning, we stepped out on to a little clearing on which the yellow foxglove grew in thick clumps. On the rotting ground the deadly nightshade bloomed in profusion; on its stalk the dark purple calices shook like funeral bells.



It comes as no surprise that Jünger had much practice writing that way, from putting into his diaries a lot of his dreams and his numerous drug experiences. Jünger had long been inclined to deeply poetic descriptions of the real events he described, but this intensity at this length is genuinely new to his writing. Wherever he can use plurals he prefers them over the singular, wherever he can use more melodic and beautiful verbs (like when the characters “step out on” rather than “walk into” clearings) he does. Maybe the pretense of the narrator not being himself allowed Jünger to wallow in his characteristic aestheticism, take it to an extreme and arguably to the point of self-parody.

Skip to the next heading if you don’t care about translation

The extreme language of this book made me doubt there would be any translation into English that could do it justice. After all, if you throw this last excerpt into DeepL you get:


After breaking through a dense fringe of blackthorn and cornets, we entered the high forest, in the grounds of which the blow of the axe had never sounded. The old trunks, which formed the pride of the head forester, stood in the damp glow like columns whose capitals were hidden by the haze. We walked among them as through wide vestibules, and like the magic work on a stage, ivy vines and clematis blossoms hung down on us from the invisible. The ground was covered high with mulm and decaying branches on whose bark mushrooms, burning red cup fungi, had settled, so that a feeling of divers walking through coral gardens crept over us. Where one of these giant trunks was tossed by age or lightning, we stepped out into small clearings where yellow foxglove stood in dense clumps. Belladonna bushes also proliferated on the rotten ground, on whose branches the flower calyxes in brown violet swayed like death bells.



It’s still pretty, and it works on a matter-of-fact level. None of it is just wrong. But can you see how it has a lot less of the dreamlike quality? A “fringe” is a geographical feature, while the “hedge” emphasizes its role as an obstacle in a journey. Those “old” trunks are less poetic than “ancient” ones. A “head forester” is a job description, while a “Chief Ranger” is a seminal figure. The “vestibules” are a literal translation of the original, but the English word is used a lot less than German “Vestibüle” was back then. So that’s a word you may need to work to understand, which gets you out of the story’s flow, so “spacious hall” is better. There are even more such nitpicks to be made even in this short paragraph, but my point is these difficulties pervade every single paragraph of the book. ChatGPT very similarly fails to overcome them.

Since January, there is a new translation by Tess Lewis, which has the advantage of being available on Kindle. I’ll spare you another repeat of the same paragraph and just say I think DeepL did most of this translation. But Tess Lewis did improve on many of its word choices and I’ll grudgingly concede this translation is good enough. It still sounds too modern for me, too much like prose and too little like poetry.

Therefore, all previous and following excerpts are from the Stuart Hood translation, published in 1947, which I was astonished to find does pull it off! Let me assure anyone who doesn’t speak German, or doesn’t study translation, that this one is absolutely exemplary and surely represents years of painstaking work. Stuart Hood was a Scot who knew German very well. Like Jünger he was a veteran officer, and he needed German for his intelligence missions in World War 2. This is his very first published translation of an entire book. It harnesses a considerable talent, which is also evidenced by how Stuart Hood went on to become an accomplished writer himself, a BBC executive, a professor and several other notable things. And it is clearly a labor of intense love — right after the war, while working on it, Hood corresponded with Jünger and even went to visit him at least twice and they talked at length about the art of translation and how to translate specific points of the Marble Cliffs.

The end of this last quote, “on its stalk the dark purple calices shook like funeral bells.” exemplifies how precisely Hood has understood Jünger. Why “calices”, not “chalices”? Because that is the old-fashioned form of this word, and using it is unnecessarily peculiar, but it doesn’t make you stop and look into a dictionary. It isn’t even more precise than DeepL’s and ChatGPT’s and Tess Lewis’s “calyxes” for the word “Blumenkelche” in the Original. But it captures precisely how the author was using his German language.

This is because on every page of the original, there are choices of individual words that evoke subtleties of mood and allusion that are strictly impossible to translate, because English doesn’t have a similar-enough group of synonyms from which to make the equivalent choice. Some of that must inevitably get lost in translation. But these “calices” are an example of how Hood has the audacity to frequently insert his own new peculiar word choices — which restore exactly the same effect! It might take entire months until AI can do that!

Unfortunately the New Directions edition with this translation has been out of print for a while, although I heard from a regrettably less law-abiding friend that the PDF is easy to find. But a few years ago someone bought the UK rights to this translation and republished it. While this edition has several uncorrected OCR mistakes, one of which horrifyingly turns “Flayer’s Copse” into “Player’s Copse”, at least this makes the better translation available (legally) again.

What actually happens (spoilers)

After six chapters of descriptions of paradise, and of the botanical work the brothers do since they don’t need to make a living, the book continues with a gradual decline of this gorgeous world. This again is much more of a richly detailed description than a story plot.

It begins with the introduction of the Chief Ranger. The brothers know him from their military community, from before his takeover begins. There is some debate about whether the Chief Ranger stands for Hitler, Stalin or Hermann Göring. I think this debate is misguided. The character of the Chief Ranger, the antagonist of the narrator and all he holds dear, is never named but only ever referred to by his title. He does not appear to have staff or lieutenants at all, nor any personal history. And Jünger is profoundly uninterested in the personalities of all his characters beneath what they pay attention to (except the narrator’s brother) so even this important figure is roughly sketched at best. Therefore, I believe he is best understood as more of an archetype or role, The Tyrant, denuded of the individual traits or histories that make one tyrant a Führer, another a General Secretary and yet another a Great Leader. So, what makes a tyrant? According to Jünger, “wherever free spirits establish their sway these primeval powers will always join their company like a snake creeping to an open fire. They are the old connoisseurs of power who see a new day dawning in which to reestablish the tyranny that has lived in their hearts since the beginning of time.” The Chief Ranger is also “a master of feigning frankness that was full of snares for the unwary.” He has a reputation for wealth and a strong visual brand (a gold-embroidered green coat) that makes sure he always leaves “an imprint on one’s memory”. He exudes a “breath of primitive power” and has a strong charisma that gives an impression of “both cunning and unshakable power — yes, at times even majesty.” As he begins to usurp power, “reports spread from mouth to mouth of infringements of the law and of acts of violence in the neighbourhood, and finally such incidents occurred publicly and with no attempt to concealment. A cloud of fear preceded the Chief Ranger like the mountain mist that presages the storm. Fear enveloped him, and I am convinced that therein far more than in his own person lay his power.” From what I know about tyrants, that sounds about right.

For the next seven chapters, the vile followers of the Chief Ranger continually corrupt everything. The sophisticated culture of the Marina is surrounded by the rough herdsmen clans of the surrounding Campagna steppe, beyond which lies the Chief Ranger’s forest populated by lowlifes. The class metaphor is blindingly obvious, and Jünger’s theory of how these lowlifes overcome first the Campagna and then the Marina is not subtle either. After the Alta Plana war, and the defeat, the entire society has been weakened. “Thus in exhausted bodies corruption will set in by way of wounds which a sound man would scarcely notice. The first symptoms, therefore, were not recognized.” Very gradually, law gives way to lawlessness, spreading from and with the lower classes foresters in many different ways. Violent crime grows, in descriptions very reminiscent of the many deadly street fights of the late Weimar republic. Various elements of traditional culture become corrupted. Those who would defend it are intimidated and attacked. The constitutional lawful reaction is too slow, so by the time it manages to convene and have democratic debates, it is already infiltrated. And there’s one paragraph worth quoting in full.


Herein, above all, lay a masterly trait of the Chief Ranger. He administered fear in small doses which he gradually increased, and which aimed at crippling resistance. The role he played in the disorders which were so finely spun in the heart of his woods was that of a power for order; for while his agents of lower rank, who had established themselves in the clans, fostered anarchy, the initiated penetrated into the civic offices and the magistracy, and there won the reputation of men of deeds who would bring the mob to its senses. Thus the Chief Ranger was like an evil doctor who first encourages the disease so that he may practise on the sufferer the surgery he has in mind.



Today this is a mainstream view in German history. In 1939, it could have been prosecuted as high treason and punished with death.

On the backdrop of ever escalating mayhem, two old men who are friends of the brothers are described: Belovar, a clan patriarch from the Campagna, and Father Lampros, an eminent Christian monk. In very different ways, they both are very helpful, each both in the botanical work and against the mounting threat. The brothers decide against meeting the violence with violence, delve deeper into their work, become increasingly pessimistic and develop a hope that they can rescue the results of their work into an imperishable afterlife by burning it with an ancient mystical crystal lens that they somehow inherited. The narrator describes continued excursions for rare plants, through the country that is becoming increasingly treacherous and foreboding, until finally, well after the middle point of the book, with one particular excursion for an extremely rare flower, the actual continual story begins.

Today we look at the Nazis with horror, but Jünger has dug too many trenches into hills of rotting corpses to be easily horrified. Instead of horror, his feelings towards the Nazis are mostly contempt, seasoned with disgust, and that has been pervading his description of the rise of the Chief Ranger’s henchmen over the last couple of chapters. But he does give one instance of pure horror and it is here, in the very heart of the book, when the two brothers on their excursion happen to discover, in the ill-reputed area of Flayer's Copse, the Chief Ranger’s remote “flaying-hut” of Koppels-Bleek.

The original Köppels-Bleek is a German wordplay, about as subtle as a drone base in a sci-fi novel that happens to be called Obamazliez. Koppels-Bleek is where the Chief Ranger has his enemies tortured to death. It has frequently been called a concentration camp, but that is imprecise. It is really a Vernichtungslager, a death camp, which unlike a “normal” concentration camp is built for the express purpose that no torture victim ever gets out alive. This is a prediction, because while Nazi concentration camps were set up starting in 1933, Vernichtungslager were only built three years after the “Marble Cliffs” were published. After an intensely gruesome description of the particulars of this place, the narrator assesses its importance as follows.


Such are the dungeons above which rise the proud castles of the tyrants, and from them is to be seen rising the curling savoury smoke of their banquets. They are terrible noisome pits in which a God-forsaken crew revels to all eternity in the degradation of human dignity and human freedom.



He is so certain he has captured the very essence of tyranny, “the abode of tyranny in all its shame”, that he puts this climax at the two thirds mark of the book and makes it exceedingly obvious this is where the third and final act begins, as the pace of the book changes entirely. Although the narrator still includes some retrospectives, he is now finally telling a real story.

Strikingly, the brothers return to botany — remember this, it will be important later — and then to their home, where they soon get two conspiring visitors. Braquemart is a competent, racist, nihilistic fellow veteran. The narrator despises him at length for his heartless theory-mindedness. Prince Smyrna is new, young, seems to the narrator to know “the nature of justice and order” but is too weak and inexperienced to shoulder the responsibility he is heroically taking on. The two visitors want to Do Something about the Chief Ranger — what exactly is never said, though a personal confrontation or assassination is implied. They leave for the Chief Ranger's territory. This entire chapter feels very much like a comment on some political acquaintances of Jünger who attempted to challenge the Nazis, and failed.

The next day, Father Lampros gives the narrator a mission to arm himself and look for these two men. He goes to old Belovar's farmstead, where he learns of commotion in the direction of Flayer's Copse, and the old clan patriarch goes to war. Before, the book was a dreamy soliloquy; now we see dramatic wartime action. Ernst Jünger has had a lot of practice with writing about that kind of thing, and it shows.

Their small but experienced war party with a lot of dogs goes towards Koppels-Bleek and is soon met with two confused, horrific, riveting battles. The narrator stumbles through and finds at Koppels-Bleek the heads of Prince Smyrna and Braquemart. The former strikes him as a symbol of how nobility remains real, and he picks it up. With it, he retreats through mayhem and danger into the complete flaming destruction of the Marina. He marvels at the beauty of the flames — remember this too, it will also be important later — and, with his hunters in hot pursuit, runs to his house. There his son uses his strange power over the local population of poisonous snakes to make them defeat the nearest attackers. The brothers burn down the house, go find Father Lampros and see him die. From an old soldier comrade who owes them a favor they get room on a ship to flee across the water to Alta Plana, where an old enemy who owes them another favor takes them in.

There’s an implicit framing story of how the narrator lives to tell the tale of these memories to some unspecified audience, and as it ends it mentions in passing that sometime after these events, a new cathedral has been built on the ruins of the Marina and the head of Prince Smyrna went there as a relic. This small bit still stands out today, and would have stood out even more starkly to contemporary readers, because in the context of everything that happened before, this bit publicly, extremely boldly, and correctly, predicts the eventual fate of the Nazis.

Not once in this entire story has the narrator expressed surprise at this progression of events, or given any other indication it is in any way unlikely. The narrator, and the author through him, seems to be saying this is just the way it goes with tyranny, when a society has lost too much of its strength to fight off the bestial attacks of the lowly.

I have omitted not just many smaller elements of the story but also a huge number of allusions to ancient history, (German) literature and especially the Bible. I imagine Jünger put them there as prizes for the few who would find them. This is one of the ways that I think On the Marble Cliffs is Ernst Jünger’s Unsong: a vehicle that lets


	
a prolific nonfiction author



	
indulge in a fantastical narrative where things happen in accordance with philosophy,



	
compress some of his sincerely held views for the kind of reader that doesn’t read that much nonfiction,



	
and also allow distance from these views through the obviousness of the exaggeration.





The point everyone seems to be missing

Over the years, and especially while preparing this review, I have read a lot of reviews of this book, most of them in German, and found that much of what they find worth pointing out about it is anachronistic. Many of these reviews are quite similar to each other.


	
They describe the obvious allegorical nature of the book and Jünger's relationship to the Nazis, much like I did above. They vary in how much they emphasize his earlier sympathy with the Nazis or his later revulsion, and often omit one or the other.



	
Many point out that Jünger says that the Chief Ranger's hordes are eventually defeated, and thereby predicts that Hitler’s will be.



	
They also debate whether the Chief Ranger more closely resembles Adolf Hitler or Hermann Göring. Or they remark that Braquemart kills himself with a prepared poison capsule exactly like Hitler would six years later. If Jünger could see into his future, like these reviewers can, this would mean Braquemart is Hitler, so the Chief Ranger is actually Stalin.



	
And they point out Jünger’s involvement in the Stauffenberg plot, five years later, which he probably only survived because the conspiracy was otherwise entirely among the high command, so Jünger as a mere major on the general staff wasn’t suspected to have materially contributed.





But most dishearteningly, nearly all the reviews are confused by the combination of horror and beauty! Most of the written reception of the book has alleged that these passionately positive tones constitute either approval of, or at least insufficient distance from, the atrocities of Nazi rule. Even reviewers who don't allege this seem to think of this work as a primarily political book, an allegory “dressed up” in beauty.

I very firmly disagree. The allegory is nowhere near dressed up enough, it is far too obvious, to be the point of this work. And before Jünger wrote the Marble Cliffs, he had already resigned from political activism and started to describe it as a trap for writers in particular. His later books show he almost kept to that.

So, what else was he doing then?

I think he was publishing advice. Advice on how to survive the catastrophe of evil totalitarian dictatorship. And the beauty is the point.

Jünger never admitted even a shred of mental weakness, even privately. But objectively, everything he passionately believed in had been falling apart for years. When Jünger wrote this book, the German Catastrophe was in full swing and he was very aware it would all end in tears. He had retreated from his nationalist political work and almost all of his nationalist friends. He had refused bids of friendship from Hitler personally, from the National Socialist party (which repeatedly offered him a mandate in their token parliament) and from various Nazi organizations. A poem where he had bemoaned “the reign of the lowly” had gotten his home raided repeatedly. He and his brother expected a “typhoon” to ravage the country soon and they were hoping to weather it in their refuge in the small town by the Bodensee, where On the Marble Cliffs was written. He knew enough about the military strength of the various European powers, and was distant enough from the Nazi enthusiasm for war, to know that the putrid state of Germany that surrounded him was headed for catastrophic defeat and collapse. For many years, he had strived mightily to guide his beloved country to what he believed was a better path - and had evidently failed completely. How could he possibly have coped with all this?

I believe this book is his answer. And the answer is: look at beauty. Once you realize this, the entire book turns around. When the brothers see the extermination camp and distract themselves with botany, it isn't minimizing the horror, it is advice on how to remain functional in the face of catastrophe. Jünger says that quite explicitly:


We men when we are busied about our appointed tasks fulfil an office; and it is strange how immediately we are possessed by a stronger feeling of invulnerability. We had experienced this already on the field of battle where the soldier, when the proximity of the enemy threatens to sap his courage, turns with a will to duties which his rank prescribes. There is great strength in the sight of the eyes when in full consciousness and unshaded by obscurities it is turned upon the things around us. In particular it draws nourishment from created things, and herein alone lies the power of science. Therefore we felt that even the tender flower in its imperishable pattern and living form strengthened us to withstand the breath of corruption.



Similarly, the narrator's enraptured description of how beautifully the towns burn isn’t callous disregard for the suffering of the inhabitants. It is hard-earned advice for how to cope with seeing such a thing. His repeated celebration of treasured memories isn’t merely reactionary, it points out there is beneficial comfort available there. And perhaps most importantly of all, the boundless intensity of his descriptions repeatedly insists that if you go deeper and deeper into beauty you can enter sublime, mystical, incomparable moments of awestruck glory that can save your soul. Jünger said this book constitutes “an attack on reality from out of the world of dreams” and once you get past the martial, typical Jüngerian metaphor, you can translate that into “an overcoming of reality through visionary strength”. Jünger keeps doing this. Even in his later World War 2 diaries, his descriptions of awful atrocities keep being interrupted with deep appreciations of art and nature.

In struggling with my own severe depression, I have found this to be good advice. I appreciate exactly how the shades of green change when a blade of grass moves in the wind… and it really does actually help me get away from catastrophizing thoughts. If you saturate the full bandwidth of your attention with observation, no space remains for looping thoughts, mourning and rumination. And the easiest way to fill your mind with observation is to find beauty in all the little details.

This is similar to, but not the same as, mindfulness meditation. But I doubt this was directly taken from the Yogic and Buddhist traditions, although as a very well read man, Ernst Jünger would have been at least passingly familiar with their concepts. His beloved Dostoevsky's “Beauty will save the world” seems more likely to have helped him come up with this coping strategy.

In the beginning of this review, I wrote that the attempt to publish this book was literally suicidal. I don’t know this for a fact. But Jünger appreciated suicide as “part of the capital of humanity” and the callous disregard for his own safety that he demonstrated many times is at least parasuicidal. He appears to see fear of death as a mechanical problem to which he is proud to have found a solution. Because somewhere in that first World War that traumatized him into the author he became, sometime between his many close brushes with death, perhaps when he saw the frontline ahead of him at night as a glowing line of continual explosions and quoting Dante’s “All hope abandon, ye who enter here” went in anyway, Jünger discovered the saving power of beauty. I believe he went to the publishing house with this manuscript much like he’d go over the top in the war, acutely aware of the mortal danger, but so fortified with his duty to beauty that he’d do it anyway.


In base hearts there lies deep-seated a burning hatred of beauty.



He couldn’t know at the time that despite his repeated tempting of death, he’d go on to survive his much younger wife and both of his sons, and keep publishing books until he was 102 years old, although he never learned to fit in. This seems like strong evidence that at least for him, beauty worked. It kept him going forward, despite everything, despite even his openness to suicide. And he wrote this book to point out: it can work for you too.




On the Origins of New Forms of Life (2008) by Eugene M. McCarthy

As a non-biologist, I've always been under the impression that evolution is one of the least-controversial issues in modern biology — the fact that all objections to it seem to come from bad-faith reasoners does not help.

The scientific consensus is that the main driver of speciation is natural selection — as populations become isolated, they are subjected to differing selective pressures and gradually mutate in dissimilar ways.

[image: ]

Speciation modes by Imari Hakonen. CC-By-SA.

McCarthy points out that biologists tend to twist facts to fit that narrative even when it is not the most parsimonious explanation:


	Why do supposedly unrelated species evolve similar body structures? Surely natural selection is not so deterministic that subjecting populations to identical environments would give identical results, right?

	Why do some forms remain unchanged through millions of years? (A factor inhibiting mutations would add another epicycle to the theory.)

	Why would the process through which nature produces new phenotypes be gradual, whereas the processes which have been used deliberately by humans for this (namely, hybridization and the induction of polyploidy) immediately produce a specimen differing from its parent(s)?



He instead posits a saltational theory in which novel forms come from hybridization of distantly related organisms. “But wait. Aren't hybrids sterile due to mismatched chromosomes?” you may ask; indeed, the author spends much of Chapter 4 on adding epicycles of his own to justify this.

[image: Obraz zawierający diagram Opis wygenerowany automatycznie]

It's the same with higher animals, I promise!

The author is a PhD Geneticist who previously wrote an uncontroversial monography of bird crosses; and subsequently went all on a hunt for cryptids in his newest book Telenothians, which I haven't read as it's unfortunately not available as an ebook, but extensive excerpts (witth photos!) are provided on his website. Forms of Life sits in the middle: half of it makes you disbelieve in all of paleontology; the other half is an amazing piece of worldbuilding that even if it were untrue, should be read by all aspiring evolutionary biologists for the same reason Greg Egan's orthogonal physics should be taught to all students of special relativity: you don't understand a theory if you can't tell in what predictions it differs from its alternatives.
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According to McCarthy, all reconstructions of prehistoric “reptiles” have the accuracy of these illustrations from C.M. Kosemen's All Yesterdays

…and all of it is obvious bait for furries (namely, the sort who gives realistic anatomy to fantastic creatures). You can now put hippogriffs in your next My Little Pony rationalfic and stop worrying about whether they're evolutionarily plausible.

Ahem. What predictions are differing between Darwinism and McCarthyism? As a computer scientist, I thought about mapping the topology of the “tree of life”.

If we could sequence a lot of genome and institute a metric that would map genomes differing by few mutations closely, then natural selection predicts it would be indeed a tree; namely it would be an ultrametric with the distance corresponding to the depth of the last common ancestor; the relevant inequality is d(x, z) ≤ max {d(x, y), d(y, z)}.

Whereas McCarthy's hybrid theory predicts that any hybrid C with parents A and B would have roughly d(A,C) = d(C,B) = ½_d_(A,C) — the inequality is violated as much as possible.
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Alleged hybrids with their parents.

On the Origins of New Forms of Life is available as a free PDF from the author's website.




One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich

“We had money. We were grimy and tired. Usually we felt guilty and frightened, because there was something wrong with us, and we didn’t know what it was; but today we had the feeling of men who had worked.”

— “Work”, Denis Johnson

1. Introduction

Several years ago, before I realized I had played an inadvertent role in the grand global roll-out of clickbait, I worked on the editorial team of a digital media company where we decided—collectively and consciously—to put together a list (“Ranked!”) of the top 250 footballers on the planet. To each attractively laid out photo, heading and blurb was added the most important design feature of the lot: the back and forward arrows that would keep the dazed and the (ahem) listless moving through pageview after pageview, giving the backend devs and bean-counters and ad salesmen exactly what they needed: this MPU ad, and this one, and this one too, displayed to the poor souls who had just become what they forever now be known: eyeballs.

As the world was slowly waking up to the transformation-of-everything wrought by the perfect storm of smartphone technology and social networks, Buzzfeed, Upworthy and other upstart digital media outlets discovered in lists the possibilities of a new business model in the age when information would be free. Until everyone copped on to the ruse, the easily influenced (read: all of us) would find ourselves absent-mindedly pausing and tapping when something disarmingly ridiculous—“11 Delightful Poems Found in Pornhub Comments”, say—was thumbed up from the bottom of the Facebook screen. Lists, and their bastard cousin, rankings, were everywhere. In the new language of the Internet, lists and rankings created disagreement, and disagreement equalled “engagement”, and “engagement” was the life-blood of every so-called new media company that needed to generate the spare inventory and traffic that might generate the ad sales that might keep the ship sailing for one more quarter.

There are many ludicrous and pointless debates in the world of lists and rankings. If there’s one thing I’ve learned in four decades of mild to debilitating confusion at the world around me, it is this: superlatives are the last word in stupidity. Does comparing Messi and Maradona do anything for anybody? If you’re an energetic participant in a debate about the relative merits of Babe Ruth and Hank Aaron, what does that really say about you? If somebody were to argue forcefully that Proust was greater than Joyce, or that Joyce was an artist to Hemingway’s brute, does that say more about Proust, Joyce, Hemingway or the idiot doing the arguing?

Nevertheless, for all the rank obsequiousness of the preceding paragraphs, let me draw a line in the sand here and triple-underscore it furiously to make the point.

Hemingway had style. Joyce had invention. Proust had conviction. Leave them and everyone else aside. I’ve left the business of Rankings and Lists firmly behind, but allow me one last indulgence. In the past 100 years there has been no writer more courageous or important, none more relatable, more accessible and more influential, and none who has been through the hardship he suffered not just for his art but for life itself—and, maybe, for all our lives, than Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn.

And while many among the Listers and Rankers might argue that his The Gulag Archipelago is The Greatest Novel of the Century, a book that inflicted the mortal blow on the murderous ideal that was the Soviet Union, this review is about his first book. One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, 140 pages long and readable between lunch and dinner, is as accessible as Archipelago’s 2000+ pages is intimidating. His account of 17 hours, morning reveille to night-time shuteye, in a Gulag prison camp is something everyone should read, and read more than once.

This review will try to outline why.

2. Historical Context

Let’s get this out of the way straight up, for it’s important to understand and just as important not to dwell on, especially if dwelling on it threatens to overshadow our relationship with the text and the narrative that follows.

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn was born in the city of Kislovodsk in the warm climate of southern Russia, sandwiched between the Black and Caspian Seas not far from Armenia and Azerbaijan. A mathematics graduate, he was enlisted in the Russian army and served at the front during what would be known to the world as World War II and to Russians as the Great Patriotic War. He was a gunner and artillery officer, was decorated twice and rose to the rank of captain, but all that was swept aside when he was arrested in East Prussia and accused of making critical comments about Stalin. He spent the next eight years in various prison camps, the so-called Gulag camp network in which approximately 18 million people were imprisoned between 1923 and its dissolution in 1961, and which caused the deaths of at least one million, and possibly as many as six million, of those.

The camp described in One Day is believed to have been in the region of Karaganda in modern day Kazakhstan, where tens of thousands of ethnic Germans were imprisoned by Stalin primarily for their ethnicity, and which saw many of those people and their descendents emigrate to Germany after the Soviet Union’s collapse in 1991.

If all of this might be good to know, it’s also good to leave it now to one side, for the book itself should not be overshadowed by its historical context. Solzhenitsyn’s courage brought him a vast influence in the macro, but his vast gift was in the micro. His story of those 17 hours—of petty squabbles and generosity, of violence and fear, of pride and resourcefulness—deserves to be read for the power of the telling as much as the importance of the context.

You don’t need to understand the vagaries of 1950s America to understand Catcher in the Rye or the creep of totalitarianism to understand Nineteen Eighty-Four. The opposite applies. Salinger helps you understand 1950s America. Orwell teaches you about totalitarian creep. So it is with One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich. If you want to understand the ugly nature of collectivized power and the invincibility of the free human spirit (if not the human body) against such power, don’t reach for dry thousand-page histories when you can get just as much or more from a couple of hours in the presence of someone who was there and the characters he drew out of the experience.

3. An Argument for Literature as Self-Help

Self-help is one of the most popular categories in any bookshop. The self-help industry—for it is an industry in its own right, standing alongside the industry of publishing itself—presents for the despairing lost masses an endless array of strategically seductive, attractively packaged fad diets, fad mindsets and fad workout regimens. The paradox of the self-help industry is that it must never, ever, achieve its mission. Like cancer charities and pharma companies, it is an organism that must survive, feeding itself by extending treatment while steadfastly avoiding prevention or cure.

This is not to say that self-help literature is not a thing. It is to say that the best self-help literature is not to be found on the self-help shelves. Literature—real literature, with its observations of personal hardships and professional turmoils and inner strifes, and the occasional breakthrough successes that bring with them a new series of confounding problems to be overcome—offers a more potent recipe for self-help than anything out of Hay House.

With no more than a lukewarm commitment, short books and a snail’s pace, you can get through five excellent works of fiction every year. Each one will allow you to see the world, its complexity and its challenges, through the eyes of at least one other person. While the personal development industry tries to point you to this affirmation or that routine, this enduring strength of fiction—the capacity to broaden one’s worldview by seeing the world through the eyes of another—is the essence of personal development. Soon, we find that we see the world, and see ourselves, and see ourselves in the world, differently. We inhabit the mind and body of a crippled war veteran in 1920s Paris, or a bombardier in the nose of a plane over 1940s Italy, or a little dude with a hefty appetite and a wizard for a friend in Middle Earth, and we are changed by that experience.

Without leaving the couch, we travel everywhere in the world and everywhere through time, armed with our personal DeLorean and a lifetime’s supply of plutonium. Repeated over time, this becomes a superpower. We are no longer alone, trying to figure out the world and how to bend it to our will. We are together, beset with the same foibles, fears, weaknesses and desires as Jake Barnes, Heathcliff, Yossarian, Emma Bovary. With no more than a mildly inquisitive mind and a willingness to take enough time out of our world’s endless distractions to sink in, the great bulk of self-help “literature” becomes immediately redundant.

With all that in mind, when we slip into One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich, what might we learn?

4. A Life in One Life

On the face of it, One Day in the Life of Ivan Denisovich offers exactly what it says. One day, from morning till night, in the life of a prisoner, Ivan Denisovich Shukhov. He wakes, or is awoken, as he is every morning, by the 5am prison camp reveille: the blows of a hammer on a length of rail. He’s feeling unwell, and instead of jumping out of bed as he usually does (for no other reason than the fact that the first 90 minutes of the day, before the long workday starts, is his time, as close as it gets to freedom of thought and freedom of action in the camp), he pulls the blankets around him to ward off his shivers. This indiscretion gets him a punishment, although the promise of three days’ penalty without work soon gives way to the lesser punishment of mopping the floor in the officer quarters. That task done, he tries the sick-bay but is informed that as his temperature is not too extreme and the day’s full allocation of sickness—two men already signed off—has been doled out, he may as well join the rest of his squad at work. Breakfast is a small portion of rationed bread, the rest sewed into the lining of his blanket to avoid both mice and the prying eyes of officers.

Then follows the march to work, with its tortuous sequences of counts and checks, threats on punishment of death interspersed with little humiliations. All are inspected for extra garments, which are both illegal (no man is allowed more than a shirt and undershirt) and essential (it’s 27 below zero and the snow and ice are hard on the ground). Later, the squad builds a wall, is held out in the cold for an extra hour while until an errant prisoner is located, returns to camp, has a dinner of vegetables and fish stew during which Shukhov manages—joy of joys—to pilfer an extra serving by confusing the cook. He helps a fellow inmate for the promise of some good tobacco, talks briefly about the merits of freedom with his neighbor in the next bunk, a Bible-smuggling Baptist, and settles down for the night.

Shukhov went to sleep fully content. He’d had many strokes of luck that day: they hadn’t put him in the cells; they hadn’t sent the team to the settlement; he’d pinched a bowl of kasha at dinner; the team-leader had fixed the rates well; he’d built a wall and enjoyed doing it; he;d smuggled that bit of hacksaw-blade through; he’d earned something from Tsezar in the evening; he’d bought that tobacco. And he hadn’t fallen ill. He’d got over it.

A day without a dark cloud. Almost a happy day.

Each small detail, layered upon the last, adds to the power of the reading experience. But look a little deeper, and we see the outline of something perhaps even more profound. We see the shape not of a day within a life, but of a life within the day.

We see the stirrings and sickness of morning, mirroring the childhood weaknesses and dependencies that we end up muddling through. We see, throughout, the endless unpredictable petty punishments, the violence and the ever-present threat of violence, the need for fear and the danger of hope and the random strokes of luck that add up, one by one by one, to what looks like a life.

We see—in 15 astonishing pages that house the true beating heart of the book, as Shukhov and the rest of his squad build a wall, taking pride both in the strength of their bodies and the precision of their workmanship—the intrinsic value of work, even against the wider sweep of grand meaninglessness, reflecting perhaps the central challenge of every human life. We see the resourcefulness of the human spirit and its occasional heroic refusal to die, or even bow, in even the most difficult of circumstances.

And in the end of a one day deemed, despite it all, to have been a good day amid the general bleakness, perhaps the end of one life amid the expanse of black nothingness, the day’s end showing us that this—this experience, this existence, this unbearable difficulty that we must cherish because its absence means we are dead—is meaningful in and of itself.

5. Work as Your Only Salvation

Even against the backdrop of punishment and servitude, threat and violence and fear, work contains the seeds of meaning, and meaning makes everything bearable. Without further embellishment, three short segments:

Shukhov remembered that this morning his fate hung in the balance: they wanted to shift the 104th from the building-shops to a new site, the ‘Socialist Way of Life’ settlement. It lay in open country covered with snow-drifts, and before anything else could be done there they would have to dig holes and put up posts and attach barbed wire to them. Wire themselves in, so that they wouldn't run away. Only then would they start building. There wouldn't be a warm corner for a whole month. Not even a doghouse. And fires were out of the question. There was nothing to build them with. Let your work warm you up, that was your only salvation.

*****

And now that he had been given work to do, Shukhov’s aches and pains seemed to have gone.

*****

Slap on the mortar. Down with the blocks. Press it home. See it’s straight. Mortar. Block. Mortar. Block… Wasn’t it enough that Tiurin [the squad leader] had told them himself not to bother with the mortar? Just throw it over the wall and bugger off. But Shukhov wasn’t made that way: eight years in a camp couldn’t change his nature. He worried about anything he could make use of, about every scrap of work he could do—nothing must be wasted without good reason. Mortar. Block. Mortar. Block…

6. What Happens Next?

Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn died in August 2008 at the age of 89. In his final years, he could have been forgiven for indulging himself in reflecting on the century he’d lived through, a century whose worst traumas and excesses he had done as much as anybody to bring into sharp focus. If he did so reflect, he could have been forgiven for thinking humanity may well have found some level of maturity in its own collective One Life, recovering from our long decades of violence and injustice to carve out “almost a happy day”.

But maybe, given all he had seen, he would have been less naive and more pragmatic than all that.

He might have noticed that the capacity for the collective to force itself on the individual had not died, just changed shape.

He might have recognised in the new technologies sweeping the world some of the sharp edges of the old: the centralization of information, the appeal of a compelling narrative, the power of a dominant voice.

He might have encouraged all of us to put our heads down and get to work, telling us that even if our work seems to be fully contained within power structures established by our overlords, or feels meaningless in the moment, we should not give up.

He might have said to us that even when we are hungry and sick, when we are driven—figuratively or literally—from our beds and frog-marched across barren ground, when we cannot find the strength to hope for some future tomorrow, that the act of work today, undertaken in a spirit of precision and pride and collaboration, could one day make some seemingly powerful force pause a moment and wilt a little.

He might have said to us that such an outcome—getting the tormentor to pause—is all the nourishment we need to keep going, and that keeping going is the best we can ever hope to accomplish in our own one life.




Open Democracy

Introduction

I've always had a soft spot for old political philosophy - Locke, Hobbes, Bentham. My favorite was John Stuart Mill's On Liberty, which I credit for giving me a slight libertarian streak that persists to this day. That's despite Mill spending the second half of the book listing all the people who shouldn't be trusted to think for themselves, such as women, poor people, and anyone who lives near the tropics. I appreciated Open Democracy in a similar way. It raises some very interesting philosophical questions about the nature of government and what we want out of a democracy, but its philosophical and practical arguments for a new form of government are either fatally flawed or non-existent.

Open Democracy sits at the uneasy intersection of philosophy and practicality. It's about Hélène Landemore's vision for a new type of government, which she calls "open democracy". Her view, in a nutshell, is that democracy is great, except for elections:


Whereas representation, especially of the electoral kind, always creates the risk of robbing the people of the right to participate in law-making, an open system guarantees that citizens can make their voices generally heard at any point in time and initiate laws when they are not satisfied with the agenda set by representative authorities. Openness prevents the closure and entrenchment of the divide between represented and representatives that inevitably accompany representation. Openness means that power flows through the body politic, as opposed to stagnates with a few people.



And yes, this is a fair representation of Landemore's prose — wordy and overwrought ("representation, especially of the electoral kind"), but somehow also simultaneously vague ("power flows through the body politic"). In other words, it's a philosophy book. And while overwrought prose doesn't diminish her ideas, the vagueness does. What's the point of being so wordy if not to make your points clearly?

Landemore's goal is to describe the principles for new forms of government where the general population is in charge that:


	Is feasible at scale

	Doesn't depend on elections.



The first requirement means that direct democracy isn't an option (and Landemore thinks that "democracy is always representative in some form"), and the second means that representative democracy isn't an option either. So she says we need a new system, "open democracy", of which her performed form is the "mini-public":


A large, all-purpose, randomly selected assembly of between 150 and a thousand people or so, gathered for an extended period of time (from at least a few days to a few years) for the purpose of agenda-setting and law-making of some kind, and connected via crowdsourcing platforms and deliberative forums (including other mini-publics) to the larger population



Extremely online readers will identify this as a form of sortition, although Landemore prefers the term "lottocratic". But in the same way that representative democracy encompasses both parliamentary and presidential systems, Landemore's vision of open democracy also includes self-selected representatives, "liquid" democracy (a form of direct democracy where votes can be delegated), and using crowdsourcing platforms to craft legislation. All of these forms are linked by a goal of allowing ordinary citizens direct control over government, without having to be filtered through elections. Landemore argues that all of these forms of government are better than representative democracy and are also more democratic than representative democracy.

Now, after reading Open Democracy, I'm not yet ready to go all-in on sortition or crowd-sourced democracy. I think there are major practical problems with the implementations she suggests. But reading her book has made me more aware and concerned with the practical and philosophical limits of representative democracy, and hoping that Landemore and others (including, yes, crazy online communities) will continue to dream up new governing systems. And I might even get behind proposals to incorporate mini-publics into American government, but I'd need to see a detailed proposal for what exactly that would look like to know for sure.

Government by "ordinary citizens" can and does work

Landemore's fundamental philosophy is that government would be better if we replaced the "elites" currently running the government with ordinary citizens. Now, as a proud technocrat, this gives me the heebie-jeebies. It seems self-evident to me that the business of running a government is complicated, and we need specialized professionals to do a good job. So I think it's worth taking some time to run through cases where direct or open democracy has actually been implemented:


	After the Icelandic Banking Crisis, Iceland attempted to re-write its constitution through an elected commission of ordinary citizens. Outside observers thought the draft constitution was workable, and 2/3 of voters approved it in a referendum, although it was ultimately not adopted by parliament.

	In 2019, France hosted a "Citizens Convention for Climate", consisting of 150 randomly selected citizens who came up with 149 proposals for reducing France's carbon emissions. Parliament passed a bill containing about 40% of the proposals 2 years later.

	In Switzerland, citizens can request a referendum on any law passed by parliament, and can additionally propose an amendment to the constitution to be voted on by referendum. And in one Swiss canton, citizens gather yearly and can propose laws or amendments to the constitution.

	Many New England towns are governed by town meeting, run by volunteers, where citizens can suggest laws and modify the budget.

	In Ireland an assembly of 99 randomly selected citizens gave suggestions to Parliament on how abortion should be regulated in the country. The government decided to implement these suggestions, and they were approved in a referendum 5 months later.



All of these examples are mentioned in the book, but generally with the assumption that you've already heard of them, which is really annoying if you're trying to get a handle on the field from scratch and you're left reading the Wikipedia articles on Swiss Government.

Now, while I can quibble with each of the examples listed (mostly because these groups didn't have any real power, or because they exist in small homogeneous areas, or both), they are an existence proof that ordinary citizens can be handed real power without the sky falling in. I think that's a valuable corrective to the gut reaction of "this could never work"

On the other hand, that's a much lower bar than the argument Landemore makes, which is that open democracy is a better system of government than representative democracy.

What is a good government?

Consider the following thought experiment: suppose the United States holds a referendum, and 70% of the population votes to increase taxes and bury the collected money in a hole in Alaska. Is this a bad policy? On the one hand, it is clearly a waste of money. On the other hand, 70% of the people voted for it, so in some sense, this is what the people want. Or to put it another way, assuming that democracy is good, is it good because it leads to good outcomes, or is it good because it means political decisions reflect the "will of the people"?

This tension is at the heart of a lot of philosophical questions about representative democracy — do we elect our representatives for their voice or their judgment? On the one hand, it's the job of the representative to, you know, represent me, but on the other, one of the goals of representative democracy is for my representative to think deeply about agricultural subsidies so I don't have to.

And while answering this question would be a high enough challenge, it's not enough for Landemore, since she's trying to get us to move beyond representative democracy. She needs a definition of good government that can apply to any form of government, representative or not. For this book, the definition that Landemore uses of good government is, roughly:

A good government is one that comes to the same decision as would the entire population, if they had the opportunity to thoughtfully discuss the issue among themselves first.

This is, very crudely, the goal of deliberative democracy. In Landemore's words, "Deliberative democracy, in a nutshell, posits that only laws and policies passed through the filter of a public exchange of arguments among free and equal citizens are legitimate". According to Landemore, deliberation has the following benefits:


	It allows laws and policies resulting from it to be supported by public reasons and justifications, rather than mere numbers

	It gives all citizens a chance to exercise their voices and be heard

	It has beneficial side effects, such as educating citizens, building a sense of community, and promoting civic engagement.

	It generalizes interests…

	It increases the chance of the group successfully solving collective problems



So, basically the same arguments for free speech in general - debate will lead to better outcomes, and also lead to a more informed public. But I hadn't before seen it elevated to a principle of political legitimacy before. And that's because it runs immediately into massive practical problems.

There are 300 million people in the United States, and to be fully deliberative, everyone would need to have a conversation with the other 299,999,999 individuals, suss out their thoughts on the issue, and come to a decision. Then we'd need to repeat the process the next time we wanted to change our subsidies for lobster fishermen.

So, given that we can't actually implement a country-wide deliberation for every issue, we need a government system that can replicate it. And Landemore argues that representative democracy actually does a quite bad job of this.

What are the failures of representative democracy?

Landemore argues that any system dependent on elected representatives won't be able to achieve this. The reason, basically, is that normal people don't win elections. Members of Congress are much more likely to be white, old, male, lawyers, catholic, and millionaires. And while it's a lot harder to measure, they're probably even more likely to be charismatic, want power, have strong views on politics, and probably have inflated egos to boot. So almost by construction, our representatives are not in fact representative of the general population. Now, this doesn't mean that they can't represent the views of the general populace, but it means that it's going to take active effort on their part to make sure the positions they take reflect the population as a whole.

There's a second key reason that elected officials aren't able to be good stand-ins for the populace, and that's that elections are a very crude way of providing feedback. In the US, you've got a system where every 2-6 years, you get to cast one vote saying whether you like your representative and want them to continue, or you want to vote for someone else. So if I agree with my representative on taxes but disagree with them on education standards, how can I convey that? I could call up my representative and complain but a) who does that? and b) is that going to make any difference?

Landemore's bigger point is that electing representatives, having them come to decisions, and then letting the public signal their approval/disapproval cuts the general public out of the key deliberative step. Even referendums and ballot initiatives, which present a single issue directly to the voters, are presented to the public as a fait accompli. I can vote yes or I can vote no, but I don't have any input into deciding what the initiative should say.

Now, the lack of public deliberation in a representative democracy isn't a new thought, and Landemore, to her credit, spends some time discussing the counter-points to it. According to her, the main argument against this is a form of "two-tracks" argument - that there is one track, where elected officials debate ideas to be turned into bills, and there is a second, public track, where the general population also debates these issues. Through the media, town halls, interest groups, and anonymous internet blog posts (hey, we can all dream), the results of public deliberation set the agenda for our elected representatives. Landemore is pretty skeptical of this idea, saying that "the idea that the decentralized deliberations of citizens 'in the wild' add up to a meaningful way of setting the agenda for the formal decision-making sphere is not convincing". She also takes the metaphor way too literally:


To the extent that the two tracks are conceptualized as imbricated in each other in concentric circles rather than juxtaposed in parallel strips, the metaphor even suggests that ordinary citizens are on the outside of the circles, while professional politicians and administrators are at its center, closest to power.



What the hell, Landemore? Now you're just making up mental images to complain about them. Who said anything about the tracks being in circles, or that the elected official track is on the inside, or that the power is at the center? The question of why certain policy issues are on the agenda and others aren't is fascinating, and one that deserves a way better treatment than Landemore complaining about imaginary geometry.

Landemore links these theoretical failings of electoral democracy with some practical failings, arguing that our current system does not accurately reflect the wants of the general population. Unfortunately, this is probably the weakest section of the entire book. Her key argument is that:


Systematic dissatisfaction suggests that despite all formal evidence (of elections, free press, etc.) to the contrary, existing "democracies" suffer from fundamental democratic deficits. In the United States, the suspicion is now that the regime hardly deserves the title of democracy to begin with. Martin Gilens and Benjamin Page (2014) argue that there is no correlation, in the United States, between majority preferences and policy outcomes once one controls for the preferences of the richest 10 percent.



And a paragraph later:


Combined with the growing global inequalities documented by economists Emmanuel Saez, Thomas Piketty, and others, whereby the richest 10 percent in most societies are growing further and further apart in wealth from the rest of the population, these results suggest that the golf between majoritarian preferences and actual laws and policy outcomes is here to stay.



But the findings of Gilens and Page (2014) are just totally wrong. Three attempted replications of their work found the opposite conclusions. From Dylan Matthews at Vox:


That leaves only 185 bills on which the rich and the middle class disagree, and even there the disagreements are small. On average, the groups' opinion gaps on the 185 bills is 10.9 percentage points; so, say, 45 percent of the middle class might support a bill while 55.9 percent of the rich support it.

Bashir and Branham/Soroka/Wlezien find that on these 185 bills, the rich got their preferred outcome 53 percent of the time and the middle class got what they wanted 47 percent of the time. The difference between the two is not statistically significant.…

The researchers found the rich’s win rate for economic issues where there's disagreement is 57.1 percent, compared with 51.1 percent for social issues. There's a difference, but not a robust one…

Bashir's paper prods at the Gilens data even more and finds a number of holes. Bashir concludes that strong support from the middle class is about as good a predictor of a policy being adopted as strong support from the rich. …

Bashir also notes that the Gilens and Page model explains very little. Its R-squared value is a measly 0.074. That is, 7.4 percent of variation in policy outcomes is determined by the measured views of the rich, the poor, and interest groups put together. So even if the rich control the bulk of that (and Bashir argues they do not), the absolute amount of sway over policy that it represents is quite limited indeed.



And as far as Piketty goes, my understanding is that his conclusions are still up for debate within economics. From Noah Smith:


Economists found any number of reasons to take issue with Piketty — he ignored the costs of capital depreciation__, he ignored the fact that much of the income from “capital” was actually income from land__, his theory relied on some questionable assumptions about savings rates__, etc. Some even argued that Piketty’s data itself was unreliable__.



Smith also references data from realtimeinequality.org, showing that, contrary to Landemore's expectations, the share of wealth controlled by the richest 10% has decreased since 2013:

[image: ]

And even if all of Landemore’s claims were true, there's still a crucial logical step she's missing (h/t to the same Dylan Matthews article for pointing this out). She has to show that it's bad that policy outcomes aren't correlated with public preferences. After all, Landemore's definition of "good government" isn't that we enact policies the public wants, it's that we enact policies that the public would want after thoughtfully discussing the issue among themselves! Maybe public opinion is a good proxy for it, but since deliberative democracy is impossibly impractical, who knows??

In other words, while there might be some serious practical problems with representative democracy, Landemore hasn't managed to demonstrate it here. But she plows on regardless, and attempts to show that open democracy would solve these (maybe non-existent) problems.

How would open democracy be better?

Landemore proposes open democracy as a sort of “democracy v3.0” that will be able to overcome the flaws inherent to representative democracy.  Landemore distills open democracy down to 5 core principles (in decreasing order of importance):


	Participation Rights. This includes the rights of all citizens to vote and run for office, as well citizen's initiatives, referendums, and the ability to participate in mini-publics. These rights "ensure access of ordinary citizens to agenda-setting power"

	Deliberation. Decisions are only legitimate if they are debated through the "exchange of reasons and arguments among free and equals" before being passed into law

	The majoritarian principle. After deliberation, policies supported by the majority will be enacted. Landemore is explicitly against super-majoritarian thresholds for being "extremely paralyzing"

	Democratic representation. The political process doesn't have to involve everyone directly, as long as the people involved "expresses the principle of inclusiveness and equality among citizens" and the general public accepts the representatives as standing in for them. Note that these representatives do not have to be elected to be legitimate.

	Transparency. Citizens are "able to witness, observer, and thus make up their minds about the activities of the actors engaged in the political process"



Landemore discusses two forms of government that would meet all of these criteria: lottocratic representation and self-selected representatives. Lottocratic representation forms the basis for mini-publics, where a small group of group citizens is randomly selected to propose and debate laws. Random selection of the group ensures that access to power is equally open to all, that all members of the group have equal power, and that the mini-public is a good statistical representation of the general population. Limiting the size of the mini-public allows the group to be deliberative.

Landemore also accepts self-selected representatives, such as practiced in New England town halls, as a valid form of open democracy. Because these venues are open to all who show up, everyone is (theoretically) able to participate on an equal basis. And as long as the general public accepts the decisions of these self-selected individuals as valid, Landemore categorizes them as democratically representative as well. I have major problems with this idea. It seems like I can only decide if these representatives are legitimate after they’ve enacted policies. If the policies seem reasonable, great, they’re legitimate. If the policies seem crazy, then too bad, they’re not legitimate. Do I have to show up to every town hall meeting just in case people propose cutting the budget in half? I feel like we really need a way of establishing whether someone is a valid representative before they start making decisions for me.

Be that as it may, according to Landemore, government based on or incorporating either of these forms will be a better form of government than representative democracy, for both practical and philosophical reasons.

The practical argument comes from research on how groups make decisions. Landemore highlights the importance of "cognitive diversity" - basically the idea that a group of people from a variety of backgrounds will make better decisions any group of people with the same background:


Under certain conditions, cognitive diversity turns out to be more crucial to the problem-solving abilities of a group than does the average competence of its individual members (Hong and Page 2004; Page 2007: 163)



And because "the best and brightest are too homogeneous in their way of thinking", we should instead aim for "a high enough level of individual competence but maximizing the cognitive diversity of the group". Landemore basically takes it as given that citizens have this "high enough level of individual competence", and after the list of examples of government by ordinary citizens, I think I'm inclined to believe her on that point.

But I'm not really sure what to make of the research on cognitive diversity. My first thought was that it feels like a classic psych experiment that would fail replication. But it turns out that Hong and Page 2004 isn't a psych experiment at all - it's a purely mathematical exercise about function optimization, and one that's come in for some strong criticism. I think that might be even worse?

On the other hand, the idea that having a variety of perspectives will lead to better outcomes seems pretty unobjectionable. I don't want to get too deep into the culture war, but I feel like this was the classic '90s argument for affirmative action. But I'm also uncomfortable with the argument that cognitive diversity is the only thing that matters. I feel that there's at some point a trade-off between expertise and a range of perspectives.

Landemore's philosophical argument is that open democracy is actually more democratic than representative democracy. The problem here is that Landemore is actually using a different definition of "democratic" than you are. Landemore uses democratic to mean "open to all on an egalitarian and inclusive basis", rather than its more standard definition of "related to a form of government in which the people have supreme power". I hate this. It's a slimy philosophical two-step to say "I define 'democratic' to mean 'inclusive'; by this definition the US government isn't democratic and that is bad". But this only works because we have this built-in concept that 'democratic' is good based on its original meaning! If you want to change the definition, you should have to ditch the associated value judgements as well. If you said "representative government isn't inclusive", then you'd actually have to do the work to convince me that this is a problem.

I've got two other problems with her philosophical arguments in favor of open democracy. The first is that her standards for what counts as "democratic" don't seem consistent. One of her biggest problems with elections is that some types of people are less likely to be candidates, but she's totally fine with self-selected representatives even though it's a lot easier for some people to attend evening town hall meetings than others. She says that "access to self-selected representation is at least fully open in theory", while refusing to acknowledge that elected positions are also theoretically open to all. Similarly, she claims that ancient Athens doesn't count as a direct democracy, because not everyone showed up to the meetings or gave speeches, but her ideas for how to ensure that all members of a mini-public are equally engaged seem less than half-baked. She says that "efforts must be made to reach out to the shy, the less articulate, minorities, and the vulnerable" and floats the idea of "that deliberation "would thus be carefully curated and facilitated". I'm sorry, but I'm going to need more details before I think that's a reasonable solution.

My second big problem with her philosophical argument is that it's so unnecessary. She spends a good quarter of the book arguing that both lottocratic groups and self-selected representatives are democratically legitimate. While I admire the philosophical chutzpah in arguing that people who show up to a school board meeting are acting as my representative, even though I have no idea who they are or what they're saying, I don't really care about their philosophical justifications. All I care about is whether they represent my views or not. Maybe this is me being overly cynical, but I think this philosophical argument is mostly a marketing ploy. Democracy is normal and good, so it should be a lot easier to convince people to support a new, better form of democracy, than to throw out all of it and start fresh.

But seriously, would this work in practice?

Landemore's key example of open democracy in practice comes from the attempted re-write of the Icelandic constitution. Landemore has extensively researched this process, so it makes sense that she'd talk about it the most. But it seems like a terrible case study to build her arguments around. First, the members of the general public who worked on a draft of a new constitution were elected! If you spend a couple hundred pages telling me how terrible elections are, you can't just turn around and tell me how great this elected group was. It's also a hard sell to tell me that this group is more representative of the people when its most blue-collar member was, and I swear I'm not making this up, Bjork's father. Second, Iceland is really weird. It's tiny (population 376,000), fairly homogeneous and, to my outsider view, appears to be extremely civically engaged. They had staged dramatic readings of the governmental report on the causes of the banking crisis! So I worry that these open democratic systems only work because of Iceland's weird culture. Now, Landemore argues that I have the causality backwards, and actually any citizens would be equally engaged if they just had the opportunity:


Just because citizens do not behave as we would like in existing systems does not mean that we should not pursue an ideal of democracy that is more demanding of them. Such demands might be met in a rather different-looking system that sets up different incentives.



I'm not so sure. I've worked in government for a couple years now and honestly, we are always trying to get more feedback and community involvement for our work. But when we hold public meetings or put items out for comment, we often either get no feedback at all, or only from industry groups. It's pretty rare for an issue to break through and get significant involvement from the community. I worry that that's what the Icelandic Banking Crisis was on a grand scale - a once in a lifetime event leading to an outpouring of civic participation that can't be replicated.

There's a catch-22 though about many (not all) of the examples of open democracy I listed at the start, which is that they're special. And one key question I have about open democracy is how does it work when it's not special? We've had over 200 years to optimize and over-optimize elections, to suck out all the slack in the system. The founders of democracy in the US thought it was crucial to avoid political parties - now it's basically impossible to imagine elections without them. If you wrote a book advocating for representative democracy in 1750, it wouldn't have included anything about political parties or lobbyists or judicial review or multi-year campaigns for re-election. So when you write a book about sortition and liquid democracy and cite as case studies an elected group in Iceland who didn't have any power, I'm going to be pretty skeptical that that tells us anything about how the system would work when our randomly selected bodies have real power.

I think there's a massive case study on sortition that Landemore barely discusses in Open Democracy: jury trials. There's an idealistic (moving) picture of juries, best captured in 12 Angry Men, but that's not how juries seem to work in practice. In reality, all members of the public hate serving on juries (enough so that absurd schemes to get out of jury duty are a sitcom staple) and the criminal justice system hates them so much that they've basically routed around them, so that now less than 5% of cases actually involve a trial. I feel like this is a big missed opportunity to look at how a system involving sortition works when it's had hundreds of years to evolve and has actual power. I think it would temper some of the more idealistic views of sortition and open democracy presented by Landemore. I'd also be really interested to see if juries truly are "deliberative" – does the 12 Angry Men situation ever actually occur, where the jury talks out and convinces each other of their views? Or does everyone have their mind made up by the time they begin discussion?

That's my worry about what a sortition-based system would look like in practice. Citizens wouldn't be interested in serving, so you'd either have to implement mandatory service or accept a highly skewed sample of the population, and over time, we'd move more and more responsibilities off of the mini-publics and into the executive branch or other bureaucratic agencies — just like we've moved from jury trials to plea deals and moved more functions out of Congress and into the Executive and Judicial Branches.

Conclusions

I really wanted to like Open Democracy. It should be everything I love in a book: political philosophy, out-there ideas for new systems of government, crazy stories about Iceland. But at the same time, her philosophical arguments seemed unnecessary and inconsistent, and her practical arguments seemed wrong. It's definitely not the book I was hoping for, which was a nuts and bolts guide for how mini-publics could be implemented in a modern democratic system.

Instead, I think Open Democracy is best characterized as an attempt to convince people that this new system of government isn't scary. And despite all my many criticisms, I think it might actually have succeeded. I found both her theoretical critiques of representative democracy and her list of citizen democracy success stories convincing enough to move my thinking from "hahaha no" to "possibly, but I'd like to see a lot more work before we give these systems any real power". And for a brand new political system, that probably counts as a win.




Pacific War Trilogy by Ian W. Toll

A Hard and Unforgiving School

One must question the value of further additions to a topic to which libraries are devoted, and World War II stands as perhaps the foremost of such topics, given the scale of a conflict that enmeshed more participants, witnesses and victims than any other conflict in humanity’s long, bloody history. Yet Ian W. Toll’s three volume account of the United States’ Pacific Theatre war against Japan provides a worthy addition. The “War in the Pacific” was a struggle wholly unique in its nature and geographic extent, a conflict of giant, fantastically expensive industrial machines fighting wholly isolated from their berths across barren space that resembles science fiction more than the continental war occurring concurrently on opposite ends of the Eurasian landmass. No mere chronological narrative of the war, the Toll’s deft amalgamation of grand strategy, eyewitness accounts, technological, economic and biographical asides weaves the struggle into a story rewarding for both the casually acquainted or deeply studied in World War II’s Pacific Theater. While the evocative firsthand accounts of participants from all sides of the tragic struggle would stand alone as a narrative achievement, the larger discussions of the incoherence of Japanese grand strategy, the political and military disfunction of both the US and Japanese, and most of all, the evolving military and state institutions molded by the brutal mechanism of war rendered the 1,800 page price of admission worthy.

[image: ]

The Pacific Theatre without the Mercador Projection

Overview

An anthology focusing on any war must address the actual battles, campaigns and conflict, and this series is no exception. The author’s previous book, Six Frigates, focused on the formation of the US Navy in the early US Republic, and the US and Japanese navies and their leaders are the main focus of this series; a natural choice given the centrality of naval forces to a largely oceanic theatre. However, this is no mere recounting of battles and tactical maneuvers, and the quotes and attention to individuals bookends nicely with the larger strategic picture that is presented. As a reader broadly familiar with the major shape and timeline of the US Pacific Theatre, the detail on the Japanese perspective along with testimonials giving human character and perspective on grand set-piece actions imbued the book with humanity while the overarching points on strategy were well supported. The series blends chronological narration of campaigns as the general structure, but refreshingly the author indulges in various topics at length such as Japanese censorship, American Mark 14 torpedoes, naval technology and politics, biographical information on the major figures of Nimitz, King, McArthur, Emperor Hirohito, Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto. The author also doesn’t avoid unpleasant topics offensive to modern sensibilities or besmirching national heroes such as the naked racism, vanity, and war crimes endemic in the conflict on both sides as well as graphic accounts of the result of mechanized warfare on military and civilian targets (for example, depictions of the Doolittle raid seldom include the crewman that lost an arm in the prop of one of the B-25 bombers as it was taking off).

Pacific Crucible: War at Sea in the Pacific, 1941-1942 details the lead up to Pearl Harbor and the Allies’ string of defeats before the Japanese onslaught which saw Japanese Imperial forces occupy the coast of mainland Asia from Korea to Burma and Southeast Asia from Maylasia to the Soloman Islands. After the US embargoed selling petroleum in response to the Japanese occupation of French Indochina, Japan had to either invade Dutch Indonesia to secure its oil supplies or accede to US demands to withdraw from China. For political, parochial, and philosophcial reasons, the Japanese military junta that collectively controlled Japan(1) chose the former, and the string of spectacular victories in the first 6 months from December 1941 to May 1942 secured them an effervescent but fleeting ocean empire. This period ends with the decisive naval victory at Midway which effectively ended the Japanese strategic offensive and from thereafter was one continuous Allied advance.

The Conquering Tide: War in the Pacific Islands, 1942-1944 covers the period from after the Battle of Midway in June 1942 to the Battle of Saipan through July 1944. In this period, the Allies technological, economic, and organization forces surpass the Japanese as the American economy begins mass producing war material at a pace the Japanese can’t match. Despite the majority of war material going to Europe, the US navy becomes an unstoppable force in the Pacific that annihilates the Japanese navy and merchant marine while executing a series of island invasions that culminate in Allied capture of Okinawa in April 1945. In this volume, there is still a naval war yet to be fought, but the fleet actions off Guadalcanal and the Philippine Sea never have strategic weight that can tip the war’s balance, rather it’s more focused on the means by which the Allies came to be both qualitative and quantitatively superior. The book’s ending is with the capture of the Marianas island chain by US forces which put the Japanese home islands in range of US long-range strategic bombing. The Battle of the Phillipine Sea also irreversibly degraded the carrier air force of the Imperial Japanese Navy, the only tactically relevant surface ships given the primacy of air power revealed during the war.

Twilight of the Gods: War in the Western Pacific, 1944-1945 the longest volume focusing on the time from July 1944 through the formal Japanese surrender in Tokyo Bay in September 1945, includes invasions of Iwo Jima, Philippines, Okinawa, the firebombing and nuclear bombing of Japan as well as the political context of Japan’s surrender for both Japan and its adversaries. While strategically there was no doubt in the war’s outcome, the tragedy of this period that required so much bloodshed and internal machinations to achieve Japan’s inevitable surrender warrants the careful examination. As the title alludes, the complete destruction of the Imperial Navy and the Kwantung Army occurs despite the fate of the war being sealed as far back as Midway or Saipan.

Overall Themes

For my part, this value of the series was a greater understanding of a variety of topics from Japanese history and politics to the US government and culture of the WWII era. Many of these are widely acknowledged and non-controversial, but the nature of reading the campaign sequentially and in the context of other factors really drives home the escalation and buildup of these factors after years of total war. More than anything, the portrait exactly how US Naval and armed forces withstood the initial Japanese advances, adapted to the war’s requirements, and created the combined naval, land, amphibious, fighter, submarine, bomber and finally nuclear forces the Japanese could not counter.

Japanese vs. American Grand Strategy

Much like the circumstances of World War I in Europe, proper study should be made of how the Japanese crept inexorably towards a war of annihilation they had so little hope of winning. Additionally, the later American firebombing and nuclear attacks on Japan should be understood in the context of the political and military incentives of American leadership and explicit strategy of the Japanese and American regimes. Like the Battle of Midway which rested on a contradiction of luring the American Pacific Fleet into a pitched battle while deploying overwhelming force to actually destroy said Pacific Fleet, Japanese tactics were at odds with their grand strategy. Particularly, the Japanese surprise attack on December 7, 1941 achieved the tactical surprise that enabled their initial advances, but drastically reduced the already small odds of a negotiated settlement that were the only means of a political settlement achieving Japanese war aims. There was never any hope or pretension of a Japanese invasion of the continental US or even Australia and New Zealand, but the Japanese strategy rested on the assumption it could (like its past wars against Russia, China, Germany) seize territory, win pitched battles in local theatres, and entrench themselves enough to make displacing the Japanese too costly for Allied nations whose forces were focused on the war in Europe. Despite the overwhelming population and industrial advantage of the Allies, the hope consisted of raw materials from the captured territories and superior fighting spirit would enabling Japan to defend its captured empire against a coalition that had overwhelmingly larger population and industrial might oceans away.

However, the surprise attack on a war-wary American nation and the shock of Pearl Harbor likely made any eventual settlement impossible from the onset. America went from the House of Representatives extending the peacetime draft by a single vote in August 1941 to demanding unconditional surrender in January 1943. The attitude of the post-war troops was that the US responded to an attack, and even as American planes burned Japanese cities to ash and deployed nuclear weapons, the attack Pearl Harbor was still a major justification years later. Moreover, almost immediately after Pearl Harbor, the Wehrmacht falling short of complete victory in the Soviet Union which, along with the US entry to the war caused by Japan’s own attack on Pearl Harbor, meant the eventual defeat of their Axis brethren. Churchill wrote in his post war memoir about the evening of December 7, 1941:

“No American will think it wrong of me if I proclaim that to have the United States at our side was to me the greatest joy. I could not foretell the course of events. I do not pretend to have measured the marshall might of Japan, but now at this very moment I knew the United States was in the war up to the neck and in to the death. So we had won after all!... Hitler’s fate was sealed. Mussolini’s fate was sealed. As for the Japanese, they would be ground to powder. All the rest was merely the proper application of overwhelming force…United we could subdue everybody else in the world. Many disasters, immeasurable cost and tribulation lay ahead, but there was no more doubt about the end.”

In the end, just what the Allied had planned in pre-war strategy actually occurred, even ahead of schedule. The Japanese war economy depended on securing the critical oil, iron and rubber the island of Japan lacked domestically to supply its industrial economy, and American planners believed a blockade of the Japanese mainland depriving them of imported goods would cause Japan’s industrial economy to collapse. While the Americans didn’t foresee the sheer scale of the US strategic bombing campaign, the efficacy of firebombing on wooden Japanese cities, or the advent of nuclear bombs, the lack of raw materials (particularly fuel and steel) and the degradation of Japan’s transportation network resulted in Japan’s state on the verge of starvation by August 1945. In the game of chicken between the Japanese intent on proving its willingness to take casualties and the Allies proving their ruthlessness and ingenuity in inflicting them, the Japanese nation that had tried inculcating a nationwide death cult (100 million gyokusai or “smashed jewels”, the term for martyred soldiers) in the end accepted unconditional surrender over ritual suicide.
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Oil from the Dutch East Indies had to pass through the South China Sea by the Philippines to Japan. Increasingly effective submarine warfare and loss of the Philippines in 1945 made this route impossible, making Japan’s strategic position untenable.

So why did Japan go to war against such odds? Though obscured by post-war accounts abetted by the Allies willing to shield Emperor from scrutiny, the author presents a case of the Emperor that could represent the only institutional counter-weight to the military establishment being temperamentally disinclined to do so. Essentially, ultra-national military figures gradually assumed power in a reinforcing cycle of foreign escalation which led to the need for even greater military control and escalation as junior or senior military figures saw fit. The nationalist movement which had the tacit (and often explicit) approval of senior military figures assassinated or intimidated civilian leaders not sufficiently militaristic until the government was explicitly run by the military. The emperor represented the only real counterbalance, and the sheltered and passive monarch conceived of his role to support the unanimous will of the government…which eventually represented the parochial interests of the military chiefs that controlled it. In particular, Toll recounts the ultimate decision to join the Tripartite Pact creating the Axis alliance as resulting from the Imperial Navy horse-trading approval for a greater budget increase from the Army with no substantial discussion of the possibility or outcomes of war with the eventual Allied powers. Even when the topic of war with the Americans was finally faced as a result of the economic embargo that resulted from the Tripartite Pact (and later invasion of French Indochina), the Navy could not bring itself to lose face with the Army by honestly assessing the likelihood of victory…as such a result had been leveraged for the Imperial Navy to fund its expensive fleet building program. Thus the fleet built to challenge the Americans needed to attack the Americans in order to keep supplying the fuel embargoed by the Americans, and in that moment the Imperial Navy chose to accept war with its attendant risks rather than lose face or funding.

There’s eery similarity to the fate of Prussia after WWII and Napolean of a reinforcing cycle of militarization and martial philosophy that resulted in tactical victories ahead of complete strategic defeat by an overwhelming coalition intent on occupation and eradication of the militaristic regime.

Evolution & Adaptation of Forces

If there were ever any doubt of war’s potential to bend , the Pacific Theatre created an environment which forced the individuals, tactics, institutions and technologies to constantly adapt. The repetitiveness of this theme of punch and counter-punch masks the sheer progress and radicalness of the change which the pressures of war can achieve. For both sides, the forces honed an ever deadlier dance through the Japanese goal to weaken the American resolve by maximizing the cost of gaining territory, and the military commanders’ goal of achieving strategic goals for the lowest cost of American casualties.

For example, at onset of hostilities in 1941 the Japanese Zero fighter plane was superior in speed and maneuverability, and the veteran Japanese pilots could defeat their Allied counterparts in one on one dogfights. In response, Americans introduced group tactics like the Thatch weave and choosing tactically favorable encounters that favored the increased durability and firepower of the American planes. After new American fighter designs were introduced superior to the Zero in every respect, American fighter planes eviscerated the increasingly inexperienced Japanese air forces in the Marianas and the Philippine Sea. The Japanese, unable to develop new designs, produce airplanes or train pilots on pace with the Americans, responded in typically Japanese fashion with Kamikaze tactics and wave attacks which turned their planes into manned guided missiles, accepting high casualties and forgoing air supremacy to sink vulnerable enemy ships.
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The Thach Weave or: How I Learned to Stop Worrying and Love the Grumman F4F Wildcat

On land, the initial Japanese Army’s tactics involved a spirited frontal “Banzai” charge at the enemy lines, in keeping with their tenets of superior morale and attacking spirit. These proved disastrously ineffective against entrenched American forces that generally had access to superior artillery, air support, and naval guns that could annihilate enemy forces in the open. Japanese eventually adapted against the increasingly sustained artillery barrage and bombing campaigns that preceded island invasions by tunneling elaborate fortifications. Eschewing Banzai charges, Japanese instead built extensive defense networks into islands and terrains that negated the overwhelming Allied firepower. These defense-in-depth tactics refined at Peleliu, Iwo Jima, and Okinawa largely negated the Allied advantages in every conceivable category of military strength and convinced Allied leadership and populations that even outmanned and outgunned the Japanese could inflict unacceptable casualties.
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Japanese dead after a Banzai charge in the open at Guadalcanal
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Japanese defensive positions tunneled into the mountains of the Umurbrogol Pocket at Peleliu

In ship design, amphibious warfare, logistics, and every aspect of the warfare, the pressures of the conflict generally produced innovations and advances that increased the range, firepower, armor, fighting efficiency and speed. Indeed, even the ever confounding cultural considerations on both the Japanese and American sides were occasionally surmounted. The Japanese commander on Iwo Jima refused direct orders in order to focus on his tactically successful subterranean defensive fortifications. Despite their friendship and knowledge it would end his naval career, Nimitz relieved Admiral Ghormley as Commander of the Southern Pacific during the Gualdalcanal campaign. On Saipan, the Marine General Holland Smith relieved Army Major General Ralph Smith in a move that exploded the inter-service tensions of the various branches of the US armed forces involved in the theater.

On the balance, the Allies proved more flexible in discarding doctrine and making unpopular personnel moves, perhaps because an honorable but tactically useless death was actually glorified in the Japanese armed forces. Perversely however, the sheer coldness and insensibility to Japanese civilian and American combat casualties can be viewed as the Americans’ ultimate response to the Japanese brutality. The Japanese war crimes pretty much everywhere they occupied (and not in the vein that every modern American President is a war criminal, but Nazi-level mass killing and rape of large cities, biological warfare against civilian populations, mass sexual slavery, execution or starvation of enemy prisoners), willingness of Japanese garrisons to fight largely to the last man, suicide tactics including kamikaze planes, torpedoes, speedboats, gliders, divers and even explosive vests, were part of a deliberate strategy to convince Allied leaders of their resolve to fight and die. As the conflict continued, and the Allied leaders constantly measured success in utilitarian terms of ever larger numerical casualties inflicted or avoided, the logic of mass strategic firebombing, nuclear war and starvation became more appealing. In light of the experience of the whole pacific war of a fanatic enemy willing to die to the last man, whose citizens on Saipan hurled themselves off cliffs due to propaganda about Allied treatment of captured civilians, and that were training there women and children to fight the enemy with spears, the Japanese willingness to die probably directly led to the

Inchoate American Institutions

It’s hard for an American generation to conceive of the country in full superpower bloom replete with a navy bigger than the rest of the countries’ on earth and nuclear weapons, but with the institutions largely of the tiny 19th century US government. However, preceding the National Security Act of 1947, that’s how America went to war in December 1941. The Air Force didn’t even exist. The ad hoc joints of chief arose out of Army Chief, George C. Marshall, and Navy Chief, Ernest King, needing to agree on grand strategy and the tactical deployment of all of America’s armed forces in order to minimize civilian interference in war strategy. In his third term in office, Franklin D Roosevelt had formal no chief of staff, and despite being diagnosed with congestive heart failure in March 1944, made no real contingency in the event of his likely death. The story of Harry Truman being included as FDR’s third Vice President for the role of the individual that would succeed the most powerful president in the history of the country at the time when the US was planning a post-war world order is worth repeating in full:

A majority of the party was determined to be rid of the sitting Vice President, Henry Wallace, and Roosevelt bowed to their wishes. The story of how Senator Harry S. Truman landed on the Democratic ticket has been recounted elsewhere, and need not be repeated here. Suffice it to say it was an odd result, surprising even to the president’s inner circle. After a short meeting with Hannegan, FDR signed a letter agreeing to either of two prospective running mates: Supreme Court Justice William O. Douglas, or Truman. The original letter named the two men in that order: Douglas or Hannegan emerged from the president’s private compartment and asked FDR’s secretary, Grace Tully, to retype the letter with of names reversed. FDR thus effectively chose his successor in a seemingly spontaneous, seat-of-the-pants with the DNC chairman, even though doctors had reason to doubt that he could survive another term in office.

The transition after FDR’s death to Truman’ further highlighted the need for formal institutions. President Truman, that had not known about the Manhattan project until his inauguration, delegated studying the use of the atomic to the “interim committee” that eventually chose the two targets and their alternates. Overall, the pre-war American government was wholly inadequate to the role it was to assume by the end of the war, and unlike the judgment of history, many momentous and far-reaching policies were enacted in abbreviated and often farcical circumstances.

Uniqueness of Pacific Theatre

The breadth of the Pacific War was epic in terms of the breadth of time, distance, participants, type of warfare, and even technological advances. A war that began with battleships as national symbols of power ended with the dropping of nuclear bombs on Japan. The Japanese forces were at one time simultaneously engaged in Alaska, Burma, China, New Guinea, and Midway fighting American, Chinese, and British troops. The Japanese began various conflicts that coalesced into the Pacific War invading American, British, French, and Dutch territory in Asia, and ended the conflict with Soviet forces eviscerating the Japanese Kwantung Army in Manchuria while British and American naval forces blockaded Japan from the air and sea. It wasn’t enough to merely be able to defeat the enemy on land, sea, and air at any location, an amphibious invasion must do so continuously hundreds or thousands of miles away for weeks or months on end. Unable to land a strategically decisive defeat to knock the US or Britain out of the war, the theater became a vast war of attrition whereby Allied forces could concentrate overwhelming force at multiple points.

Conclusion

Overall, the progression of the books from the desperate naval battles of the war’s first six months to the middle rounds where the industrial depth and strength of the Allies shine through to the macabre final tome of large-scale destruction is a tale at times horrific but always fascinating. Ian W. Toll’s series provides a humanizing, technicolor history of a subject that hindsight and scrutiny often projects in black and white. While the Pacific War can be viewed alternatively as triumph, catastrophe, case study, revolution, accident or inevitability, the last industrial naval war is without peer or precedent.




Parliament Ltd: A Journey to the Dark Heart of British Politics

In modern Britain, political journalism is in a sorry state.

It would be easy to criticise the media landscape as being increasingly dominated by vested interests and worthless clickbait, but I instead want to focus on what I believe is an equally serious, yet rarely discussed problem. That is, the scarcity of long-form, investigative journalism.

To do so, I present a review of a relatively obscure book which I believe represents the gold standard investigative journalism: Parliament Ltd: A Journey to the Dark Heart of British Politics by Martin Williams.

This book delves into the financial interests of the United Kingdom’s Members of Parliament (MPs). In doing so, it highlights a plethora of second jobs, questionable expense claims, and dodgy directorships. As the name suggests, it develops the argument that the cases of questionable behaviour identified should not be viewed as isolated incidents but instead as being indicative of a systemic cultural issue which exists within Parliament. Specifically, that large numbers of Parliamentarians see nothing wrong with using their status as an MP to enrich themselves, often to the detriment of the people they are elected to represent. Meanwhile, those MPs who object to such behaviour are heavily incentivised not to challenge it – while the systems which the public might reasonably expect to protect against self-interested behaviour range from woefully inadequate to completely non-existent.

While a book of this nature could easily have slipped into populist rhetoric – denigrating all politicians as being out of touch elites, calling for their salaries to be reduced to the minimum wage, and demanding that their ability to re-claim expenses be rescinded – Williams manages not to fall into this trap. Instead, his introduction cautions against the dangers of such thinking and touches on the surprisingly lengthy portion of history in which MPs themselves were, by and large, opposed to receiving salaries for the performance of their duties. In doing so, he recounts the demands of the Chartist movement. This being a 19th century working class movement which, in 1839, presented a petition to Parliament signed by 1.28 million people. It contained the following six demands[1]:

·        All men to have the vote (universal manhood suffrage)

·        Voting should take place by secret ballot

·        Parliamentary elections every year, not once every five years

·        Constituencies should be of equal size

·        Members of Parliament should be paid

·        The property qualification for becoming a Member of Parliament should be abolished

To modern eyes, most of these demands appear so uncontroversial that it’s difficult imagine anyone today viewing them with hostility. In particular, I suspect you would be hard pressed to find many people in modern Britain who are of the view the MPs should receive no pay whatsoever. But, in 1839 Parliamentarians took a different stance. They realised that, should the proposed changes be implemented, including the call for MPs to be paid, then this would put their own positions within Parliament at risk by jeopardising their chances of re-election. They resoundingly rejected the Chartist petition. As Williams puts it:

“Back then, politics was a rich man’s game. Without salaries, MPs needed huge financial support to allow them time to swan around the House of Commons. Today, we’re so used to hearing about politicians being greedy, it’s tempting to look back with rose-tinted glasses on a time before they pocketed wages from the taxpayer. But the reality was a crippling injustice. The lack of salary didn’t stop them being stinking rich – it just stopped poor people from joining their elitist clique.”

It would be another 72 years before the Chartist demand that MPs be issued payment would be implemented; when, in 1911, all MPs were issued an annual salary of £400 for the first time. But even then the payment was surprisingly controversial.

Williams recounts the protests of MPs at the time who waxed lyrical about the risk of “lowering the intellectual standard” as well as one who complained he was “afraid of [the House of Commons] being flooded by the failures of society”. Although it’s tempting to dismiss these views, where wealth is seen as a proxy for an individual’s intelligence, as being archaic and long since confined to the rubbish bin of history, throughout Parliament Ltd Williams encounters such views time and time again, alive and well among modern day Parliamentarians. Many current MPs appear to be of the view that it’s imperative for the salary they’re issued to be hiked further each year in order to attract the “right class” of person.

Of those interviewed, the Parliamentarian who appears least coy about expressing such an opinion is former Conservative MP Andrew Bridgen, who happily boasts of being a “self-made millionaire” who “took a 94% pay cut to be an MP” and argues that “surely [the public] want successful people?... Successful people tend to have earned some money.”

I think it’s fairly easy to ridicule such a simplistic and self-aggrandising view as this. Even if you were to accept the premise that being “successful” is synonymous with “having a lot of wealth”, the make-up of Parliament shows that plenty of wealthy people are choosing to stand for election. So, if the present salary is deterring some highly paid or wealthy individuals from entering politics, the effect is likely to be a minor one. Interestingly, when Williams puts this point directly to Bridgen, he seems to dismiss it out of hand:

“One of the funny aspects of this argument is that many of those who espouse it are actually living proof that they’re wrong. ‘You were prepared to do it’, I say to Bridgen, pointing out that he took a massive pay cut to become an MP. Doesn’t that disprove the theory that rich businessmen will be put off unless they can still earn loads?

‘Yeah’, he shrugs, ‘but if you take it to extremes, where it was going will be so far off the mark you’ll be losing a lot of people.’”

This hand-waiving, milquetoast style of dismissal is a common theme in each of Bridgen’s answers to the challenges put to him. For example, Williams outlines how Bridgen charged to expenses 165 nights spent in a luxury hotel (complete with “a swimming pool, sauna, steam room and gym” as well as a “paradise spa”, all at a location overlooking Big Ben). This came at a cost of £25,000 to the UK taxpayer over the course of a single year, yet when questioned about these stays, Bridgen’s retort was… odd:

“’I mean, what do you want?’ he snaps. ‘We could get some cardboard boxes and kip out on the bridge at Waterloo Station. That would be handy, although we might look a bit of a mess when we arrive to work the next morning. Might not be presentable. Where do you want us to go?’”

On the one hand, it would be easy to interpret this response as a kind of startled panic at the thought of public attention being drawn to his dubious behaviour - analogous to how a small child might behave when caught with their hand in a cookie jar. But on the other hand, Bridgen continuously reiterates that his behaviour was not only above board but, in his mind, entirely in keeping with how an MP should be entitled to behave. The notion that he should consider a cheaper, budget hotel, or even just rent a flat like most other MPs doesn’t get a look-in.

Perhaps a contingent of the general public will even share his views. After all, Bridgen has been re-elected since Williams published his interview and remains an MP to this day (although, he no longer sits as a Conservative – he was ejected from the party in January 2023, after repeating a claim which likened COVID-19 vaccination efforts to the Holocaust).

Having read the interview, I came away with the view that Bridgen has developed a kind of self-delusion to justify his behaviour to himself. I’m reminded of the immortal words of author and political candidate, Upton Sinclair who said: “it is difficult to get a man to understand something, when his salary depends on his not understanding it.”

Throughout Parliament Ltd Williams highlights instances of a similar attitude being held by MPs from across the political spectrum. For example, in 2009, the right-leaning newspaper The Daily Telegraph began publishing leaked details about expense claims submitted by MPs. This exposed widespread abuse of the expenses system, including outright criminality. Particularly unedifying examples included a £1,645 claim, submitted by Conservative MP Peter Viggers for an “ornamental duck island”[2] and a £600 claim for “hanging baskets and potted plants” by Labour MP Margaret Beckett[3].

Although this scandal occurred several years before Williams wrote Parliament Ltd. he provides a reminder of the attitudes expressed by many MPs at the time. He recounts how Conservative MP, Eric Pickles attempted to justify his own expense claims on an episode of political discussion show, Question Time:

“In front of an audience in Newcastle, Eric Pickles tried defending the fact that he had claimed expenses for a second home in London, despite his main residence being just twenty-nine miles away in Essex. His excuse? ‘The House of Commons works on clockwork’, he said, explaining that commuting to work might make him late. ‘You have to be there precisely,’ he said.

‘Like a job, in other words?’ asked [the host] David Dimbleby.

‘Yes,’ Pickles replied. ‘Exactly like a job’.”

It’s worth reiterating here that Pickles would have been fully aware that the matter of expense abuses was front page news on almost every newspaper in the land prior to his appearance on Question Time. While he seemed surprised at the strength of feeling expressed by the audience (sarcastically quipping that he’d “make [his own] brief contribution to hang an MP week”)[4] it still seems surprising that any politician could be so monumentally out of touch with public opinion as to express himself in such a way.

But, as Williams explores the state of Parliament in the post-expense scandal world, it becomes apparent that we would perhaps be wrong to express surprise at Pickles’ comments. Ultimately, expressing himself in this manner seems to have had little impact on his political career. Today, Pickles’ has been provided with a seat in the House of Lords, which effectively guarantees him a taxpayer funded job for the rest of his life (his biography on the Parliamentary website also notes that he was “the Prime Minister’s Anti-Corruption Champion from 2015 to Spring 2017”[5]). Likewise, Margaret Beckett, who felt it appropriate that the taxpayer should shell out money for sprucing up her garden, remains an MP to this day. As Williams puts it “rules only work if they are enforced”.

Here, it becomes necessary to explain exactly how the expenses system within the UK Parliament works. On this point, Williams really comes into his own, and the importance of the long-form exploration of this subject becomes particularly apparent. As, rather than acting simply as a collection of one-off interviews and essays, his book develops the narrative of how the expenses system has developed and changed over time.

While a member of the public reading into the subject for the first time might reasonably assume MPs are paid a salary and then offered the ability to claim expenses in the same manner to those in more conventional employment (i.e. with expenses reclaimable for travel, as well for accommodation and food costs when staying away from home) in reality, there’s a lot more ambiguity at play. For one thing, when the “salary” was first introduced, it wasn’t considered to be a “salary” at all. In fact, the then Prime Minister, David Lloyd George quipped that “it is not even a salary. It is just an allowance”. His reasoning being being that it would be undesirable for Parliamentary duties to take up most of any individual’s time. Instead, the prevalent view was MPs should engage with outside interests to remain well-rounded individuals, in touch with the outside world.

To this end, large portions of the Parliamentary week were often kept free of debates or votes, to allow MPs to attend to their other obligations outside Parliament. Today, a similar structure remains, but expectations have shifted. Instead, this free time is generally considered to exist in order to free MPs up to engage with their constituents, read the contents of forthcoming bills, and scrutinise the government of the day by taking part in Parliamentary Committees. Nonetheless, this expectation has never been codified anywhere and MPs are essentially free to structure their time however they see fit. On this point Williams refers back to the Parliamentary Standards handbook, which stated that: “[MPs] have no formal contact of employment and no formal job description”.

The expense system which MPs operate under is perhaps even more unusual.

Rather than acting as employees, responsible for reclaiming expenses they incur themselves, MPs also act as employers in their own right; in that they’re responsible for maintaining an office within their constituency -  including renting premises, paying staff to work on their behalf, as well as purchasing office equipment. The costs associated with these practices are also reclaimable through the expense system.

This gives rise to an odd occurrence which can see MPs submitting perfectly legitimate, reasonable expense claims, yet being lambasted in the press for doing so. For example, Williams recounts an instance whereby former Prime Minister, David Cameron (whose wealth could be measured in the tens of millions before he ever set foot in Parliament) submitted an expense claim for packets of staples and bulldog clips. While elements of the press used this information to try and portray Cameron as a kind of penny-pinching miser, in reality the expense claim associated with this routine stationary order is unlikely to have been prepared by Cameron himself (even though he would ultimately have been responsible for authorising it).

While this unusual system can lead to misunderstandings such as that just outlined, it also creates a surprisingly large amount of ambiguity around what is or should be claimable. For instance, it’s hard to imagine that when any member of the public attends a war memorial to watch their local MP lay a wreath that they expect it to have been purchased by anyone other than that MP themself. Yet, Labour MP Sarah Champion did just that, when she attempted to claim £17 for a Remembrance Day wreath.

When this matter was exposed in the press, it was reported that Champion quickly apologized and promised to pay back the cost of the wreath. As Williams puts it:

“When they’re named and shamed in the press, these politicians cower, grovel and apologise. They blame it on admin errors and quickly pay the money back”.

Yet, when Williams interviewed other MPs about this matter and gave them the option to pass comment anonymously, he reported that many of them sang a very different tune. For example, he reports one former Minister commenting that:

“When the council leader puts it down, he doesn’t pay. When the commanding officer of the air force cadets puts it down, he doesn’t pay for it. When the British Legion guy puts it down, he doesn’t pay for it personally. But it is expected that MPs will… A lot of MPs are very, very short of money, but there’s not point moaning about it”.

I can’t help but wonder whether the unusual expense system which MPs utilise (which merges their personal expenses with that of a wider group of office staff - of which they are the figurehead) helps them to justify some of these questionable expenses to themselves. After all, it might feel grubby to charge a gift you are personally giving to expenses; but, if you can engage in a kind of metal gymnastics and convince yourself that you are giving that same gift on behalf of everyone in “your team” (i.e. your office staff) then perhaps it seems more reasonable.

There are clearly still some problems with the Parliamentary expense system. For one thing, MPs are free to hire their own friends and family as office staff, which sees several employ their own spouse as an office manager (effectively syphoning off taxpayer money into the pockets of their nearest and dearest). Yet, it does seem to be much more robust than it once was. While the trajectory where expenses are concerned has been towards greater transparency and accountability, vigilance is needed as many MPs openly lament the changes. As Labour MP Ronnie Campbell puts it “I had a cleaner, now I have to clean the flat me-bloody-self!”.

Nonetheless, a much more concerning matter is the nature of MPs’ outside interests. For one thing, the scope is pretty astonishing (Williams identified 2465 British companies with politicians sitting on their board of directors). But equally worrying is the lack of transparency. For example, where share ownership is concerned, Williams notes that Parliamentary rules state: “Members should not specify the value of the shares or the percentage in a company that are owned” and MPs are only asked to declare shares they own in excess of £70,000. Which of course leaves the public in a state of ignorance in relation to a great many potential conflicts of interest.

However, it’s also unclear as to how making a declaration alone eliminates a conflict. For example, if a politician issues remarks on any controversial business practice or sector, it’s easy to imagine that a budding journalists will be immediately be drawn to the register of interests when compiling a report on the subject. Say for example that you were listening to former Conservative leadership contender Kenneth Clarke speak on the subject of tobacco duty. Clarke was once the non-executive Deputy Chair of British American Tobacco while sitting as an MP. It’s easy to see why this outside interest should be given a fair degree of prominence when reporting any views he expressed in relation to the industry.

But what about other politicians making seemingly throwaway comments likely to impact far less controversial industries? Williams gives the following example of a comment made by the former Leader of the Scottish National Party within the House of Commons, Iain Blackford:

“A broadband universal service obligation, working alongside significant Scottish Government investment, would help to address the digital divide and ensure that everyone in Scotland could access broadband services… The government have to consider how we create competitive opportunities in rural areas”.

It’s hard to imagine a statement as bland as this one ever receiving any media coverage at all. But if you were aware, as Williams points out, that Blackford was “paid £1,000 a month as non-executive Chairman of Commsworld plc, a company that describes itself as ‘Scotland’s leading telecommunications network provider’ [which] offers ‘connectivity solutions’” it’s easy to see how you this looks like as an instance of an MP lobbying on behalf of an outside interest.

In this case, Blackford had declared his connection to Commsworld plc prior to making his statement and so there’s no suggestion that he broke any Parliamentary rules by doing so. But… isn’t that a  problem in and of itself? Shouldn’t conflicts such like this be banned, rather than simply logged on an official register?

What about if rules are broken though? What happens then? For instance, what would happen if an MP didn’t declare an outside interest?

Williams recounts his interview with Labour MP Gisela Stuart thusly:

“It was as if I’d just taken a crap on the table in front of her. A mixture of horror, disgust and anger – but, above all, just complete confusion. Yet all I’d done was ask a simple question:


‘What is Vestra Wealth?’

A stunned look sprang on her face. ‘Is that on the Register?’



‘No’ I said. ‘It’s not’”

As Williams goes on to explain, Vestra Wealth was a wealth management partnership which described itself as “offer[ing] a fresh approach to wealth management… offshore and international planning for non-domiciled and nonresident clients”. At the time, Stuart’s party leadership had pledged to abolish so-called “non-domiciled” tax status, yet she here she was with an undeclared interest in a partnership whose investment committee chair had previously stated: “Non-doms are entrepreneurs… allowing them to bring in money to fund business and create jobs is a very pro-business policy. This has undoubtedly persuaded many of the value of the UK as a base”. Clearly her connection to this business would be of interest to the public. Surely the omission of this information from the register was a textbook case of the rules being broken?

Surprisingly, the Parliamentary regulator on standards disagreed. They did so on the basis that Stewart did declare this interest after Williams interviewed her and, although her interest in the partnership was worth an estimated £93,000 when she did so, this wasn’t judged to be an issue as the value had apparently only risen about the £70,000 threshold for declaration a few months before.

This brings me to what I liked most about this book. That is, rather than merely revealing the outcomes of his investigations, Williams elaborates on the process he went through to uncover information. It would be difficult to adequately give a full overview of this here (e.g. simply checking the accuracy of MPs declarations of outside interests required a trip to an industrial estate in Lancing as well as wrangling with an obscure law which makes publishing some of this publicly available information a criminal offence). But, if I stick to a single choice example, I think I can show why I feel it’s so important.

Although you might assume the register of interests for MPs is readily accessible to the public, easily searchable, and subject to stringent checks, as Williams explains, for “Over 1,400 politicians across commons and lords. The main copy of the House of Commons register is a single 500-page PDF, published once a month” and, as he reveals, it’s never audited.

In Williams’ words:

“in Parliament, ‘transparency’ and ‘accountability’ means compiling a load of indecipherable, unaudited information, dumping it on the Internet and relying on other people to check its accuracy… even though it’s literally impossible for us to make the necessary checks.”

To verify the accuracy of the Register of Interests, Williams was forced to wade through screeds of ill formatted data and reconcile the information contained against sources which he collated himself. While we might expect professional journalists to routinely engage in this practice, it’s far from clear that any are doing so. Yet, unless such checks are performed, it’s difficult to have any faith at all in the accuracy of Parliamentarians’ declarations.

I must now confess that I first stumbled across Parliament Ltd. entirely by accident. In fact, I purchased the book alongside several others as part of a deal which offered 3 books for £20. It then sat unread on a shelf within my home for the best part of a year before I finally got around to reading it. When I finally did, I was left wondering why this book and its author aren’t more well known.

This led me to wonder about what types of journalists are likely to engage in the same style of investigative reporting as Williams. There are several types who we can likely discount off-the-bat: Firstly, there are the partisan hacks who are often little more than a mouthpiece for their political party of choice (and so we shouldn’t be surprised that they’re rarely vociferous in criticising those on “their side” of the political spectrum). Then, there are the shock jocks, general outrage-merchants and those who engage in what we might term “clickbait-journalist”. That is, the kind of journalism which aims to churn out large volumes of content as rapidly as possible in order to attract a consistent stream of clicks, views, or newspaper/magazine sales. In this case, it seems that their business model is at odds with the characteristics of long-form investigative reporting – which requires long periods of research and a great deal of leg work to be completed before journalistic copy is produced.

What then about other journalists? If we take as an example the BBC. As a state funded broadcaster, which is not dependent on generating clicks or boosting its viewing figures to justify its own existence, it’s easy to imagine that its journalist should spend more time than most taking part in in-depth investigations and regularly holding MPs’ feet to the fire, in relation to any identified misconduct.

In reality, I can’t help but notice that many senior journalists at the BBC seem to have entered into a kind of symbiotic relationship with MPs due to their reliance on using MPs themselves as anonymous sources. There now seems to be a fairly large clique of journalists whose primary occupation involves loitering in the lobbies, meeting rooms, and bars inside Parliament, collating off-the-record comments by MPs who are willing to speak with them, and then relaying these (anonymised) to the public.

I don’t want to be too harsh on these journalists as I feel that this practice does hold some value. After all, the ability to comment anonymously allows MPs to issue statements at odds with their Party’s official line, sound out the public’s attitude towards certain political stances, and reveal details which some of their Parliamentary colleagues would prefer remain under wraps, all without the risk of retaliation against themselves.

However, when I read into the tone of discomfort and even anger expressed by many of those interviewed by Williams whenever he raised their personal financial affairs, I can’t help but wonder whether BBC journalists would be prepared to “go there” when interviewing MPs who they rely upon to as anonymous sources who regularly provide interesting copy. Maybe they would. Maybe they wouldn’t. But, we have no real way of knowing.

I’m not sure how I would categorise Williams as I still know very little about him (he has next to no web presence). But I do feel it’s reasonable to place investigative journalists in a separate category from the others. I lament that there seems to be fewer of them around each year and worry that their style of journalism is particularly exposed to the changing consumption habits of those who read, watch, and listen to news. After all, this form of journalism is likely the most costly, so it would seem only natural that it would be the first to fall by the wayside as public attitudes shift towards an expectation that news and other journalistic content should be available at all times free of charge.

At this point I had planned to conclude this summary by encouraging you to consider paying for high quality, investigative journalism. I also thought to touch briefly on some of the other issues covered by Parliament Ltd (my remaining notes include the phrases “sweatshops”, “arms manufacture”, and “mining company related gang-rapes”). But, instead I will finish with the following.

While writing this review a couple of fortuitous things happened. Firstly, rumours began circulating that disgraced former Prime Minister, Boris Johnson was planning to provide his father with an honorary knighthood[6].

As well as the expected allegations of nepotism this created, anger was also inflamed further by revelations that Johnson’s father, Stanley, was had been accused by his wife of punching her in the face[7] and of course questions were also raised about why a Prime Minster who was forced out of office should be allowed to issue honours at all (Johnson was embroiled in a number of scandals during his tenure, but was ultimately ousted when it was revealed he had promoted one of his PMs, Christopher Pincher despite knowing he was under investigation for allegations of sexual misconduct – allegedly joking that he was “Pincher by name, pincher by nature)[8].

Separately to this, a campaign group called “Led By Donkeys” posed as a fictitious South Korean company and filmed former Health Secretary, Matt Hancock, and former Chancellor of the Exchequer, Kwasi Kwarteng, agreeing to work on their behalf in exchange for fees of £10,000 per day.9

To be clear, there’s no suggestion that any rule breaking has taken place here. As it stands, both Hancock and Kwarteng are free to accept paid outside employment of their choosing, providing it’s declared on the register of interests. Likewise, there’s nothing to prevent Boris Johnson from attempting to divvy out honours to his family members – indeed, he previously provided his own brother, Jo Johnson, with a seat in the House of Lords.

I mention all of this because I think it acts as a reminder of some of the attitudes exposed in Parliament Ltd. For many MPs, all that matters is that they’re complying with the letter of the laws they work under. Whether they’re complying with the spirit of them, or whether the laws themselves are sufficient and appropriate seems to be of little concern to them.

It might be tempting to note that each of the MPs I’ve just listed is a member of the governing Conservative party, which has been in power for over a decade, and conclude that a change of government might reduce some of these attitudes. This is of course a possibility. As it stands the Labour party is currently polling as likely to win the next election, with its leader, Kier Starmer, the clear favourite to become form the next government. While Starmer has called for a ban on second jobs and talked tough on PMs having outside interests generally[10], it’s worth noting that he has engaged in legal consultancy work himself while sitting as an MP and he is yet to ban Labour MPs from having second jobs despite having the power to do so in his role as party leader. So, I remain unoptimistic.

Although this might seem like a rather depressing note to end on, I think this is the best way of emphasizing my main takeaway from Parliament Ltd. That is, politicians can broadly be expected to act in accordance with their own selfish self-interests, at least when it comes to matters relating to their own finances. The main tools which we as members of the public have to hold them to account are: choosing to fund high quality journalism, consuming and disseminating stories uncovered by said journalism, and, of course, by investigating the character of candidates before casting a vote in the ballot box.
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Perplexities of Consciousness by Eric Schwitzgebel
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In Perplexities of Consciousness Eric Schwitzgebel takes on phenomenology, the study of the phenomena of human inner experience — percepts, mental images, emotions, thoughts. So I’m going to start us off with my absolute favorite bit of phenomenology, Vladimir Nabokov’s description of his childhood bedtime ritual. He would climb the stairs towards his mother with his eyes closed, moving up each time she said “step.” It was understood that she would not inform him when he reached the top of the stairs, but would say “step” one more time:


The keenest [delight] was not knowing when the last step would come. At the top of the stairs, one's foot would be automatically lifted to the deceptive call of 'Step,' and then, with a momentary sense of exquisite panic, with a wild contraction of muscles, would sink into the phantasm of a step, padded, as it were, with the infinitely elastic stuff of its own nonexistence. (from Speak, Memory)



Nabokov really nails the phenomenology here, capturing his mind in the act of scrambling to integrate the cognitive and proprioceptive expectation of the step with the sensory experience of stepping onto 6 inches of air. His mind’s solution was to conjure a sort of chimera that satisfied both expectation and lived experience: a step of infinite softness.

Schwitzgebel, too, is a phenomenologist of experiences involving a surprising absence. Perplexities of Consciousness investigates self-observed inner experience, and finds it to be altogether lacking in the observability, clarity and coherence we feel it to have. While he does find the phenomena of inner experience to be more real than Nabokov’s final step, he makes a convincing case that these phenomena – percepts, feelings, thoughts, memories – are not what we imagine them to be. They are partial phantasms, “gelatinous, disjointed, swift, shy, changeable.”

Schwitzgebel describes himself as a Philosopher of Psychology, and investigates consciousness using the methods of both philosophy and psychology: critical analysis of models and theories, experiments using human subjects, and introspection. The result, Perplexities of Consciousness, is an introspection-based case against what Schwitzgebel terms “naive introspectionism,” the view famously stated by Descartes, but also expressed in more modern language by our own Scott Alexander: ”People can’t be wrong about their own experiences. . . . If someone says they don’t feel hungry, maybe they’re telling the truth, and they don’t feel hungry. Or maybe they’re lying. . . . But there isn’t some third option, where they honestly think they’re not experiencing hunger, but really they are. “If we say that someone’s perception of Jesus standing in front of them is a hallucination, “we don’t mean anything about the experience the little homunculus in their neocortex is having. ”The homunculus is receiving the “e_xact same packet,_ 3a09e1508ff7,” that St. Peter received in 30 AD when Jesus was standing in front of him.

Almost everyone, myself included, experiences naive introspectionism as obviously valid. We know we may misidentify, misinterpret, misjudge things in the external world, but we have a strong sense of being quite clear about our inner percepts, thoughts, and feelings. The idea that we could be uncertain or wrong about these inner experiences seems not only clearly false, but almost incomprehensible – false in such a profound way that one can barely put into words the nature of the error.

A great deal of Schwitzgebel’s case against naive introspectionism rests on the results of introspective experiments carried out by subjects in his studies or on his own critical analysis of the results of others’ introspective studies. I’m going to take you, my reader, through four of Schwitzgebel’s introspective experiments, asking you to observe your own phenomenology, and also to consider carefully how confident you feel in identifying the characteristics of your inner experience. In particular, attend to whether the phenomenology you are observing has, to use Schwitzgebel’s phrase, “a distinctive experiential character” – whether it makes sense to ask what the thing is like. The “being like” criterion seems to capture well what’s at issue when we’re considering whether dreams or emotions or mental images are each an inner experience recognizable by distinctive characteristics. Here’s an example, to clarify the idea of an experience’s “being like” something. The question “What’s it like to have a cold,” makes sense; “what’s it like to be somebody who is going to be struck by lightning in exactly 3 hours” does not.

INTROSPECTING ABOUT INTROSPECTION

Echolocation

Stand up,close your eyes, and say “hello” repeatedly as you slowly rotate. Keep rotating until you are no longer sure which way you’re facing, and say “hello” again. Can you tell what part of the room you are facing? If so, congratulations. You are performing echolocation. If you were aware of your method, double congratulations. Very few people, including the blind, who often rely on echolocation, are aware of doing it. Schwitzgebel reviewed and extended the research on human echolocation, the process of detecting features of the environment that do not themselves produce sound, using information about how sounds in the environment change as they pass through or bounce off these features. The research confirmed that the blind could indeed navigate a room using their sense of sound, and also found that sighted subjects in blindfolds could be taught to do the same. The sighted subjects could even learn to distinguish at rates better than chance between triangles, squares and circles when speakers emitting sound were placed directly behind the shapes. And yet, even though the sighted subjects had been instructed in using sound to sense objects, those who learned how to use echolocation to identify objects and empty spaces around them did not seem to gain the same awareness of the process as people do of, say, using the length of shadows to estimate how late in the day it is. And the blind people who had spontaneously developed the ability to navigate via echolocation seemed to have no introspective access to the process. Indeed, several misattributed their ability to detect objects around them to other sense experiences: a feeling of pressure on the face, which grew stronger the closer they came to an object; air currents.

Compare the blind subjects’ account to the account Descartes might give of something similar: “I can hear a series of thuds of gradually increasing volume. I believe those sounds indicate that someone is climbing the stairs to my study, but it is possible that I am wrong. However, there can be no doubt of my experience of the thuds.” The echolocators’ experience seems almost the opposite of Descartes’. They are mostly right and confident regarding what is around them, but oblivious to the percept on which their confidence is based. And the percept they believe informs their spatial sense is experienced incorrectly – perhaps we should call it an explanatory hallucination: There is no consistent change in air pressure or air currents on the face as one draws closer to a wall.

(If you would like to experiment with using echolocation to distinguish between shapes, the study describing the process is here: Rosenblum, L. D. and R. L. Robart. 2007. Hearing silent shapes: Identifying the shape of a sound-obstructing surface. Ecological Psychology 19: 351-366.)

Thoughts

Think about what you are going to do after finishing this review. Now, Schwitzgebel requests, “consider. Was there something it was like to have that thought? Set aside any visual or auditory imagery you may have had. The question is, was there something further in your experience, something besides the imagery, something that might qualify as a distinctive phenomenology of thinking?” And if you do feel able to answer, how would you describe what thinking’s like, in a way analogous to how you’d describe what having a cold is like? Also, do thoughts about different kinds of subjects have different and distinctive characteristics? Does the “thinkingness” of thinking about the advantages of the metric system have the same experiential quality as does thinking about a person who is very important to you? If so, what is the similarity that inclines you to call both processes “thinking”? These last questions could also be asked using Scott’s image of the homunculus who hands his owner an alphanumerically-labeled experience packet that is the product of many algorithms and filters in the brain that operate outside of the owner’s awareness. Do thoughts about the metric system and thoughts about the person of importance both arrive with the same label, the label indicating they are thoughts, with perhaps an additional number beneath, on which the packets’ labels would differ, indicating the thought topic? Or are thoughts about the metric system and thoughts about the person of importance so different that their labels are completely different?

I captured a snippet of thought myself just now.I was considering whether calling  this section “Introspecting about Introspecting” was too cute. Then I reflected for a few seconds on how much variety there is in people’s reactions to playful section titles. There was definitely a little bit of auditory imagery in this snippet: I said “introspecting about introspecting” in my mind. Thinking about ACX readers included a generic, detail-poor image of a page of ACX posts. These two sensory bits, though, do not capture hieroglyphically my entire experience, and in fact I have a strong sense that there was additional element: thought!! However, I feel completely unable to describe what the thinking was like.Trying to is a bit like describing the Cheshire cat’s grin: My actual thinking about ACX’s response to a subtitle in my review is what’s left after you throw out the phrase and the image that accompanied the thoughts.

Seeing What’s Right in Front of You

Close your computer or phone and look at what’s right in front of you. (This will work best if that’s a desk or table.) I’m going to let Schwitzgebel himself administer the instructions for this one: “Consider your visual experience. . . .Does it seem to have a center and a periphery, differing somehow in clarity, precision of shape or color, richness of detail? Yes? It seems that way to me too. Now, how broad is that sense of clarity? Thirty degrees? More? Does it seem that a fairly wide swath of the desk (a square foot?) presents itself clearly in experience any one moment?”

Schwitzgebel has given these instructions to numerous subjects, many of them graduate students in philosophy – so presumably bright, thoughtful people – and most of them were in agreement with the characterization of the visual experience he suggests: A broad swath in the center of what they are looking at is clear, with the shapes, colors and textures sharply defined. But every one of them who endorsed this description of their experience was mistaken. Our area of precision at detecting color and shape is not 30 degrees wide, but only 1 or 2 degrees. A quick way to demonstrate this is to select a playing card from the deck, and then without looking at it hold it to one side at arm's length while you stare straight ahead. Slowly move it towards your line of sight, and you will discover the card has to be within a degree or 2 of directly in front of you in order for you to be able to determine its color, suit and value.

An accurate description of visual experience at any given moment is that there is a very small center of clarity surrounded by an indistinct background, which towards the periphery becomes more and more indistinct. Schwitzgebel’s subjects in this introspective study were unable to give an accurate account of the phenomenon. In that way they, like the echolocation subjects, were the opposite of what Descartes describes: fairly sure of what they were perceiving in the external world, but impaired in their perception of the relevant inner sense experience.

How vivid are your mental images?                                                                          In the 1870’s Frances Galton administered to several hundred men a questionnaire about the vividness of their mental imagery. Now you, too, are about to be a Galton subject. Visualize your breakfast table, with your typical breakfast and other items upon it. Then, as you do, answer Galton’s questions:


	Illumination: Is the image dim or fairly clear? Is its brightness comparable to that of the actual scene?

	Definition: Are all the objects pretty well defined at the same time, or is the place of sharpest definition at any one moment more contracted than it is in the real scene?

	Coloring: Are the colors of the china, the toast, bread crust, mustard, meat, parsley, or whatever may have been on the table, quite distinct and natural?



There was great variability in the responses Galton gathered. While most subjects described an intermediate level of vividness, there were numerous subjects at each end of the range: Many subjects reported that their mental image was equal in every respect to the sight of their actual breakfast table and many reported that they were unable to form any image at all.

I’d like you now to reflect on the experience of introspectively examining your mental image and describing how vivid it was. Did you find the task quite easy and straightforward, as you would find the task of describing cold symptoms? Or was it more like my account of trying to describe what thought is like?

My own experience was very much in line with the scientist who indignantly and with fine Victorian articulation rejected Galton’s questionnaire as profoundly wrongheaded: “These questions presuppose assent to some sort of proposition regarding the “mind’s eye” and the “images” which it sees . . . This points to some initial fallacy . . . It is only by a figure of speech that I can describe my recollection of a scene as a “mental image” which I can “see” with my “mind’s eye: . . . I do not see it. . . . any more than a man sees the thousand lines of Sophocles which under due pressure he is ready to repeat.”

I too felt that there was something wrong with Galton’s questions. They would have been appropriate if I were looking at a photo of my breakfast table, but seemed somehow not to apply to my mental image. Galton seemed, as the irate Victorian implies, to be taking too literally the comparison that can be made between an actual photographic image and a mental image. I certainly can conjure something that could be called a mental image of my breakfast table, but it is not at all like a photograph. It is unlike either a good, clear photo or a bad, blurry faded one. Visually my image is lacking something. But what it lacks is not brightness, definition or color – rather it lacks definiteness, specificity. My homunculus would be squinting to read the pale, scrawled labels on the arriving experience packets. My experience with introspectively observing the quality of my mental images was very much like that of observing thoughts: I found it extremely hard to do at all, and impossible to do with any feeling of precision or accuracy. You, however, may have had the more typical experience of feeling that your images are rateable on Galton’s scale. While you may have rated the images themselves as low or moderate in vividness, you found their rateability itself to be at least moderate. If so, read on for Schwitzgebel’s case that you are wrong.

THE UNRELIABILITY OF NAIVE INTROSPECTION

Schwitzgebel considers quite a few other mental phenomena in addition to the 4 above: the apparent changes in the size and shape of things when viewed from different angles and distances; dream images, and whether they are have color; afterimages; hearing the difference tones when 2 notes are played; whether or not we have constant conscious experience of all the sensory input we are receiving at a given moment, including such trivia as the current tactile sensations in our left foot; emotions. For some of these he describes persuasively something similar to what I, quite a few of his experimental subjects, and perhaps you, reader, concluded about the 4 phenomena considered so far: Either the experience seemed hard to get a clear picture of and was virtually indescribable (mental images, thoughts), or subjects gave confident descriptions that were wrong (echolocation, quality of our visual percepts of things immediately in front of us). But for many of the dozen or so examples of phenomenology considered in the book Schwitzgebel brings other arguments to bear. Most bear on the diversity among subjects that many studies found on measures of the phenomenology of the experience studied.

There was great diversity in reported mental image vividness in Galton’s study; and among 25 professional philosophers who in 2002 spent a solid week discussing whether there is a distinctive phenomenology of thought and ended the week still divided into 3 schools regarding the matter; and among phenomenologists who first trained using experimenter Titchener’s 1600 page introspective training manual, then were tasked with describing the sequence of colors in afterimages for an observer sitting in a dark room; and among subjects signaled at random times and asked whether they had been aware, at the moment before the signal, of the sensations in their left foot. There was considerable change over time in  subjects' reports of whether their dreams were in color. Schwitzgebel recognizes that this diversity among reports could in fact simply reflect real differences among people in their inner experience. However, he argues on several grounds that this is not the case.

He goes after Galton’s results with, I thought, particular relish. Reported vividness of mental imagery is a qualitative aspect of inner experience that lends itself especially well to testing, because there are a number of tasks that seem as though they would be aided by mental imagery. We would expect people with vivid mental imagery to do particularly well on tests of visual memory, visual creativity, mental rotation, and other sorts of spatial tasks such as mental folding. However, research up through the 1980’s found virtually no correlation between reported vividness of mental imagery and scores on relevant tasks. A 1995 review of and meta-analysis of 250 studies in this area found only a spotty (true for some subgroups but not others) relationship between imagery vividness and spatial memory, and no relationship between reported vividness and the other 3 measures. While the author of the review suggests that further research is needed to flesh out the promise of the smallish positive results he obtained, Schwitzgebel’s take is that several hundred studies with mostly negative results are enough, and we can fairly conclude that subjects’ reports of the vividness of the mental images are inaccurate. I agree. Whatever influenced subjects to describe their mental images as low, medium or high in vividness, it was apparently not anything that could reasonably be called vividness. Schwitzgebel speculates that one difference among Galton’s subjects that might have influenced their reports was how they interpreted the word “see”in Galton’s instructions. I am not sure quite what Schwitzgebel means here, but it may be that some subjects mentally translated Galton’s somewhat inapplicable questions to situations where they would be more appropriate: If I took a photograph of your breakfast table, can you imagine that it would be crisp, clear, and accurate in color? Or perhaps, when you are having breakfast, do you have the sense that you can see the table quite clearly and vividly? Or perhaps subjects unconsciously gave themselves vividness points for such things as their being confident that their mental image contained no actual mistakes (they did not, for example, picture a flowered tablecloth when their actual one was plain white.)

Schwitzgebel also raises the possibility that subjects’ reports were influenced by factors other than actual phenomenology in 2 other situations: reports of how much of the surface right in front of the subject can be seen clearly; and reports of color in dreams. Regarding the subjects confidently reporting that they can see the entire center of their desk, or even the entire desktop, quite clearly, Schwitzgebel points out that our sense of what we can see at the moment actually has folded into it some other components: what we know from recent experience is there on the desk, and what we know we could get a good clear look at almost instantly with a quick, effortless flick of the eye. It is natural, and works well in practice, to include the additional components in our sense of how much of the desk is clearly visible right this minute, and to conclude that most or all of it is. However, to do so is to allow extraneous factors to contaminate one’s experience of in-the-moment clarity, and Schwitzgebel demonstrated with his subjects that it is in fact possible, with some instruction, for them to observe the actual, in-the-moment quality of vision.

As regards dream colors, the diversity Schwitzgebel needs to account for is change over time. From about 1930 to 1960, the consensus of introspectionist researchers was that most people denied dreaming in color. As of approximately 1960 there was a sudden shift, with most people reporting color in their dreams, and that reporting pattern has continued up through the present day. While of course it is possible that something about modern life has changed the nature of dream experience, Schwitzgebel offers an alternative explanation: 1960 is about when entertainment media changed from black and white to color. Perhaps movies provided people with a model for thinking of what their dreams were like, just as photographic images may have provided Galton with a (probably inappropriate) model for thinking of what mental images are like. Perhaps the color in someone’s reported dream sort of seeped into the dream from that model, rather than from the dream itself, just as someone’s knowledge that they know their desktop well seeps into their report of how much of it they can see clearly at a given moment. Of course another possibility is that seeing a lot of entertainment media in color might be causing more of our dreams to be in color. Still, as Schwitzgebel points out, we all look at a multicolored real world every day of our lives. Why would color in a few daily hours of entertainment media put color in our dreams when everyday life has not? And finally Schwitzgebel offers 2 additional pieces of data that weigh against the theory that dream experience itself changed mid-century. The first is that the number of color words in dream reports did not increase at the time when many more people began reporting that they dreamed in color. Between 1940 and today, the percent of words in dream reports that were color words has stayed steady at approximately 0.2 percent. The second is that a study of Chinese students of different socioeconomic status, with corresponding differences in their exposure to black-and-white vs. color media, found that the percent reporting color in their dreams was closely related to the percent reporting access to color film media. Overall, Schwitzgebel’s case against the view that dream experience itself changed mid-century seems good to me.

Schwitzgebel’s final argument against accepting diversity among subjects’ reported phenomenology as mostly the result of actual diversity of experience is that it is just not plausible that people would differ so greatly in the quality of their inner experience: “Human variability, though impressive, usually keeps to certain limits. For example, some people’s feet are lean and bony, some fat and square, yet all show a common design: skin on the outside, stout bones at the heel, long bones through the middle into the toes, appropriately arranged nerves and tendons. . . . Human livers may be larger or smaller, but none are made of rubber or attached to the elbow.” Of course, it is difficult to know how to calibrate differentness in this comparison: If we claim that some people have no mental images and others have extremely clear and detailed ones, is that as weird and implausible as claiming that some people’s livers are attached to their elbows? My own feeling is that the 2 claims are comparable in weirdness, but I have no idea how to support that view. Schwitzgebel does, though, also offer some behavioral evidence of the extent to which we believe that others feel and think pretty much the way we do: “Human behavior is wonderfully various, yet we wager our lives daily on the predictability of drivers,and no one shows up at a department meeting naked.”

If Schwitzgebel is right that the diversity in the reported phenomenology of subjects is not a reflection of actual differences in experiences, but of other factors, then, as he points out, the diversity is evidence that many people are wrong in their view of what their actual inner experience is like. And there he rests his case.

“In my view, then,” Schwitzgebel summarizes, “we are prone to gross error, even in favorable circumstances of extended reflection, about our ongoing emotional, visual and cognitive phenomenology. . . . The introspection of current conscious experience, far from being secure, nearly infallible, is faulty, untrustworthy, and misleading, not just sometimes a little mistaken, but frequently and massively mistaken, about a great variety of issues. If you stop and introspect now, there is probably very little you should confidently say you know about your own current phenomenology.”

Schwitzgebel has convinced me of his view. But I wish that he had addressed two related matters:: Given how easy it is to observe our own difficulty observing and describing inner experience, why are we so drawn to the Cartesian model – to naive introspectionism? And if that model is in fact terrible, what would be an accurate model? The remainder of this review is my own thoughts about these matters.

WHY ARE WE SO DRAWN TO THE CARTESIAN MODEL?

Scott, discussing whether people can be wrong about their own experiences, comments ambivalently on his own Cartesian model: “I feel like there ought to be some specific ‘experiencer’ in the brain, with a bunch of algorithms and filters feeding stuff to the experiencer, and although the experiencer might be deceived about the world . . . it cannot be deceived about its experience.” He feels there’s a fallacy somewhere in this model, “but I’m also nervous rejecting that fallacy!”

I think Scott hits the nail on the head when he confesses to being nervous about giving up the Cartesian model. The problem is that it’s very hard to come up with an alternative model, and difficult to live with simply not having one. It makes us nervous. We crave a model that captures the relationship between the world, our physical selves, and our experiences. The relationship between our physical selves and the world does not seem perplexing. The difficult bits to model are the relationship between the inner conscious self and the world and the one between the body (including the brain) and the inner self. Try to come up with a good analogy for either one of these. Conscious inner self is to body as . . . captain is to ship? . .. flame is to fuel? . . . energy and work is to engine? (No, those are all terrible!) As ghost is to machine? (Yikes, no, that’s a cynical joke implying there is no conscious, non-physical self). Conscious inner self is to world as . . . whale is to krill? . . . puppeteer is to puppet theater? . . . buzz is to weed ?. . . (OK, I give up. How did you do?)

In our urgent need for a model of the experiencing self in the world, what we have done, I think, is grab on to a basic, omnipresent aspect of our lives and use that as a model of our inner life. Our model of inner life is based on our lives in the external world: Inner self is to the phenomena of inner experience as physical self is to other entities in the world. Consider the features of our lives in the physical world, how many of these features we import into our model of the inner one, and how that importation accounts for many of the errors Schwitzgebel identifies in phenomenological accounts.

We are mostly confident of our grasp of the state of things: While Descartes is right that it is always possible that our perceptions will be wrong, in practice gross misperceptions are rare in everyday life, and we are mostly successful at navigating physical space, at recognizing objects or sounds or odors we have encountered before, at noticing oddities, at avoiding dangers. We import into our model of inner experience the same confidence: Of course we can observe and correctly identify our subjective experience at any given moment. Schwitzgebel seems to me to have presented robust evidence that we are wrong about that.

We can easily describe and differentiate between familiar objects and processes: It’s effortless to distinguish between cars, trees, and dogs, and easy to describe what each is like. Importing this confidence into our model of inner life, we feel as though we are equally clear about what thoughts, feelings and percepts are like, and how they differ, and on what dimensions each can vary. But, as Schwitzgebel points out, we have all spent years experiencing emotions. They are the cars, trees and dogs of inner experience. And yet, we cannot answer questions about them with the same easy confidence we bring to answering questions about familiar denizens of the external world. “Is joy sometimes in the head, sometimes more visceral, sometimes a thrill, and sometimes an expansiveness? Or, instead, does joy have a single, consistent core – a distinctive, identifiable, unique experiential character? . . . If introspection is the diamond clockwork it is supposed to be, then surely you have some insight.”

We are clear about what is outside of our body, and what inside. Our picture of inner experience is analogous. We feel that our phenomenology is determined by our own inner workings, not by influences outside of ourselves. The outer world, we feel, gives us data, but does not contaminate it by influencing our processing of it. In fact, however, there are good reasons to believe this is not the case. The blind echolocators who experienced themselves as navigating by sensing pressure on their faces and had perhaps never heard of echolocation had probably imported into their experience a picture that seemed plausible – air pressure, air currents.. The subjects who believed a wide expanse of their desktop was visible while they gazed straight at the center believed they were reporting the visual phenomenology of the moment, but were in fact importing other things: Their remembered visual experience from recent parts of the desk, and their feeling of being able to see the entire desk clearly. Quite likely they are importing also the common belief that a person sitting at their desk can view the whole desktop at once. People reporting dream experience were importing what they were used to movies looking like. In fact, as Schwitzgebel suggests, it there may be quite a lot of our phenomenology is not the result purely of our personal neurological filters and algorithms operating on sense data but of expectations acquired from life experience or other people:: “I know better what is in the burrito I am eating than I know my gustatory experience as I eat it. I know it has cheese. In describing my experience I resort to saying, vaguely, that the burrito tastes “cheesy” without any very clear sense of what that involves. Maybe in fact I am merely – or partly – inferring. The thing has cheese, so I must be having a taste experience of “cheesiness.” . . .I doubt we can fully disentangle such inferences from more “genuinely introspective” processes.

We are able to look at representations of the physical world in photographs and movies, and state clearly how well they represent what they are depicting, and in what ways they are flawed. The inner life version of this belief is that mental images and dreams can be as clearly viewable as photos and movies are, and that flaws in the perfection of our mental imagery are the same as those that can occur in real-world media. Galton’s questionnaire, which asks for ratings of brightness, clarity and color intensity, is a particularly egregious example of importing into the inner world the outer world model. Judging by my own experience, and the accounts of Schwitzgebel’s subjects, the way mental images fall short is entirely different from the way actual photos and movies do. They are not dim, blurry or colorless, they are indefinite and impoverished in an indescribable way, and hard to hold on to. One way to think of the diversity of mental image quality that Galton found is that it represents different people’s approaches to answering questions that do not make sense. If you insist that people rate a number of doorknobs on intelligence, some may give high ratings to cleverly designed doorknobs, on the theory that their makers were especially intelligent, others may rate them based on their judgment of the intelligence of people they know whose doorknobs are similar. Some may give most doorknobs high intelligence ratings because they believe the experimenter is a real doorknob enthusiast, others low ratings as an expression of their contempt for the task.

Any time we perceive something in the external world, there are 2 entities involved: The perceived object and us, the perceiver. Most of us feel compelled, in our model of inner life, to insert a homunculus now and then to enable our model to represent certain things. In the real world, there truly is a perceiver and a thing to be perceived. The real world model does not explain how gazing at an apple leads to the conscious experience of seeing an apple, but we do not expect it to. That transition, we feel, happens inside the real world perceiver. The inner world model, though, being copied from the outer world one, has no way of accounting for the the phenomenology of apple-viewing, and so we fall back on a version of what happens in the outdoor world: We import a Rumpelstiltskin, who somehow spins the straw of sense data into the gold of being conscious of an apple.

If the Cartesian model is as terrible as Schwitzgebel believes it is, how does one build a better model? I do not have a better one, but believe that a good place to start would be here: Our introspective access to processes occurring in our bodies varies quite a lot from part to part. I know a great deal about what is happening inside my mouth; regarding my stomach and bladder, I am aware mostly of nothing more than how full they are; I have no awareness at all of what my liver is doing. I think phenomenology – conscious experience – should be conceived of as introspective access to activities in my brain. I think Schwitzgebel’s observations make clear that introspective access to brain processes is far from complete, and I don’t see any reason to assume it is more complete than my access to, for example, my mouth sensations and activities. It is an illusion that we are closed containers, to which is delivered complete and entire the products of our brain’s processing of sense data, with which we can then work any way we like.

As an illustration of how illusory is the idea that the brain delivers the building blocks, and then we choose what to do with them, consider my introspective report of how I wrote this review: I don’t know how I did it. I can tell you some general principles I think I followed: Try to take an open-minded ride on the writer’s mind, but afterwards apply critical faculties. Organize your thoughts in a way that will make sense to someone else. Try to keep the reader alert and entertained. I could also tell you many little anecdotes about decisions regarding small matters – what word to use, whether to include a little joke. But beyond that, I do not have introspective access to my process. And yet I could take you step by step through every bit of another complex process, making a slipcover for a couch, right down to such details as how to thread the sewing machine. I don’t know where the composition of this review occurred, but it was definitely not on the floor of some big open space in my mind where, surrounded by memories of the book, accumulated ideas about consciousness, and mental guidelines for writing reviews, I freely and consciously put all the pieces together.

THE INFINITELY ELASTIC STUFF OF OUR OWN NON-EXISTENCE

I do not exist, at least not as the sort of entity I intuitively experience myself as being: a container with sense organs on the outside – with an invisible interior to which are delivered the results of brain processes that organize the sense data and somehow deliver them to some homuncular part of my mind –  that then turns the data into experiential phenomena – which I am then able to observe with great confidence and clarity. This model of self is like the last step in Nabokov’s climb to his bedroom, a sort of chimera that represented the nonexistence of the last step as a sensory feature of a real, but unusual, step: infinite elasticity. Our intuitive model of our conscious selves, based on the model of our physical selves in the external world, is also a chimera:  We believe we have a solid model of ourselves, as the child Nabokov believed his next step would be made of wood. While we have access every waking second to evidence that our inner experience is not at all like real world observation and action, we do not conclude that a valid model is absent – that at least for now, one does not exist. Instead, we become elastic in criteria for judging phenomenology: We disregard evidence that experiential phenomena are weird, incomplete, and very hard to get a grasp on, and just do not pay much attention to them, or import into them information the external world gives us about how they are supposed to look or taste or sound.

I will give Schwitzgebel the last word:

“The tomato in my hand is stable. My visual experience as I look at the tomato shifts with each saccade . . . .My thoughts, my images, my itches, and my pains all leap away as I think about them, or remain only as interrupted, theatrical versions of themselves. Nor can I hold them still, even as artificial specimens – as I reflect on one aspect of the experience, it alters and grows, or it crumbles.”

No, on second thought I think I will have the last word. While we think of ourselves as bottles, with inner experience uncontaminated, inviolate and private, that model is clearly wrong.  The blind echolocators were engaging in a process to which they themselves did not have introspective access, but which experimenters could recognize and measure. And much of what we think of as untainted inner experience is shaped by expectations and models that originate outside of us. We are less like wine bottles than we are like Klein bottles. It’s very unsettling. Have a drink.
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Power, Sex, Suicide

Mitochondria and the Meaning of LIfe

Introducing the Mitochondria

“The mitochondria is the powerhouse of the cell” - Variously attributed

Everybody learns something about Mitochondria in grade school.  That they are an organelle inside your cells.  That they let your body break down sugar and create ATP using oxygen in a way that’s far more efficient than fermentation without oxygen.  That’s clearly an important role, when we’re drowning, say, and can’t get the oxygen needed for aerobic respiration we die.  However, they’re a lot more than that too.  Mitochondria used to have independent bacterial lives charting their own fates.  That their existence came to be so enmeshed with their hosts is arguably the most unlikely but important event in the history of life on Earth and has some implications.

Pump and Dump

Aerobic Respiration

Essentially all life lives by extracting energy from a difference in the concentration of hydrogen across a lipid membrane.  Let’s say you’re a mitochondria or a bacteria that lives off of sugar and oxygen.  The process of eating looks like this.  You take a tasty glucose molecule and do someglycolysis, breaking it up to net you a couple of the basic energy currency of your cell called ATP.  The remains are chewed up in a whirling reaction called the Krebs Acid Cycle.  But most of the energy comes from elsewhere.  Pairs of electrons stiripped off of the glucose travel down a chain of stations, pumping protons uphill each time they proceed, until finally grounding out in the process of reacting hydrogen with oxygen to make water.

Ok, you many ask, so I’ve got a proton gradient.  So what?  Well, just like you can let water stored in a pond at the top of a hill flow down through a turbine so you can let the protons flow down hill, forced by the voltage they’ve built up, and go through a turbine which assembles ADP into ATP.
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A literal turbine that spins and everything

A typical voltage that the protons get pumped up might be somewhere around 150mV.  Compared to batteries you’re used to, let along power lines, that might seem pretty small.  But that voltage is basically just across a single lipid membrane layer and in that context it’s crazy high.

Mostly the potential energy of that lake of protons is just used to drive ATP creation but it can do other things as well.  Pumping things across the membrane is one common use, say the phosphate to combine with ADP to make ATP.  Or, in another literal turbine, they can spin the flagella to make bacteria able to move.

This isn’t the only use of protons gradients in living metabolism.  Photosynthesis works the same way, pumping protons across a membrane with electrons given a jolt of energy from a photon.  And so do most of the weird metabolisms that bacteria or archaea might use except fermentation.  But even organisms that don’t use a proton gradient for their metabolism still have one and maintain it.

There aren’t that many things that are common to nearly all life on Earth.  RNA encoding for proteins is universal.  Creating a membrane to encapsulate yourself is universal but the two prokaryotic kingdoms, bacteria and archaea, have entirely different formulations for these membranes making it look like their earliest common ancestor didn’t make its own but found it laying around in its environment.  So one obvious hypothesis about the conditions giving rise to the first life might have involved something like microtubules with lipid membranes across them and some geologic process providing a supply of fresh hydrogen on one side.  But if you’re interested in that I’d point you at Professor Lane’s book Life Ascending, his speculation around the issue is only touched on in this book.

Internalizing the Profits

The Eukaryotic Revolution

Most life on Earth isn’t lucky enough to be Eukaryotic and be able to conduct their metabolism in the middle of themselves.  Instead they breathe over the surfaces of their skins, also known as their plasma membranes.  That’s pretty clever in a way, since you don’t have to have a bunch of extra membranes inside yourself when you can just re-use the same membrane that keeps your insides inside. That makes a certain amount of sense but it comes with one crucial disadvantage.  If you double yourself in size along every dimension the surface you can respirate over will quadruple in area but you will octuple in volume.

If you look at an array of all the types of eukaryotic cells on this Earth and another array of all the prokaryotic cells one thing will jump out at you first.  The eukaryotes are a lot bigger.  Not literally all of them, the smallest eukaryote is smaller than the largest prokaryote.  But your typical eukaryote has something like 10 to 100 times the length and 10,000 to 100,000 times more volume than the typical prokaryote.  And with larger size comes more stuff.  Eukaryotes have larger genomes too, to an extent roughly comparable with their greater volume.  And because they can have so many genes the genome doesn’t have to be kept simple but can include more regulatory structure and means of splicing different sequences together to code for particular proteins.  They’ve got nuclei too, a cytoskeleton to hold them rigid even without a cell wall, membrane enclosed organelles, sexual reproduction, and other features.

All of this is a pretty big deal.  Especially the genome size bit.  For a bacteria trying to reproduce each gene in its genome is a pretty expensive things to copy when its going to reproduce.  In an environment where a certain gene isn’t needed that creates a pretty strong selective pressure to get rid of it to reproduce faster.  In his book about his time inside the Soviet biological warfare program, Biohazard, Ken Alibek complains about this.  While it might be a simple matter to add genes to anthrax or tularemia to make them resistant to common NATO antibiotics if Soviet researchers tried to add genes to protect against all five of the most common antibiotics the darn bugs reproduced so slowly they just weren’t able to keep enough virulence to be worth while as weapons.  So there’s a pretty strong pressure to drop those extra genes when in an environment where antibiotics aren’t present.  Though I should say that antibiotic resistance is still going to be present in the bacterial population for a long time after it’s gone from most individual bacteria.

So in order to get larger cells with more complex genomes we needed to find a way to let cells get out of the geometric trap they were in, but that’s easier said than done.
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From Wikipedia__, of course

What should jump out at you looking at this is that it really didn’t take all that long from Earth to go from a dead to alive after the Late Heavy Bombardment stopped and the Earth figured out how to be a little bit less molten, on the outside of course.  4 billion years ago isn’t even a clear date for the first life but for the first life that left a mark in the fossil record, things could have been getting their act together for a while before that.

And the second thing to jump out at you should be that it took a very long time for the first Eukaryotes to come around, and that things started moving a lot faster when they did.

And that sort of makes sense.  Evolution mostly likes smooth gradients to ascend.  If you’re an organism lucky enough to have some complicated feature then chances are it evolved from some less complicated feature.  And if your wonderful, complicated eyes evolved to have their nerves between the light and the photoreceptors (unlike octopus eyes, say), well, that made sense at the time but evolution can’t just swap out one complicated mechanism for another equally complicated mechanism even though the later makes more sense now.

But if a species went blind for a thousand generations while they redesigned their eyes, well, they’d almost certainly go extinct but it wouldn’t be an absolute certainty.  Dropping respiration over your exterior membrane while you work on respiration over interior membranes isn’t nearly so survivable.

So something weird had to happen.  Luckily we know what it was.

You Married a What!?

Mitochondria Through Endosymbiosis

Before the eukaryotes came along there were two similar but distinct domains of life, the bacteria and the archaea.  Both are prokaryotes, limited in size and look pretty similar if you squint but chemically there are huge differences in what their membranes are composed from, how proteins are synthesized, and only archaea sometimes wrap their DNA in histone proteins for protection.  We tend to run into archaea less in our lives because they tend to be extremophiles living in geysers, in oil wells, or in the oxygenless bottoms of marshes where they release methane marsh gas.  These two kingdoms of prokaryotic life seem to have diverged right at the very beginning of the history of life with none of the horizontal genetic transfer you see so often in prokaryotes.  And Eukaryotic cells seem to be a mixture of both.

A eukaryotic ribosome translates RNA into proteins in a manner far more similar to an Archaea.  But our cell membranes have fatty acid tails like bacteria membranes.  And our DNA is protected by histone like archaea DNA is.  Looking at our genes themselves some, mostly related to information like copying DNA, comes from archaea and some, usually more functional genes related to creating useful proteins, comes from bacteria.  So somehow an archaea and a bacteria evolved such a close symbiosis that they eventually merged into one single organism.  And it looks like one of the symbiotes was specifically the ancestors of mitochondria which still have a small genome which looks more bacterial in nature.  A bacteria somehow ended up inside an archaea and became so codependent that it transferred hundreds of its genes to the host’s nucleus, keeping only a bit more than a dozen.

For how this happened the book argues for something called the hydrogen hypothesis in this book.  The idea is that you have a bacteria of a species that consumes various materials and releases hydrogen as a byproduct of its metabolism.  It teams up with a methanogen archaea which consumes the hydrogen to produce methane in its metabolism.  Chains like this happen pretty often in real microbe populations, the question is how the proto-mitochondria ended up inside the archaea.  One appealing aspect of the theory is that some eukaryotic cells have hydrogenosomes, organelles with the same descent as mitochondria that release energy by breaking down organic materials into hydrogen and acetate to release energy.  Genetically, it looks a lot like hydrogenosomes have the same ancestor as mitochondria and they all seem to break down things into hydrogen the same way, genetically, so it looks like whatever bacteria got swallowed could do both forms of respiration.  And maybe later the oxygen hating archaea host relied on its passengers to deal with the oxygen it encountered as it moved to new areas?  As global oxygen levels were rising rapidly at the time this would be important.

As you might expect, in the nearly two decades since the book came out we’ve learned a lot on the topic especially given how quickly the technology behind reading genomes has been advancing.  When the book was written we’d already nailed down the bacterial ancestor of our mitochondria as a member of the_Rickettsiales_ order, a relative of the bacteria that invades our cells to cause typhus.  But we’ve made a lot of progress on the archaeal ancestor, in 2015 some samples from sediment near a hydrothermal vent called Loki’s Castle revealed a new group of archaea named after norse gods which is the closest relation to eukaryotes yet found, containing genes for proteins that had only ever been seen in Eukaryotes before.
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Maybe not the prettiest microorganism.

In 2019 we were able to culture one member of the family in a lab to actually get a picture of what it looked like.  The genome had spoken about a mobile cytoskeleton of the sort that eukaryotic amoebas use to swallow prey but I don’t think anyone was expecting tentacles like that.  Apparently it digests amino acids and releases hydrogen as a byproduct which it feeds into bacteria it’s grabbed who use it to make methane, in a neat reversal of the hydrogen hypothesis theory.  Of course this is just the one we’ve been able to culture and who knows what we may discover next but the…grabiness of this boy suggests this might be the right track.

In any event, once the two organisms were unified into one the genes from the bacteria started migrating to the nucleus when it evolved.  It’s dangerous in a power plant and gene transfer between simple prokaryotes really isn’t that weird.  The difference in ribosomal codes would have slowed it down but not stopped it.  Hundreds of genes were able to make the transition over time leaving only a handful.  Why a few left?  A mystery for a future section.

Memento Mori

Apoptosis and Multicellular Organisms

Besides energy generation mitochondria also have another very important job they perform for the host cell.  Murdering it.

Your body has more than 30 trillion cells that are supposed to all be working in harmony for their common goals. But things don’t always work out like that.  One relatively innocuous failure is that a cell just breaks down in a way that means it can’t accomplish its mission any more.  Better the cell stop taking up resources than hang around uselessly.  Worse, a cell might be on its way to becoming cancerous and have to be put down for that reason.  Figuring out how to diffuse the apoptotic self destruct system is one of the many challenges a cell has to overcome before it can become a cancer.  Or a cell might realize it's been infected by a virus and off itself for that reason.  This last seems like it might have been the reason apoptosis was kept around by single celled organisms.  If you’re a cell and you just got injected by a virus that’s a lot like having been bitten in a zombie movie.  You’re certainly dead soon but by taking matters into your own hands you can avoid endangering your friends and relatives.

Not all apoptosis is for unusual circumstances either.  When your body is developing there’s a lot of scaffolding that gets built that has to be taken down for the full organism to work. When your fingers are growing out they’re all webbed together but when they’re ready that webbing goes away through apoptosis.  Even in the simplest model organism of them all,c. elegans, 131 of the 1090 non-reproductive cells created during development go away.  And even when you’re an adult apoptosis is still part of your ordinary existence.  Through the magic of somatic hypermutation your immune system is constantly experimenting with cells producing new antibodies that it hopes will attack its enemies.  If it works, great, clone it with variations.  If the antibodies attack the body's own proteins, however, the cell that makes them is forcibly retired.
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Don’t fear the little reapers inside

So it’s pretty hard to imagine multicellular creatures arising without cell suicide built in.  But how would this evolve and why would the mitochondria, of all organelles, be responsible for pulling the trigger?  That would naturally arise from the mitochondria’s previous existence as an independent creature.  It’s natural that the mitochondria early in their symbiotic relationship might not want to die if their host cell starts to have problems.  And so, like rats, they’ll want to flee the sinking ship and apply dynamite to any walls standing in their way (here the metaphor breaks down).  As living creatures they had their own interest in living and anyways the members of their family who were parasites infecting other cells already had great experience blowing up cells from the inside.

I use explosions as a metaphor above, but really apoptosis is a quiet, relatively dignified process.  The release of cytochrome c from the mitochondria triggers its mechanisms throughout the cell and soon throughout the cell, without any fuss, resources are packaged up and removed for other cells to use.  10 billion of your cells are reaped this way every day and you never even notice.

Radical Uprising

Balancing a mitochondria

You’ve probably heard of free radicals, and the antioxidants that are promised to fix them.  The situation might be like this.  Your cell has plentiful glucose and oxygen so it breaks down a glucose molecule and dumps some electrons at the top of the respiratory chain where they’re supposed to help pump some protons uphill.  But the cell hasn’t been using much energy lately, the proton reservoir is full, and the electrons are having a hard time pushing more protons uphill.  So when one sees a passing oxygen it jumps off to form an unbalanced reactive molecule that goes caroming around leaving breakage in its wake.  Antioxidants are molecules that can absorb these free radicals safely without them bothering the rest of the cell.

This is the danger to the mitochondrial DNA that led to so much of it migrating to the nucleus rather than stick around.  Do antioxidants help?  Well the empirical evidence is “not really.”  Despite a lot of investigation going into the theory nobody has been able to show that taking antioxidants gives any sort of benefit.  Which makes a sort of sense given the ubiquity of homeostasis in the body.  Lots of antioxidants floating around?  Well, I guess the cell can slack off on making more then.  The only sort of antioxidant intervention that’s been shown to work is genetically engineering a mouse’s mitochondria themselves to make more and even that didn’t help too much.

And this partially goes back to the whole problem of control that exists with mitochondria.  Free radicals cause damage but they also act as a signal about the state and problems of a mitochondria.  Much more so than most organelles they have to be able to ramp their activities up and down very quickly.  In metabolism electrons have to flow down a balanced chain from one complex to another and if a given mitochondria is short on Compex IV it doesn’t help to build each of every complex or to send more Complex IV sites to every mitochondria in the cell.  This is why the author thinks that mitochondria still have some genes.  They can’t code for every gene in Complex IV but they can create the central protein and once that’s laid down in the mitochondria’s membrane the rest of the proteins needed can find their way there and assemble around it, giving a response that’s both fast and responsive to the specific needs of that mitochondria.

Not everyone agrees.  Some researchers think that the way the proteins coded by these genes fold immediately after assembly makes them harder to import through the mitochondria’s membranes.  The SENS foundationhas plans to try importing these genes to the nucleus to protect them from damage and slow mitochondrial aging.  I think I’m more convinced by the control explanation but it’s possible that nuclear genes would give people longer lives at the expense of athletic ability and that this is a tradeoff some people would be happy to make.

There is one thing already out there that has been well shown to allow a creature of a given mass and resting metabolic rate to live much longer than normal: being a bird.

[image: ]

Look into those ageless eyes

Birds typically tend to live three times longer than the equivalent mammal, despite having the same levels of antioxidants and having roughly the same number of genes in their mitochondria.  It looks like their secret is their high metabolic rate when flying and their associated high number of mitochondria in total.  Now, you’d think that if the metabolic demands of flying were their secret you’d see the same relatively long lifespans in bats and, sure enough, you do.  It looks like just having more respiratory chains helps

For those of us looking to live longer it’s hard to take up flying as a hobby without technological assistance but exercise can lead to low levels of ATP in your cells which tells your mitochondria to build more metabolic chains, so there’s that.  Which is to say that through deep inspection of the inner workings of the cell we’ve learned what we always already knew and that it alladds up to normality.  But it’s still nice to have that confirmed.

A Firmer Handshake

Metabolic Coupling

For a long time people thought that there hadn’t been any interbreeding between humans and neanderthals.  There are hundreds of mitochondria in the typical cell and they have multiple copies of their genes, so it’s a lot easier to get a good read of an individual's mitochondrial DNA than their nuclear DNA especially if the DNA has been through a rough time, for instance if they died several thousand years ago.  But of course now that we can read Neanderthal’s nuclear DNA we know that a lot of interbreeding happened.  So what happened to all that Neanderthal mitochondrial DNA?

The problem is that high voltage (for a cell) electron transport is a delicate business.  If the different proteins of a complex don’t mesh together well you can easily lose the electrons rather than shuffle them along to where they’re supposed to go.  In one experiment a mitochondria in a mouse cell had all its mitochondrial DNA replaced with a rat’s.  The resulting proteins could be transcribed just fine by the mitochondria, but when they tried to work together with the proteins from the mouse’s nuclear DNA electrons wouldn’t flow and respiration ground to a halt. Children of a neanderthal mother will have half their nuclear DNA designed to work well with their neanderthal mitochondria, but entering a larger_sapiens_ population the mitochondria can’t count on being in that situation long so it makes sense that they’d be selected against along with several other parts of the neanderthal genome.

There’s another sense in which coupling in mitochondria can be looser, how easy it is for protons to leak out of their reservoir when it gets too full.  A proton that leaks isn’t driving the creation of more ATP and so is metabolically wasted energy in one sense.  But if it prevents the electrons on the metabolic chain from backing up and releasing free radicals that’s an advantage.  There’s some evidence that people whose maternal ancestors came from colder climates have mitochondria which are more loosely coupled or more prone to let protons out when the reservoir is full.  My maternal line has the U5 haplogroup (shred with Cheddar Man!) which is a branch of mitochondria which are apparently a bit notorious for relatively low coupling.  Maybe that’s why I don’t get cold easily?
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Maybe he didn’t get cold easily either?

And I should point out here that mitochondria have gotten the limelight once before here, back in the Slate Star Codex days.  Having a really high bypass ratio that leaks protons easily will tend to burn a lot of energy doing nothing but generating heat.  That’s great for not freezing to death or losing weight fast, but our previous drug for that, DNP, had a whole lot of other terrible side effects.  But when a new drug came along that promised to help you lose weight without the side effects, he was happy toshill for it.

Darwin Among the Mitochondria

Looking at Mitochondria as populations inside cells

The classical model of accelerating damage to a mitochondria looks like this.  A free radical leaks and damages a mitochondria’s DNA a little.  This makes its respiratory chain a bit less efficient, so more leakage happens.  The extra leakage causes extra damage which causes extra leakage, etc, etc, etc in an accelerating cycle that eventually kills the mitochondria.

That seems to be what happens as far as it goes, within a mitochondria but it’s not so important at the level of the cell.  Cells have populations of mitochondria which reproduce under selective pressure which kills off the least efficient mitochondria, so in general the population of mitochondria in a cell can remain healthy while individual mitochondria spiral into breakdown.

This isn’t to say mitochondria are immune to problems.  Population genetics gives us equations for how likely a new trait is to replicate enough to become prevalent throughout a population.  If the population is just a few hundred a bad trait probably won’t spread throughout it, but its not nearly as unlikely to happen as if the population was a few million so just the force of darwinian selection isn’t enough to reliably combat small reductions in a mitochondria’s efficiency.  Also, occasionally, it seems like large mutations occur which blow out a mitochondria’s ability to conduct respiration at all.  In that case it isn’t shedding any free radicals at all which apparently gives it a big advantage in reproduction and so we see mitochondrial populations like that taking over a cell way more often than would be explicable by chance.

But in general darwinian selection is a huge brake on how often bad mutations accumulate in mitochondria and when we look at things like the ratio of mutation that affect how proteins are expressed to mutations that don’t affect that we see a huge influence of selective pressure reining in the former.

When you have two diverse populations then evolutionarily that’s a cause for conflict in the long run.  If one population evolves a way to kill off the other then that’ll give victory to the aggressor giving it a huge evolutionary advantage as the two populations battle for dominance.  But thankfully that never gets the chance to evolve.
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The battle for supremacy

During your lifetime you mitochondrial populations just don’t have time to develop dastardly tactics like that.  Sometimes in humans a sperm’s mitochondria make it into an embryo but that also doesn’t give mitochondria enough incentive to detect this circumstance and evolve the means to wage war on divergent populations.  But there are some species where there is no distinct mother to be the sole contributor of mitochondria.

Take the sea lettuce, which produces unisexual gametes which fuse to produce offspring.  Each brings its own population of mitochondria and chloroplasts which presumably long ago contributed to half the populations of the offspring.  But a long time ago one of these organelles developed a mutation which caused it to produce chemicals killing off the other population of organelle, leaving its descendants to completely fill its niche in its cell’s descendants.  This trait would be a huge evolutionary advantage, leaving its descendants to quickly eliminate all non-murderous varieties.  So now, when two sea lettuce reproduce, their respective mitochondria and chloroplasts being a war which will only leave one population of survivors.  Most of these organelles will die off, leaving the host cell with a large deficit for a while, but to the victor mitochondria or chloroplast go the spoils.

This is great for the mitochondria with the more lethal chemical weapons, but terrible for the host cell.  So its no surprise that almost every sexually reproducing species has figured out some means for preventing this conflict from happening.  In mammals it’s pretty simple.  Males contribute half the nuclear genes.  Females contribute the other half of the nuclear genes and all the mitochondria.  Occasionally a few mitochondria from the father make it into the embryo but so infrequently that it’s not worth the effort for any mitochondria to evolve into murder-mitohondria.

We don’t have to evolve all the way to murder-mitochondria to have problems.  Simply mitochondria that reproduce faster at the expense of metabolic efficiency can cause the same sort of problem.  But it's the same sort of problem and keep up the selective pressure for long enough and you get murder.

This does lead to the distinct disadvantage, though, that of the other members of your species you might happen to run into you can only reproduce with half of them.  Other species do this differently.  The fungus Schizophyllum commune, for instance, has 288 variations in one trait and 81 in another.  If another member of its species is different in both traits, 22,960 individuals for every 23,328 it encounters, it can mate with them and they’ll be able to work out whose mitochondria get to reproduce.  Pretty good odds!

So different sexes evolve because cells need some way of preventing dog eat dog competition from evolving among their organelles, keeping everything harmonious so Moloch never gets her foot in the door.

Ad Astra per Respira

Implications for distant life

That’s what’s in the book. What else does it make me think about?  Well, first of all that damn did life on Earth luck out.  Despite the Hydrogen Hypothesis or related mechanisms it took much, much longer for eukaryotic cells to evolve on Earth than life did in the first place.

Let’s imagine life evolving on Europa.  There’s enough liquid water there and enough tectonic activity that you can have free chemical energy around for a self reproducing chemical reaction to start up reproducing itself.  But with the dim sunlight making its way out Jupiter-wase and the thick shell of ice around the moon you can’t expect photosynthesis to ever get started.  And with such a correspondingly small biosphere and without an oxygen-rich environment to reward large scales can you see eukaryotic life taking off there?

Or take Mars.  Once warm and covered with water like Earth but smaller.  The surface of Mars is only one third as large as that of Earth’s, so on average it should take three times as long for anything to evolve on Mars as on Earth in theory.  So it should have taken photosynthesis maybe 1.5 billion years instead of only 500 million.  Except with a lower gravity and with no photosynthesis to create an oxygen rich atmosphere to create an ozone layer Mars lost so much hydrogen to the solar wind in its early days that it was a desiccated dessert by that point which wasn’t in much of a position to evolve photosynthesis any more.

And what if Earth had taken just another billion years between evolving life, photosynthesis, mitochondria, etc.  Well, in another billion years the sun will get bigger.  It will be brighter and closer to the Earth.  And all the liquid water on Earth will be gone.  It took 4 billion years or so to go from the first life to us but if it had taken 5 billion instead it wouldn't have mattered because our planet would have missed its chance and some other solar system somewhere out there would have had to fill in.
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Mitochondria can’t evolve in space



This all makes me pretty pessimistic about how often complex life might evolve out there but again, it all adds up to normality and with the Fermi Paradox we probably already knew that.  But on the flip side, it makes me more optimistic about our ability to find simple life out there.  Colonies of chemosynthetic life bound to deep sea vents on icy but geologically active moons in the outer solar system.  Or life that once arose on Mars but died out when the surface water went away.

We were lucky that life on Earth found the merger that let cells grow to a size where they weren’t ruthlessly pruning down their genome to the bare necessity.  And we’re lucky that in that process they found the terminal sanctions that let them keep trillions of cells in line to create huge organisms like us.

And it makes me appreciate how much of what makes us up is a local maximum, where simple ideas any human engineer could think up to get beyond square cube laws took billions of years to evolve.  How much is left out there in biology to be discovered by engineering rather than a process that only works by feeling one step ahead at a time?




Principles for Dealing with the Changing World Order: Why Nations Succeed and Fail

BIG CHANGES IN THE WORLD (ORDER)

Russia’s invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 is a geopolitical development that few predicted, even within the Russian army.  Ukrainians view this as a struggle to defend their sovereignty, territorial integrity, lives, and childrens’ future.  But for many Russians, and some Americans, this is but a theater of a larger geopolitical struggle in which Russia and China explicitly express their goal for a multipolar world as opposed to unipolar US hegemony.  This certainly sounds like they want to Change the World Order.

While Cold War I was ostensibly an ideological showdown, Cold War II focuses more on economic and political influence.  For example, one of the hottest books this year, Chip War: The Fight for the World's Most Critical Technology, details the struggle between the US and China for semiconductor (a critical economic and military input) supremacy.

Ray Dalio’s 2021 book, Principles for Dealing with the Changing World Order: Why Nations Succeed and Fail sets out to explain the underlying reasons for this geopolitical struggle and provide a comprehensive way to view the world.  Dalio synthesizes world history, geopolitics, financial markets, and debt cycles to explain “the underlying mechanics” of what happened in the past, so that the reader can understand the present and what is likely to happen in the future. (104)  It has thousands of five-star reviews and Bill Gates’s ringing endorsement that it is a “super provocative, super important must-read. It lines up a lot of facts to create a scary picture that’s hard to refute.”  It also received the honor of a takedown in the WSJ.

Ray Dalio is one of the most famous and successful global macro investors and the founder of Bridgewater Associates, the world's largest hedge fund, with a long history of successfully investing in China’s growth.  He claims to have been going to China for 37 years and to be “well-acquainted with the thinking of the top economic policy makers,” and unlike other prognosticators he has put his money where his mouth is. (11)  Bridgewater is the top foreign hedge fund in China and recently doubled its investment in Chinese companies to almost $3 billion in 2022.  Dalio has a wealth of experience with economics and global financial markets, but the core point of the book is firmly within the realm of  political science – that the World Order is Changing – and that this can be modeled.  He believes that his understanding of money and credit is the missing piece that will solve this political-science puzzle. (104) By the way, Dalio also provides some advice on how to profit from the turbulent times ahead, namely diversification, and admonishes against holding cash or buying Negative Interest Rate Bonds.

Dalio claims to have found timeless and universal principles that will allow the reader to understand and be prepared for “an archetypical big shift in relative wealth and power and the world order that will affect everyone in all countries in profound ways.” (26) Bill Gates was right, that does sound scary.

THE RULES OF RISING AND FALLING

Dalio studied nine countries (the Netherlands, Great Britain, the US, China, Germany, France, Russia, India, and Japan) between 1500 and 2000 and found that the historical Great Powers (which he identifies as the Netherlands, Great Britain, the US, and China) shared a strikingly similar rise and fall pattern:


	During their rise, society was united, well-educated and hardworking, and the nation used technological innovation and military power, fueled by capitalism, to outcompete rivals.

	At their pinnacle the population begins to consume in excess, their competitive advantage starts to wane, they face rising inequality and political upheaval, and they take on increasing amounts of debt to maintain the status quo.

	These fundamental problems lead them to become internally divided, overextended, and over indebted, which combine to cause an irreversible decline.



He argues that “because [the 18 steps to a rise and fall] unfold in a logical sequence of timeless and universal cause/effect relationships, it is possible to create a health index of where a country stands by looking at these measures.” (53)

And when he tests where the US and China exist within this model he concludes that:


	the world order is changing, from US led to Chinese led and

	that he has found historical patterns strong enough to predict the future.



So, will China overtake the US?    Yes

And is there anything the US can do about it?    No

Dalio believes the US can slow its relative decline, but the world order is changing.  We shouldn’t fight China, but rather tackle our own, very numerous, problems so we can get back to better health as a country.  The US certainly is struggling with many pressing problems: internal divisions, debt, military bloat, inflation, and slowing growth to name a few.

TLDR: In case you don’t have the time or inclination to read his book, you can check out his Youtube summary

DALIO’S MODEL OF THE WORLD

At the core of his model are:


	Three Big Cycles

	Money, Credit, Debt, and Economic Activity

	Internal Order

	External Order







That interact with:


	Eight Key Determinants

	Education

	Innovation & Technology

	Cost Competitiveness

	Military Strength

	Trade

	Economic Output

	Markets and Financial Center

	Reserve Currency Status







Less important determinants, other factors, plus bonus content are included at the end.

MONEY IS A SOCIAL CONSTRUCT

The US economy, like all others, hasn’t grown in a smooth line.  There are always going to be bubbles which eventually burst, and Dalio states these usually occur roughly every eight years. (153)

But the fundamental component of the US economy, the US dollar, is widely considered to be a safe place to store wealth, whether it be cash in your wallet, money in your savings account, or funds in a treasury bond.  However, Dalio makes it clear that all currencies are destined to be devalued or die, and that there is a six-part cycle that all currencies undergo.  And the consequences of a currency crisis can be extremely severe.

Dalio states that this large cycle typically plays out over 50 to 75 years, and he points out that the current system came into being in 1944/1945 and that Nixon took us from Stage 4 to Stage 5 in 1971.  We are in late Stage 5.

Stage 1: In the beginning there is little to no debt, and money is “hard” – linked directly to a store of value (think gold and silver) or pegged to a trusted currency. This is reliable, but inconvenient and drastically limits the amount of money that can be lent out for productive purposes.

Stage 2: People start to store money with trusted parties, like banks. Since they hold a lot of money and are trusted, they can begin to issue paper “claims on money.”  People then start to treat these paper claims as if they are money itself.

Stage 3: In the beginning there can only be the same number of claims on money as there is actual “hard” money in the bank.  But people want to borrow more, and banks are happy to lend more.  This leads to increased productivity and consumption.  However, trouble begins when there isn’t enough income to service one’s debt or when the amount of claims becomes much greater than the amount of goods and services that they could be redeemed for.  This results in debt restructuring and/or the central bank/government increasing the money supply.

Stage 4: Debt crises, defaults, and devaluations lead to further printing of money and the breaking of the link to “hard” money.  These debt crises occur when holders of debt realize there isn’t enough hard money for them to be paid back.  In the face of a bank run, private banks either get bailed out by the government or go under.  Central banks have the option of printing more money to pay off the debt, even though this devalues their currency and breaks the convertibility to a real asset.

Stage 5 (we are here): Central banks come to rely on “fiat” money – paper money that is not backed by any real asset.  This leads to the creation of ever more money, debt assets, and liabilities in relation to the amount of goods and services.  A key part of the solution to the 2008 debt crisis and the 2020 COVID pandemic was the policy of the US Federal Reserve to create money and lend it out to other banks at/or close to a 0% interest rate.  The banks then lent this money to companies and individuals.  As long as the money is used productively this is beneficial, e.g. a newspaper company buying a printing press.  However, money chasing after the same assets can lead to an asset price bubble and inflation.  Borrowing money to buy a home with the intention of flipping it is a classic example.  Another part of the solution in 2020 was the Fed’s decision to print money to give directly to the US government in exchange for existing debt.  Both of these measures dramatically increased the total amount of money in circulation in relation to physical assets and goods.  This makes every dollar worth less than before and makes holding the currency or government debt a bad investment.

Stage 6: The flight back to “hard” money occurs when the overprinting of fiat currency leads to a loss of faith and a mass sale of debt assets and the currency itself.  In the absence of trust, the government must return to “hard” money.

The US dollar is currently the most widely accepted currency around the world –  the global reserve currency. This has been fantastic for the US, as it provides exceptional borrowing, spending, and geopolitical power.  Basically everyone is willing to lend to the US, and other countries may have to rely on dollars instead of their own currency.  This is why China is trying to make the Yuan a global reserve currency, and why the US is concerned about it.

Overall, this is one of Dalio’s strongest sections and where his experience shines through.

SOCIETY IS A CYCLE

Over a period of approximately 100 years “give or take a lot,” societies transition between 6 stages of internal order. (153)

Stage 1: New order begins and consolidates power. The best-case scenario is post-US Civil War, the worst-case is the Red Terror.

Stage 2: When the resource-allocation systems and government bureaucracies are built and refined. Think of the 15 years after the US declared independence.  The key is to create prosperity for a large middle class, and increase productivity.

Stage 3: Peace and prosperity, where people “have an abundance of opportunity to be productive, are excited about it, work well together, produce a lot, get rich, and are admired for being successful.” (162) Examples include Victorian Britain and the 1960s in the US.

Stage 4: Great excesses in spending and debt and the widening of wealth and political gaps. An example would be the US in 2006-07. This period is characterized by increased spending on consumption and luxury goods and less on R&D and infrastructure. The financial situation begins to deteriorate and resentments emerge.

Stage 5 (we are here): Very bad financial conditions (in parallel with Stages 5-6 of the money and credit cycle) and intense conflict.  This period sees grotesque decadence, obstructive bureaucracy, the rise of populism and extremism, an intensification of class warfare, a weaponized media that distorts truth in the Public Domain, and finally the destruction of shared rules and norms for the sake of advancing partisan causes. The intense internal conflict is created by a “toxic mix” of bad finances, “large income, wealth and value gaps”, and a “severe negative economic shock.” (168)  A key hallmark of this stage, and a trigger for Stage 6, is when government debts keep growing and no one but the central bank is willing to buy the debt. The only solution to this growing financial problem is to eventually raise taxes or cut spending, and this “more than anything else, has been a leading indicator of civil wars or revolution.” (170)

Dalio’s advice – “when in doubt, get out.” (180)

Stage 6: Civil war/revolutions “inevitably take place to radically change the internal order.” (186)  And while they are painful, they “often lead to restructurings that, if done well, can establish the foundation for improved future results.” (190)

Dalio repeatedly hammers into the reader that the US is checking almost all the boxes for late Stage 5 syndrome.  The day of judgment is nigh!  To be fair, there already is an alarmingly full page on Wikipedia for the Second American Civil War.

However, this is also where he begins to oversimplify history to fit his narrative.  Dalio describes the US in the 1960s as a time of peace and prosperity.  There certainly was a lot less inequality, and the middle class prospered tremendously.  However, the 60’s were also a time of massive cultural turmoil, with the countercultural revolution, the heights of the Cold War (the Cuban Missile Crisis and the escalation of the Vietnam War), as well as the Civil Rights movement.  So maybe not so peaceful.

EXTERNAL ORDER AND DISORDER

Dalio seems to view the world from a Hobbesian lens, wherein “the international order follows the law of the jungle much more than it follows international law.” (194)  This is especially true of the most powerful countries, which can ignore or override the United Nations. In classic realpolitik, “power prevails, and wealth and power among equals is rarely given up without a fight.” (194)  Any disagreement between these powerful nations is resolved not by lawyers, but by threats, negotiation, or conflict. (194)  These conflicts can be broken up into five major categories.

Trade/economic wars: “Conflicts over tariffs, import/export restrictions, and other ways of damaging a rival economically.” (194)

Technology wars: “Conflicts over which technologies are shared and which are held as protected aspects of national security.” (194)

Geopolitical wars: “Conflicts over territory and alliances that are resolved through negotiations and explicit or implicit commitments, not fighting.” (194)

Capital wars: “Conflicts imposed through financial tools such as sanctions … and limiting foreign access to capital markets.” (194)

Military wars: “Conflicts that involve actual shooting and the deployment of military forces.” (194)

Furthermore, “the greatest risk of military war is when both parties have 1) military powers that are roughly comparable and 2) irreconcilable and existential differences.” (197) Dalio presents the current disagreement between the US and China over Taiwan as “the most potentially explosive conflict,” a small reminder that this was published in 2021 and not post-February 24, 2022. (197)

Lastly, this external conflict cycle interacts with Dalio’s other cycles, because “by and large, the tendency to move between win-win relationships and lose-lose relationships happens in a cyclical way. People and empires are more likely to have cooperative relationships during good times and to fight during bad times.” (199)

Over the past 500 years, Dalio identifies three big cycles of rising and declining conflict, averaging around 150 years each. (195) And he claims that a relatively long period of peace and prosperity sows “the seeds for terrible and violent external wars.” (196)
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Ah, peace – causing war again!

THE DETERMINANTS OF CYCLICAL SYNTHESIS

These cycles, and “everything that has happened and everything that will happen has had and will have determinants that make it happen.  If we can understand those determinants, we can understand how the machine works and anticipate what will likely be coming at us next.” (60)  When analyzed together, Dalio believes that his determinants “paint a pretty clear picture of which part of its life cycle a country is in and the direction it is headed in.” (65)

Using these determinants to place the US, he comes to the pessimistic assessment that “the big cycles look unfavorable” because of high debt, low growth, internal divisions, and increased likelihood of conflict with China. (514)

On the other hand, China is a “strong power in rapid ascent,”  for whom the big cycles look “somewhat favorable” because of low debt and high growth, moderate internal divisions, and increased likelihood of conflict with the US. (518)

It should be mentioned that China also seems to have a growing debt problem, with over half of the $18 trillion in government debt considered by analysts to be “hidden-debt” held by municipalities that used it to fund major infrastructure projects.  Overall, Chinese government debt may now be equivalent to 102% of its GDP, and China's debt-to-GDP ratio has more than doubled from 47% in 2016.

For comparison, only about 9% of US government debt is held by state and local governments, and if we include state and local debt with federal debt for the debt-to-GDP ratio, America currently has a debt-to-GDP ratio of 133%. However, this starts to look a lot less rosy if we include the $45.8 trillion of unfunded US liabilities – to pay for Social Security, Medicare, and Medicaid.

This concludes PART 1 of The Changing World Order, in which Dalio establishes a strong theoretical foundation for his conclusion that the US is in gradual decline (yet also on the precipice of disaster).

But Dalio also claims that these cycles and determinants are timeless and universal and that they explain all of history and can be reasonably relied upon for predicting the health of other countries.

VISUALIZING THE MODEL

So, what does the Changing World Order look like more broadly and historically?
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Dalio states that the indices of wealth and power are a composite of his eight key determinants and are:


“made up of a number of different statistics, some of which are directly comparable and some of which are broadly analogous or broadly indicative.  In some cases, a data series that stopped at a certain point had to be spliced with a series that continued back in time.  Additionally, the lines shown on the chart are 30-year moving averages of these indices, shifted so there is no lag.  I chose to use the smoothed series because the volatility of the unsmoothed series was too great to allow one to see the big movements.”(39)



This graph has two main intentions: to demonstrate how China has almost caught up to the US, and to emphasize that Dalio really only needs to talk to us about four nations in the past 500 years: the Netherlands, Great Britain, the US, and China.

But, at the bottom of an earlier chart, Dalio acknowledges the limitations of historical data, stating that “global real GDP is primarily a mix of European countries before 1870 due to limited reliable data coverage across other countries before that point.” (30)  This is a big issue, because according to economic historians like Angus Maddison, Asia, not Europe, was the economic center of the world during the 16th to 18th centuries.

So this raises the question, are non-European countries severely under-represented? This is, of course, unexpected and unheard of within the field of history.  Therefore, there should be additional scrutiny given when looking at these countries' stories, as they might not be universally representative.

WHAT IS A GLOBAL RESERVE CURRENCY?

A key part of his justification for focusing on the Netherlands, Great Britain, and the US is that  “these empires held the last three global reserve currencies.” (39)

However, unlike the modern dollar, which is paper money backed by collective trust in the US government, the Dutch guilder, British pound, and US dollar originally derived their value from the gold or silver that was used to mint the coin.

For example, the US Coinage Act of 1792, which created the US dollar and US Mint, specified the number of grains of pure or standard gold or silver that was to be used for each coin.  Just as interestingly, the first US dollar was pegged to a different global reserve currency, the Spanish dollar!

Economist Murray N. Rothbard notes that “the Spanish silver dollar had been the world's outstanding coin since the early 16th century, and was spread partially by dint of the vast silver output of the Spanish colonies in Latin America. More important, however, was that the Spanish dollar, from the 16th to the 19th century, was relatively the most stable and least debased coin in the Western world.”

This makes Spain a particularly glaring omission from Dalio’s main analysis, as:


	Spain’s green dashed line does briefly reach the top spot,

	Dalio states Habsburg Empire (Spain + Netherlands + Austria + Hungary) was the biggest power in Europe in 1500, (246) and

	the Spanish silver dollar was a global reserve currency for several centuries.



And Dalio knows this! He mentions that in the late 16th century even certain parts of China used Spanish silver dollars. (386)  So there is of course no reason to worry about something like selection bias or sample size.  /s

Especially not when there is a great deal of variance within the data.


	“Great empires typically lasted roughly 250 years, give or take 150 years” (14)

	“big economic, debt, and political cycles … lasting about 50 to 100 years” (15)



But the crux of Dalio’s argument is that the rise and fall of each of these Great Powers is made up of many smaller cause-and-effect relationships.  He claims that each of these smaller interactions is verifiable, universal and timeless. If A + B = C in 1500, A + B = C in 2023.

FIRST PRINCIPLES OF FINANCE OR WHY CONTEXT MIGHT MATTER

In Dalio’s YouTube summary of his book, and on page 6 of his introduction, the first cause-and-effect principle that he imparts on his audience is that stock markets go up after a currency devaluation.

“When central banks print a lot of money, buy stocks, gold, and commodities.” But is this really a timeless and universal cause-and-effect relationship?

At the start of December 1994, the Mexican government had a fixed exchange rate, but instead of pegging their currency to gold, they maintained a convertibility of about 3.4 Pesos to 1 USD.  On December 20, 1994, the Mexican government announced it had devalued the peso by about 14%. Two days later they allowed it to float, or freely trade. The Peso further devalued. Fearing further devaluation, Mexican and international investors sold Mexican stocks and bought foreign stocks and bonds instead.

While the prices of goods rose, the Mexican stock market tanked.  Furthermore, banks collapsed, GDP declined over 6%, and inflation and extreme poverty soared.  Contrary to Dalio’s timeless and universal principle, sometimes currency devaluation causes stocks to go down.  Because Mexico’s economy did not have the robustness or widespread trust of the US economy, this led to the opposite result.

Dalio’s principles are less universal than claimed.  However, he claims that the cycles that are derived from these cause-and-effect relationships have been “essentially the same for thousands of years.”(27) So these cause-and-effect relationships should still be timeless, right?

TESTING HISTORY BUT NOT AP

Luckily, Dalio provides a test!

“The story of Britain’s rise is obvious in retrospect. It’s easy to look back and describe what happened. It’s another thing to position oneself well for it by anticipating it and seeing it happen at the time.” (300)  To test himself on predicting Britain’s rise, he imagines “if I were alive in the early 1700s and looking at my indicators.” (300)

However, he concludes that “the picture would not have been crystal clear that the British Empire would have gone on to become the dominant world empire,”  as his model also showed positive indicators for both the Dutch and the French. (300)

As a reminder, Dalio’s eight key indicators are Education, Innovation & Technology, Cost Competitiveness, Military Strength, Trade, Economic Output, Markets and Financial Center, and Reserve Currency Status. At first glance these seem to make a lot of sense.  In today’s world having a more educated, productive, and innovative population is extremely important. They certainly were helpful for Great Britain in the 18th century.  Dalio goes further and claims that


“throughout time, the formula for success has been a system in which well-educated people, operating civilly with each other, come up with innovations, receive funding through capital markets, and own the means by which their innovations are turned into the production and allocation of resources, allowing them to be rewarded by profit making.” (32)



However, these are not timeless determinants.  Were these the reasons why nomadic Mongolian horse archers conquered some of the most rich, educated, and powerful civilizations in the 13th century and went on to create the world’s largest empire?  What did it matter how well you scored on non-military determinants of superpowerdom if your neighbor rode in and subjugated your people and pillaged your wealth?

Some key determinants were clearly more important in the past than the present.  But couldn’t this also mean that some key determinants might become more important in the future too? If the formula for success abruptly changes, this would make predicting based on the past very difficult.

JUMPING BACK IN TIME

To illustrate this point, let's imagine we are at the beginning of the 16th century.  However, ask yourself if you might have picked other key determinants if we looked at the great powers of world history up to 1500 AD. Think about the Egyptians, Babylonians, Persians, Romans, and Han...

Going all the way back to ancient history, much of the world’s economic activity was based around agriculture, supported by small-scale industry and commerce.

The key determinants for that type of economic success might include:


	arable land,

	people to work the land,

	industry to provide farm tools and turn agricultural products into more useful goods (leather into shoes, wool fibers into clothing),

	commerce to facilitate the production, transport, and sale of agricultural goods,

	the cooperation of local elites to allow delegation of authority,

	and finally a military force to protect your land and extract taxes from the people.



When Dalio introduces us to the world in 1500 (or more precisely 1504), he states that Europe’s most powerful empire was the Habsburg dynasty and that the world’s most powerful, wealthy, and advanced empire was Ming China. (246-247)  Both primarily relied on this traditional economic model.

PERFECTLY EXTRAPOLATING FROM THE PAST

So, let’s try and make a prediction by using these historical key determinants.

The year is 1574.  Try to guess which European power I am talking about and what will happen to it.


	One of the largest countries in Europe in terms of land and population

	Great agricultural wealth from large-scale cultivation by peasants tied to the land

	Possesses many trade ports and is a major exporter of agricultural products

	Strong military that is famous for its cavalry

	A cultural leader, its language is used as the common language of the region

	Mostly Catholic but marked by relative religious and ethnic tolerance

	A stable, but decentralized government characterized by powerful local elites



This isn’t a trick question: it will flourish. This is the beginning of the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth’s golden age, which would last for another 75 years.  So far, Dalio’s methodology of extrapolating from the past looks good, as the Commonwealth was able to apply the lessons of the past to great effect!

However, the Commonwealth may have taken these lessons too much to heart. It stayed largely the same, while its neighbors, namely Russia, Prussia, and Sweden centralized and became major military powers.

Moreover, would using these historical key determinants explain the rise of the Netherlands? No.

Great Britain? Nope.

Are they the basis of economic health and success today? Of course not.

The Industrial Revolution that began around 1760 made this economic and political model obsolete.  Dalio agrees, stating that


“standing in 1750, it would have been reasonable to believe that it was a timeless and universal truth that monarchies and landowning nobles overseeing peasants with the help of soldiers would be the governance system in the future, that agricultural land would continue to be the most important money-earning asset, that per capita incomes would grow at only around half a percent per year, and that life expectancy would remain steady at about 30 years. That was how it had always been.” (469)



This is why Dalio admits that “while extrapolating the past is generally a reasonable thing to do, also be prepared to be surprised because the future will be much different than you expect it to be.” (469, emphasis Dalio) And he concludes that this is why “a picture drawn from pure extrapolation is not good enough.” (469)

However, this doesn’t mean Dalio is wrong about China overtaking the US.  Between reading his book, and recent US news I discovered newfound pessimism.  You can even explain a lot of history with cycles, but much of that comes from being able to see with hindsight the hidden trends that are changing the world.

It is because of the importance of revolutionary new trends that Dalio never discusses the Polish-Lithuanian Commonwealth.

THE FUNDAMENTAL CONTRADICTION

Instead, he describes the little Italian merchant republics as “where the action was” and that their “revolutionary ideas” would guide Europe’s future. (246)  Their economies focused on trade, finance, banking, and small-scale but specialized manufacturing.

Dalio goes on to show how the Netherlands, Great Britain, the US, and China each revolutionized trade, finance, banking, and manufacturing, while adapting to the massive paradigm shifts of the past 500 years.

And this is the problem at the heart of the book.  Over the past 500 years technological advancements and discoveries have fundamentally, and repeatedly, changed the formula for economic success.  Dalio describes these as paradigm shifts, which couldn’t even be anticipated, only perceived, and adapted to. (469)

The openness to new ideas and innovativeness that allowed these four nations to perceive and adapt to paradigm changes is repeatedly praised by Dalio, as it allowed them to surpass former rivals who stubbornly stuck to what worked in the past.

But if new innovations and discoveries have already changed the key determinants of success before, what happens If we encounter another “paradigm shift that alters the evolutionary rates of change?” (469)

And Dalio and I both agree that the world will keep changing, with Dalio even going so far as to say that “advances in and the wider use of quantum computing with AI will … add up to the greatest shift in wealth and power that the world has ever seen.” (474-475)  For example, Dalio on ChatGPT.

Couldn’t AI be something that might revolutionize the world, and in so doing play a big role in deciding the new world order? And if you think the future will be radically different, is it reasonable to predict the future based on a few repetitions of a historical formula for success?

Instead, the crucial lesson from this book is that the next great power will be the one that takes the greatest advantage of what appears to be the current/future revolutionary trend.  As things stand, this appears to be the sharp increase in the capability of machines to perform human tasks, from driverless cars to Artificial Intelligence.  If development is slow then it could still be akin to the Industrial Revolution, which made a well-positioned early adopter (Great Britain) so much more productive and militarily powerful that it became the economic and global superpower for over 100 years.  On the other hand, despite the potential for catastrophic consequences of unaligned AGI, this Newsweek article raises the fear that if the US pauses AI development, China might catch up or race ahead.  In the case of a “hard takeoff” this type of arms race is an all-or-nothing contest with irreversible implications for humanity.

Thank you for reading!

.
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BONUS CONTENT:

STUDYING THE PAST TO PREDICT THE FUTURE, AKA LIT REVIEW

Dalio claims that history can be explained by the existence of large repeating patterns, called “cycles,” and that nations themselves have a natural life cycle.

A little browsing on Wikipedia will show you that Social Cycle Theory has ancient roots, with Plato, Aristotle, and Polybius focusing on the cycle of governments from their formation, mutation, and fall.

For example, in the Roman conception of time, a city state might have a fixed lifespan measured in saecula.  A saeculum represents a “generation” or a potential human “lifetime,” usually calculated as 100-110 years.

As an aside, Dalio’s idea that overindulgence in luxuries is bad for society was also promoted by the ancient Greek historian/storyteller Herodotus, and modern scholars like Edward Gibbon.

In the 19th century, European historians and philosophers began to examine the rise and fall of historical civilizations and draw the conclusion that the “West” is faced with inevitable decline.

In 1869, Russia and Europe foresaw the decline of the Germanic-Roman West and the rise of Slavic civilization.

In 1918, the appropriately named The Decline of the West described how all cultures and civilizations flourish and then decline over many centuries. (Volume 1) (Volume 2)

More recently, George Modelski’s Long Cycles in World Politics  identified five long cycles since 1500 CE, with Portugal, the Netherlands, the UK, UK again, and the USA as the hegemons. And both Modelski and Dalio embrace the idea of large financial cycles, like Kondratiev waves, play a major role.

But, as pointed out in the textbook, Introduction to Geopolitics, Modelski’s (and by extension Dalio’s) cyclical “model of geopolitics is not capable of predicting events. It is a historical model that interprets a wealth of historic data in a simplified framework. In other words, it is a descriptive model.”

Moreover, this cyclical framework isn’t universally accepted as the reason why nations rose and fell.

One theory, convincingly argued by Ian Morris, in Why the West Rules – for Now, is that physical geography is the deciding factor.  In my opinion it is a better proponent of this theory than Jared Diamond’s Guns, Germs, and Steel__.  However, Dalio never really engages with this geographic theory.  However, Dalio does praise Paul Kennedy’s classic,  The Rise and Fall of the Great Powers: Economic Change and Military Conflict from 1500 to 2000, as a “wonderful book.” (248) The Rise and Fall of Great Powers is very similar in approach to The Changing World Order, though different in a crucial way.

Paul Kennedy examined the same period as Dalio, but instead highlights:


	Nations constantly face tradeoffs between spending on guns (troops, weapons, planes), butter (consumer goods, hospitals, parks), or investment in future economic growth.

	And that the political diversity, fragmentation, and competition within Europe spurred innovation, capitalism, and a massive arms race that led to a “gunpowder revolution” and colonialism.



This tradeoff is vividly brought home by a speech from US President Dwight D. Eisenhower:


“Every gun that is made, every warship launched, every rocket fired signifies, in the final sense, a theft from those who hunger and are not fed, those who are cold and are not clothed. This world in arms is not spending money alone. It is spending the sweat of its laborers, the genius of its scientists, the hopes of its children.

The cost of one modern heavy bomber is this: a modern brick school in more than 30 cities. It is two electric power plants, each serving a town of 60,000 population. It is two fine, fully equipped hospitals. It is some fifty miles of concrete pavement. We pay for a single fighter plane with a half million bushels of wheat. We pay for a single destroyer with new homes that could have housed more than 8,000 people.”  (President Dwight D. Eisenhower’s Chance for Peace Speech)



And the concept of European division spurring growth is best shown by this excerpt from the Rise and Fall of the Great Powers:


“But however imposing and organized some of those oriental empires appeared by comparison with Europe, they all suffered from the consequences of having a centralized authority which insisted upon a uniformity of belief and practice, not only in official state religion but also in such areas as commercial activities and weapons development. The lack of any such supreme authority in Europe and the warlike rivalries among its various kingdoms and city-states stimulated a constant search for military improvements, which interacted fruitfully with the newer technological and commercial advances that were also being thrown up in this competitive, entrepreneurial environment. Possessing fewer obstacles to change, European societies entered into a constantly upward spiral of economic growth and enhanced military effectiveness which, over time, was to carry them ahead of all other regions of the globe.” (Paul Kennedy xvi-xvii)



Furthermore, Kennedy begins his epilogue by explicitly shunning the opportunity to create an overarching framework (like Dalio or Modelski) because:


“that would contradict one of the chief messages of this book, which is that the international system is subject to constant changes, not only those caused by the day-to-day actions of statesmen and the ebb and flow of political and military events, but also those caused by the deeper transformations in the foundations of world power, which in time make their way through to the surface.” (Paul Kennedy 536)



But even such an influential book can make prediction errors.

LINES ALWAYS GO UP

Kennedy concluded that Japan was going to continue to become even wealthier and even more powerful in the 21st century. However, just a few years later Japan’s economic bubble burst, and ushered in 30 years of economic stagnation. But his prediction seemed reasonable in 1987. Between 1960 and 1987, Japan’s real GDP had increased 57x.

Dalio predicts that China will continue to ascend - and he has gotten rich being right about China’s growth.  Again, this seems quite understandable, between 1991 and 2020, China’s real GDP has increased 38x.

Chart 1. [image: ]

Chart 2.

[image: ]

Historical extrapolation doesn’t always work.

DALIO’S PRIOR IN-DEPTH RESEARCH

Dalio is building upon a lot of his own prior research into global economic health indexes and global financial cycles. If you are interested and looking to get down and dirty with the details you can find some more comprehensive examples here (How the Economic Machine Works & Principles for Navigating Big Debt Crises)

DALIO’S OTHER DETERMINANTS

You can find Dalio’s supporting charts online here. Below are his full model inputs.
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And

[image: ]




Probability Theory: The logic of Science by E.T. Jaynes

A book review by two anonymous cool dudes

This book (available as a free pdf here) is one of the foundational texts for Rationalists; Eliezer refers to Jaynes as The Level Above Mine. While we agree that Jaynes is very lucid and the book is wonderful, we also think the book's target audience are graduate physics students. It occupies a sparse area of the literature, between statistics, math, causality, and philosophy of science that contains real, practical lessons about how to think about the world and its uncertainty. We will here try to give a review where we share the core insight of the book without the math. The book is basically 50% high level math and 50% cool stories and rants that you can mostly understand without the math. It also covers a lot of material, and this review covers just the first third, which introduces the fundamental concepts and problems.

Part 1: A new Foundation of Probability Theory

The first two chapters of the book are by far the toughest. In chapter one Jaynes gives a half chapter refresher of formal logic, and introduces the concept of probability as logic. Here the goal is to extend the rules of formal logic such that they also apply to probabilistic reasoning. This is a complicated task: going from strict binary truth values to continuous probabilities without assuming anything about what a probability is. This is also where the book gets its name, the logic of science, because much like Eliezer, Jaynes thinks that the foundations of science is reasoning under uncertainty.

Chapter 1: Plausible Reasoning

“Correlation is not causation”, while a useful statement, if misused, might cause some to ignore important data related to causation. Clouds are clearly correlated with rain, but many a cloudy day goes by without rain. There is a weak connection or weak syllogism here that we intuitively reason - if we see clouds, it’s more likely to rain. Strong syllogism is handled by traditional logic (if it rains, there are clouds). The weak syllogism (if there are clouds, it will rain) doesn’t always hold, but there is an association between seeing clouds expecting that it might rain that boolean truth tables don't capture. How can we formalize this intuition for a connection between clouds and rain? Jaynes suggests the brain is incorporating information to evaluate the degree of plausibility, for example, using the weak syllogisms below that imply that correlation can affect plausibility. We add examples showing why these are ‘weak’, i.e., sometimes conveys little information:
















	Rule	Useful example	Less useful example
	If A is true, then B is trueA is false————————————Therefore, B becomes less plausible.	If it rains, there are cloudsIt doesn’t rain————————————Clouds are less plausible	If it rains, 1 + 1 = 2It doesn’t rain————————————“1 + 1 = 2” is less plausible



“In this case, the evidence does not prove that B is false; but one of the possible reasons for its being true has been eliminated, and so we feel less confident about B. [...]”


















	Rule	Useful example	Less useful example
	If A is true, then B becomes more plausibleB is true——————————————therefore, A becomes more plausible.	If there are clouds, rain becomes more plausibleIt rains————————————Clouds are are more plausible	If there are clouds, cloud-hiding monsters becomes more plausibleCloud-hiding monsters exist————————————Clouds are more plausible


Jaynes wants to formalize weak syllogism like the ones above, and does that by imagining building a robot that can output the plausibility of an outcome, updating on some data. The actual implementation is up to the builder, but it should fulfill three desiderata that allows for solving the problem. These are:


	Degrees of plausibility are represented by real numbers.

	Qualitative correspondence with common sense.

	Consistency

	If a conclusion can be reasoned out in more than one way, then every possible way must lead to the same result.

	The robot always takes into account all of the evidence it has relevant to a question.

	The robot always represents equivalent states of knowledge by equivalent plausibility assignments.







The motivation for building a robot is that this can be an objective, computational method that is compatible with human intuition including the weak syllogism. At this point, it’s not clear that the robot is optimal, but there is a lot of value in the ability for the robot to match ‘common sense’.

Chapter 2: The Quantitative Rules

After Chapter 1 we have formal logic so we can make statements like:


Jaynes is the coolest Bayesian

The coolest Bayesian killed Fisher

———————————————

Jaynes killed Fisher



We also have 3 desiderata from the previous chapter, and are left with the question, what more do we need for our robot to make inferences? It turns out we only need two things, the product rule and the sum rule.

This Chapter is the driest in the book, because it contains all the math needed to derive the chain and product rule of probability, while this might be tedious, the amazing thing going on here is that Jaynes after 2 chapter has a more solid version of probability theory than the Kolmogorov axioms without using measure theory. This is achieved by bridging a connection between logical statements like ‘B is true given C’ into probability with two rules that we summarize here.

What we want are rules to connect the rules of logic to mathematical functions so we can make statements such as


Jaynes has a bloody knife and is shouting “death to frequentism”

Fisher’s corpse full of stab wounds is lying next to him

———————————————————————

It is likely that Jaynes killed Fisher.



The product rule is the first of the 2 rules we need. It is introduced by appealing to desiderata 3a. By noting that knowing A then B should be the same as knowing B then A, Jaynes introduces it like this:


We first seek a consistent rule relating the plausibility of the logical product AB to the

plausibilities of A and B separately. In particular, let us find [image: ]. Since the reasoning is

somewhat subtle, we examine this from several different viewpoints.

As a first orientation, note that the process of deciding that AB is true can be broken down

into elementary decisions about A and B separately. The robot can




	decide that B is true; ([image: ])

	having accepted B as true, decide that A is true. ([image: ])




Or, equally well,




	decide that A is true; ([image: ])

	having accepted A as true, decide that B is true. ([image: ])



Note that Jaynes here uses the [image: ] instead of the [image: ]) notation we are used to in modern statistics, because at this point in chapter 2 he is in the process of reinventing all of probability theory and statistics including the basic ‘p’ operator! Spoiler alert, using a lot of tedious math (that we honestly do not fully follow), we end up with ye old product rule:

[image: ]

Or as Jaynes prefers it:

[image: ]

Note that Jaynes has a habit of always slapping on an extra conditional [image: ] instead of [image: ] to emphasize that [image: ] is a probability subject to whatever background information (prior knowledge) you have available to you, for him the concept of [image: ] makes no sense, as it suggests a probability independent of any information

The Sum rule is basically that since A and not A is one ([image: ]), then

[image: ]

This chapter also introduces the principle of indifference which roughly states that given N possible outcomes with no prior information, they are all equally plausible. Up to this point, Jaynes has been using ‘plausibility’ as a measure for discussing outcomes. At the end of this chapter he introduces the original definition of probability from Bernoulli (1713) the classical example of drawing balls from a (Bernoulli) urn as a ratio of the ball counts in the urn. So probability is a concrete, convenient, normalized quantity that is related to the more general notion of plausibility.

With these rules and definition of probability, Jaynes now revisits the robot, which takes in information and outputs probabilities (instead of plausibility) for different outcomes to show the objective/deterministic property.


“Anyone who has the same information, but comes to a different conclusion than our robot, is necessarily violating one of those desiderata.”



This seems obvious for the case where you have no information (e.g. with the Bernoulli urn case, assigning probabilities of each ball being picked), but initially feels problematic for the other cases where indifference doesn’t apply (e.g. you have side information that one of the balls is twice as large). People that try to follow the robot’s rules might come out with different concrete values for each ball for this case. But the problem is now conditional on much more than the size of the ball, but rather the person’s individual beliefs about how size of the ball increases likelihood of selection. The advantage of the robot is that it requires clearly specifying those priors, and the idea is if two people shared the same priors, they would converge on the same solution. Of course, in practice, we can never write all of our priors for most problems, but the principle is still useful for understanding how we would like to come up with posterior probabilities for complicated problems. It is interesting to note that Jaynes uses the word prior in a much broader sense than most Bayesian statisticians and rationalists, for example the likelihood/sampling function we use when performing a Bayesian update is prior information for Jaynes. If you come from information science (like one of us) then it is obvious that he is right, if you come from statistics (like the other of us), then this is immensely confusing at first, but it makes it easier to understand the concept of maximum entropy.

Part 2: Basic Statistics reinvented

Chapter 3: Elementary sampling theory

Sampling theory is the foundation of classical or frequentist statistics. It concerns itself with “forwards probabilities” of the type if a urn has 5 white and 5 red balls, what is the probability of sampling (drawing) 2 white. This chapter rederives all the standard coin like distributions using the rules from chapter 1 and 2. He makes 2 interesting observations in this chapter:

Logic vs. Propensity:

When Jaynes wrote this chapter people were much more confused about causality than we are today. And philosophers like Penrose “takes it as a fundamental axiom that probabilities referring to the present time can depend only on what happened earlier and, not what happens later”, thus the two following scenarios are very different:


	my first draw from an urn was a red ball; what is your guess for the color of the second?

	my second draw from an urn was a red ball; what is your guess for the color of the first?



However when we use probability as logic, we do not care about causality only about how the information available to changes our beliefs, and in the above case knowing that the second or first ball is red contains equal information about the urn, which in turn gives equal information about information about the unknown draw (whenever it happened). In Judea Pearl's notation this propensity vs logic is solved by introducing a new syntax, where [image: ] is the information B gives about A (as above) and the new notation [image: ] is how “doing B” (rather than knowing B) changes A.

Reality vs. Models:

Jaynes is a physicist and therefore cares about the real world, not the idealized world of mathematical models. If you are drawing from a real urn then the size and shapes of the balls and urn matter for inference, so should we model the physics of the balls? Here is Jaynes thoughts on the matter:


In probability theory there is a very clever trick for handling a problem that becomes too

difficult. We just solve it anyway by:




	making it still harder;

	redefining what we mean by ‘solving’ it, so that it becomes something we can do;

	inventing a dignified and technical-sounding word to describe this procedure, which has the psychological effect of concealing the real nature of what we have done, and making it appear respectable.




In the case of sampling with replacement, we apply this strategy as follows.




	Suppose that, after tossing the ball in, we shake up the urn. However complicated the problem was initially, it now becomes many orders of magnitude more complicated, because the solution now depends on every detail of the precise way we shake it, in addition to all the factors mentioned above.

	We now assert that the shaking has somehow made all these details irrelevant, so that the problem reverts back to the simple one where the Bernoulli urn rule applies.

	We invent the dignified-sounding word randomization to describe what we have done. This term is, evidently, a euphemism, whose real meaning is: deliberately throwing away relevant information when it becomes too complicated for us to handle.




We have described this procedure in laconic terms, because an antidote is needed for the impression created by some writers on probability theory, who attach a kind of mystical

significance to it. For some, declaring a problem to be ‘randomized’ is an incantation with

the same purpose and effect as those uttered by an exorcist to drive out evil spirits; i.e. it

cleanses their subsequent calculations and renders them immune to criticism. We agnostics

often envy the True Believer, who thus acquires so easily that sense of security which is

forever denied to us.

…

Shaking does not make the result ‘random’, because that term is basically meaningless

as an attribute of the real world; it has no clear definition applicable in the real world. The

belief that ‘randomness’ is some kind of real property existing in Nature is a form of the

mind projection fallacy which says, in effect, ‘I don’t know the detailed causes – therefore –

Nature does not know them.’ What shaking accomplishes is very different. It does not affect

Nature’s workings in any way; it only ensures that no human is able to exert any wilful

influence on the result. Therefore, nobody can be charged with ‘fixing’ the outcome.



Chapter 4: Elementary hypothesis testing

The previous chapter was about forward probabilities where we reason from hypothesis (H) to data (D), we write that as [image: ]. But very often we have observed data and want to reason back to the phenomena that gave rise to our data, [image: ]. This is sometimes called reverse probability because we are reversing the D and H in the conditional probability, it is also sometimes called hypothesis testing as we want to see which hypothesis fits the data.

Priors

In order to flip or reverse the probability we need a prior. Jaynes imagines the robot as always having information X available where X is all the robot has learned since it rolled of the factory floor, so what we want is not:


	[image: ]: What the data makes us believe about H, but

	[image: ]: What the data and our prior knowledge makes us believe about H.



Any probability [image: ] that is only conditional on X is a prior probability. It is important to note that it is prior in “information/logic” not prior in “time/causality”, as there is no time variable in information theory.

The prior information is simply the part of the information we have not rolled up in the data variable, and it can sometimes be arbitrary what is prior and what is data, your current posterior is your next experiment’s prior. The same is true for the posterior which is only logically after the prior, not causally, for example I could reason that since I know your house was burned down when I checked today (prior) then your house probably was also burned down yesterday, here the information flows causally in the wrong direction.

There are 4 common ways to set priors: group invariance, maximum entropy, marginalization, and coding theory, where this book mostly focuses on the first two.

Since the 3 previous chapters have given us: logic, the product and sum rule and sampling theory. Jaynes trivially derives Bayes theorem and names it like we are used to:

[image: ]

In common parlance these 4 probabilities (or distributions) are called:


	[image: ] is the prior information we have about the hypothesis before the data

	[image: ] is the likelihood or sampling function which says how likely the data is under different hypotheses, in short: what does the hypothesis say about the data?

	[image: ] is the probability of the data, and is usually found by marginalization (iterating over all the hypothesis)

	[image: ] is called the posterior, it contains the information we have after considering the prior and data.



So when you read Bayes theorem above, you should say:

[image: ]

Note that Jaynes writes it as prior times likelihood and not likelihood times prior, as modern Bayesians do.

Bayesian Update

The simplest math in all of the book is introduced here in chapter 4. It is basically a log odds version of Bayes theorem, which is very cool, enables fast calculation and is useful for intuitions about updating beliefs, we will go through it here. If you hate math then skip to chapter 5.

First we write the posterior for a hypothesis H and not H (written [image: ])

[image: ]

[image: ]

The relationship between odds and probability is that the odds is basically ‘it happened’ divided by ‘it didn’t happen’, so if something is 50/50 then we have 1:1 odds or [image: ], if we have odds 10% and 90% then we have 1:9 odds or [image: ]. We can do the same with the two above posterior equations by dividing them with each other to get their odds

[image: ]

[image: ]

The trick here is that both equations contain [image: ] which is the hardest to calculate, and that number drops out when we divide the equations. So now we have posterior odds is prior odds times the likelihood ratio of the data under the two hypotheses.

Jaynes now defines a evidence function as follows:

[image: ]

This evidence function is used to ‘quickly’ do Bayesian updates, much like Eliezer has introduced the concept of 1 bit of evidence, which is the evidence needed to go from odds 1:1 to 1:2 odds, Jaynes here uses decibel (dB) like the ones we use for sound as his evidence scale, this means that 0 means 1:1 odds just like 0 bits of evidence means 1:1 odds, 10 means 1:10 and 20 means 1:100 (because 10*10=100), so every 10 db of evidence increases the odds by a factor of 10, and every 3 db of evidence increases the odds by a factor of 2, meaning that 13db of evidence is equivalent for 1:20 odds.

We can use this to get the evidence of the posterior:

[image: ]

[image: ]

Now let us try to use this. Imagine the following background information [image: ]: There are 11 raiding parties potentially attacking our cities, and it is always the same raiding party attacking all cities.


	10 are made of goblins who breach the walls with probability ⅙,

	1 is made of stronger orcs who breach the walls with probability ⅓.



We now want to consider the hypothesis that we were attacked by orcs, the prior odds are 10:1, so [image: ].

To see how we should update future data (inspecting the walls of attacked cities) let us write out all the possibilities:

[image: ]

[image: ]

We observe that the walls were breached, which constitutes:

[image: ]

The cool thing about log evidence whether decibel or bits is that adding logs is the same as multiplying the original numbers, and since probabilities of multiple events is the product of all the probabilities, this corresponds to summing (adding) all the evidence. This means we can simply add the 3 to our initial evidence -10 to get posterior evidence -10+3=-7 that the orcs did it. The next day another city has been attacked but the walls still stand, this changes the evidence by:

[image: ]

From this the king can quickly survey all the sacked cities, count the walls and get:

[image: ]

There were 20 destroyed walls and 37 intact walls, leading to [image: ] of evidence favoring the orc hypothesis, corresponding to 1:20 odds that the orcs did it.

Chapter 5: Queer uses for probability theory

This is the cool chapter. The book has lots of sections like this, but mostly in the latter parts of the book as Jaynes is in the habit of building a strong statistical foundation before throwing shade at frequentists.

In chapter 5, Jaynes introduces four intriguing examples for applying probability theory that are much more practical than drawing balls from an urn. These are chosen to reveal counterintuitive notions and fallacies. A recurring theme is that when interpreting evidence, the null hypothesis should not be considered in a vacuum, and doing so can lead to disastrous results and strawman arguments. The alternative hypotheses must be considered as well.

ESP

How many times would someone claiming to have ESP have to be right to convince you that they had supernatural powers, and said they could repeatedly guess another person’s number from 1 to 10? Jaynes says even after 4 correct guesses in a row, he wouldn’t consider it, but maybe around 10 guesses he would entertain it, so his prior state of belief is below -40 dB and probably more like -100 dB. In the ESP experiment quoted, the person claiming to have ESP guessed correctly 9410 of 37100 trials (25%) for a guess that random chance would hit 20% of the time. Jaynes does the math to show the probability of this result due to random chance using the Bernoulli distribution is the fantastically low value of 3.15e-139.

If someone shows you an experiment that is 10 standard deviations away from the mean of the null hypothesis because the N is so large, should you suddenly start believing in ESP? Intuition says ‘of course not’, which means we should slow down here and look at the aspects of the problem beyond the null hypothesis. You might accept this for toy problems like drawing balls from an urn, but in real life problems like ESP, you use a complex model of the world, built from a lifetime of experience that considers many alternative explanations and weighs this evidence against all of them.

If we only consider two possible hypotheses, one where ESP doesn’t exist and any results are due to luck, and one where the person really has ESP, then each guess is +10 dB of evidence for ESP. But then Jaynes says, “In fact, if he guessed 1000 numbers correctly, I still would not believe that he has ESP”. This is because there are many other hypotheses to consider in the real world, including faulty experimentation, incorrect assumptions (e.g. the distribution of choices is not uniform), and deception, which also start with very low priors, but higher than the ESP prior, at around -60 dB. Any successful guess will boost the deception and faulty experiment hypothesis more than the ESP hypothesis so that it’s always some ~40 dB above it. Implicit in this is that Jaynes would need other types of evidence besides just repeated correct guesses from one experiment to bring the ESP hypothesis high enough to be plausible. This evidence would be the type of evidence that was against either the deception or the faulty experiment hypotheses.

Crows

The next interesting story Jaynes discusses is about the paradox of intuition in Hempel’s paradox: Consider the hypothesis “All crows are black.” What is evidence for this hypothesis? Is a black crow evidence for this hypothesis? Is a white shoe evidence for this, since “All crows are black” is logically equivalent to “All non-black things are non-crows”? And a white shoe is a good example of a non-black non-crow! As is often the case, the answer to what counts as evidence is ‘it depends’, but it depends on more than just the hypothesis that all crows are black. It depends on what alternative hypotheses are considered.

I.J. Good’s response (with the title ‘The white shoe is a red herring’) shows what happens if you observe a black crow and consider just two hypotheses:


	A world where crows are always black but rare (1/10000 birds are crows, 9999/10000 are parrots)

	Another world where there are only crows, but only 10% of them are black.



If these are your only hypotheses, seeing a black crow is 30 dB (1000:1) of evidence that you are in the second world where not all crows are black. This is because for every black crow in world one there are 1000 black and 10000 white crows in world two, thus a black crow is stronger evidence for world two.

If we modified the first world to one where crows are always black, and very common, then observing a black crow is evidence for the modified first world over the second.

This story provides an intuitive perspective on Jaynes’ ideas on multiple hypotheses, namely that whether or not a given piece of data is evidence for a hypothesis depends upon which hypotheses are being considered. One of the key takeaways from these stories is that the acknowledgement of hypotheses and the relationship of multiple hypotheses in a person’s mind determines how to interpret evidence and assign probabilities. Rationalists typically are aware that the probability of an event is not stored in the physical object being observed, but in the uncertainty in the observer’s mind about the object. In the black crow paradox, the feeling of paradox comes from a similar fallacy that the probabilities are stored in the individual hypotheses themselves instead of the uncertainty about all hypotheses as they relate to each other and the evidence.

Are Humans using Bayesian Reasoning?

Kahneman and Tversky (1972) and Wason and Johnson laird (1972) both show that humans commit violations of Bayesian reasoning, the most extreme is the ‘A implies B’ which many people consider equivalent to ‘B Implies A’ where the correct logical rule is ‘not B implies not A’. Jaynes argues this is an example of Bayesian reasoning. For example if all dogs are mammals (deduction) it also means that some mammals are dogs, concretely if only 20% of animals are mammals this information increased the likelihood of dogs by a factor of 5!. A implies B means that B increases the likelihood of A by a factor of 5.

Chapter 6: Elementary Parameter Estimation

This chapter would usually be chapter 1 or assumed reading of normal statistical books, alas, we are now on page 149 and Jaynes finally introduces the concept of a parameter! This is like writing a 149 pages introduction to programming without introducing the concept of a variable for “pedagogical reasons”. The pedagogical trick being played here is to save yourself from the mind projection fallacy. If your model (or computer program) has a parameter for the frequency of red balls being drawn from my basket then that is a feature of your model not a feature of the basket! How can you write 150 pages of statistics without variables? Because they are not real! The way Jaynes pulled it off was by always pointing to the events in the world rather than the parameters in a statistical model in his head, so we have [image: ], the probability that the 3rd draw from the urn is a red ball given two previous red draws, rather than [image: ] where [image: ] is the “urns propensity to produce red balls”. Thanks Jaynes!

First, we’ll introduce the maximum likelihood estimate (MLE), which can be used to estimate outcomes or parameters. This method can be applied once you are able to assign probabilities to every possible outcome, by literally selecting the outcome with the highest probability as your estimate. This effectively discards a lot of information about the distribution, and can produce counterintuitive results if the discarded information was actually useful. There are some cases where this will have ‘atypical’ estimates (that are outside of the ‘typical set’ in information theory). An easy to understand example is that if you have a 60/40 biased coin, the MLE for a 1000 sequence of flips will be 1000 heads in a row. Note that this all-heads result is the most likely estimate of the sequence, which we are focusing on to show counterintuitive properties of MLE (you could use MLE to estimate the number of total heads to expect instead of the ordered sequence, and it would estimate 600 heads here). In real life we’d always expect some tails in the sequence, and we’d expect more tails if the coin is closer to 50/50, but the MLE is indifferent to the degree of fairness that the coin has - for any even slightly biased coin it will be all heads. If you think about this further, MLE can be very blunt, since all coins probably have some tiny physical difference that would bias them just a teeny bit to one side of the coin (say 49.999999999% heads, 50.00000001% tails), so all MLE estimates for coin flip sequences should be all heads or all tails if we inspect them closely enough. This example is for the MLE of an outcome, given the coin’s bias parameter, which is arguably the easier case to grok. The other way to use it is to find the most likely estimate for the parameter (e.g. the amount of bias in the coin) given data (e.g. a sequence of coin flips).

Jaynes' very physicist-oriented example concerns the emission of particles from a radioactive source and a sensor that can detect some portion of these particles. The radioactive source emits on average [image: ] particles per second drawn from a Poisson distribution and the sensor detects particles with an Bernoulli rate of [image: ]. So if [image: ] is 0.1, the sensor picks up 10% of particles over the long run, but if you have just [image: ] particles, there is no guarantee that it will detect exactly 1 particle. Similarly, even though we might have [image: ] particles per second, any given second might have more or less than 100 particles emitted. This is where it gets complicated. If you use the MLE estimate, you will always get [image: ] particles as your estimate for each second of counts, because MLE ‘assumes’ that the 10:1 particle relationship is fixed and thus ignores the Poisson source variability. So let’s say you have a counter with [image: ] and have observed a count of 15 particles on this sensor for some second. How many particles, [image: ], have originated from the source during this second? MLE will get you 150 particles, as described above. But Jayne’s robot gives us 105 particles. What? This is a HUGE difference! This example also surprised experimental physicists. The reason the robot gets 105 and not 150 is because the source has lower variability than the detector, so a high number is weak evidence of an above average number of particles.

While the above may seem very counter intuitive, all the confusion can be fixed by plotting the above distribution (Which Jaynes does not do). Below we have 3 plots:

[image: ]

Where:


	The left is the source which follows a Poisson distribution:  [image: ]

	The middle is the detector, which follows a Binomial distribution:  [image: ]

	The right is the posterior compromises of n between the prior (source) and likelihood (detector)

	The red line is the MLE estimate of 150, the green is the Bayesian estimate of 105.



It is very easy without fancy math to see that the prior is narrow and the likelihood is broad, so the posterior compromise should favor the prior, in modern parlance this approach is called “full bayesian” because we use the full distributions to make inference, where the MLE approach hopes that the mode of the distributions capture sufficient information.

Back in math land: by using the Poisson distribution to model the distribution of particles given the source strength and sensor counts, and using the entire posterior distribution to calculate the expected number of originating particles, Jaynes’ robot takes the 15 observed particles as the minimum possible particles (we assume the sensor doesn’t produce counts without particles), and adds to this [image: ], where the 100 comes from [image: ] and 0.1 comes from [image: ]. As the coin example shows, MLE can be blunt, because it doesn’t consider all of the information - in the coin example it didn’t care about the degree of bias. In this particle/sensor example, MLE didn’t care about the source strength, [image: ]. (We should note that there is a risk of strawmanning MLE too much if we don’t mention there may be ways to ameliorate this with MLE by asking a different question, but the point is that incorporating more information can be good sometimes, and MLE often discards information). As non-physicists, we also feel Jaynes is also probably incorporating some physicist-internalized priors such as how to think about the standard deviation for particle radiation. Jaynes gives more detail:


“What caused the difference between the Bayes and maximum likelihood solutions? The difference is due to the fact that we had prior information contained in this source strength s. The maximum likelihood estimate simply maximized the probability for getting c counts, given n particles, and that yields 150. In Bayes’ solution, we will multiply this by a prior probability p(n|s), which represents our knowledge of the antecedent situation, before maximizing, and we’ll get an entirely different value for the estimate. As we saw in the 6 Elementary parameter estimation 177 inversion of urn distributions, simple prior information can make a big change in the conclusions that we draw from a data set.”



Jaynes extends the particle sensor example in a very interesting way: where the information about the sensor is the same, but with different prior information (such as the source being allowed to change versus being fixed) to get different results. This all demonstrates the usefulness of the Bayesian principles of getting better estimates by incorporating more information, and accepting differences in estimates as differences in information.

Jaynes has a more advanced version of the problem where people enter and leave a radioactive room containing a source of unknown strength, and each person's radioactive exposure is measured with the same device with [image: ]. In this example the first person's measured counts has weak evidence of the general source strength and therefore contains relevant information for inference of the second person's exposure.

Teasers

Here ends our review of the first 6 chapters. The full book has 14 more chapters. Here is a quick list of some of the cool things later in the book.

Chapter 8:

Estimating the height of the emperor of China by asking one billion people naively gets you a confidence interval of 0.03 mm but is ridiculous to consider.

Chapter 10:

Random Experiments do not exist, either we specify the initial conditions of the coin so well that it is not random, or we leave it so unspecific that we do not know how to perform the experiment. The randomness is not in the experiment but in the information about the experiment! Either way the long running frequency is ill defined or 1, game over frequentists.

Chapter 12:

Demonstration of extending the principle of indifference on a problem that involved estimating probabilities related to dropping sticks on a circle (Bertrand’s paradox) by using viewer-only transformations that keep the sticks and circle unaltered, but moves the viewer around or closer or farther from the circle while making sure all viewers have the same estimates. This was a problem that stumped many of the famous statisticians. This viewer-only transformation is where the “objective” part of “objective Bayesian” comes from, because we should all agree that if I see the problem from another angle then we should objectively come to the same conclusion.

Chapter 13:

Decision Theory should be Bayesian, for two reasons 1) it is ill defined from the frequentist view and very clear when formulated Bayesian, also you should have prior knowledge about your decision problem! 2) The decision function is MUCH more arbitrary than the prior distribution, so either you hate both or you only hate the decision function.

Conclusion

What the book achieves in 6 chapters is very impressive. From a philosophical perspective he derives the Bayesian framework from only logic and a few desiderata. Other Bayesians such as De Finetti come to many of the same conclusions easier using gambling and the principle of indifference. Jaynes personally finds gambling to be a very vulgar foundation for statistics. However, the important insight does not come from his aesthetic preference for logic, but that Jaynes version of (Bayesian) statistics is grounded in information theory instead of gambling, and epistemologically it is much easier to ask the question “how does this information change my beliefs”, rather than: “If I was a betting man applying the principle of indifference to the outcomes, what odds would I then put on my prior beliefs so nobody can dutch book me?” For simple problems Jaynes and De Finetti will invent the same priors and likelihoods, but for more advanced situations information theory gives a much better starting point for setting priors.

One of us works with proteomics (the study of all the proteins in the body), and saying “the effect of gender is large in some proteins, so it is probably also large on other proteins” (information theory), is actually how he thinks when he set up fancy hierarchical models with adaptive priors. He does not think “if I was a betting man and saw a large effect for gender for some proteins, then I would naturally use this adaptive weird prior so I do not lose money when betting with my coworkers”.

This is just the first third of the book, with a lot of detail removed. The spirit and foundation of the book is mostly captured in this first part. Some of the other sections are very mathy (e.g. properties of the gaussian distribution (and rants about why Jaynes thinks it should be called the central distribution instead), with significant focus on math and statistics history.  As our example with proteomics illustrates, while this book is the book that has taught us the least per page about how to DO statistics, it is the one that has taught us the most about how to THINK about statistics. As the many examples in the book show, intuition in statistics and probability theory is something that must be built bottom-up from common sense and careful thinking about information and evidence, or else we risk getting it wrong by approaching data from the top-down, missing the structure of the underlying information.




Public Citizens

[This is one of the finalists in the 2023 book review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. 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.

Today, pundits across the political spectrum bemoan America’s inability to build.

Across the country, NIMBYs and status-quo defenders exploit procedural rules to block new development, giving us a world where it takes longer to get approval for a single new building in San Francisco than it did to build the entire Empire State Building, where so-called “environmental review” is weaponized to block even obviously green initiatives like solar panels, and where new public works projects are completed years late and billions over budget—or, like California’s incredible shrinking high-speed rail, may never be completed at all.

Inevitably, such a complex set of dysfunctions must have an equally complex set of causes. It took us decades to get into this mess, and just as there’s no one simple fix, there’s no one simple inflection point in our history on which we can place all the blame.

But what if there was? What if there was, in fact, a single person we could blame for this entire state of affairs, a patsy from the past at whom we could all point our censorious fingers and shout, “It’s that guy’s fault!”

There is such a person, suggests history professor Paul Sabin in his new book Public Citizens: The Attack on Big Government and the Remaking of American Liberalism. And he isn’t isn’t a mustache-twirling villain—he’s a liberal intellectual. If you know him for anything, it’s probably for being the reason you know what a hanging chad is.

That’s right: it’s all Ralph Nader’s fault.

How’d he do it? By creating what’s now called the public interest movement: a new form of activism through which citizens force change—or, more often, block change—by suing the government. Though it was begun with the best of intentions and achieved some real good along the way, this political innovation led to the constipated governance we all complain about today.

How did a movement launched by an unassuming 30-year-old lawyer become the dominant form of activism in the country, and completely change the way our government operates? 

To find out, we have to go back to a time before Ralph Nader had even hit puberty—the era of the New Deal.

II.

In the beginning, there was the New Deal.

Okay, so a lot of stuff happened in American history before then. 157 years of stuff, if you count from the Declaration of Independence, or 13,000 years of stuff, if you count from when the first human settlers are estimated to have come to North America.

But the current era of American history didn’t really begin until the New Deal in the mid-1930s. The scale of the transformation was staggering: dozens of major bills and federal agencies, including the SEC, the FHA, the FDIC, Social Security, minimum wage, collective bargaining, and the FDA’s drug-licensing powers all date back to the New Deal. Within just a few years, the federal government went from playing a largely hands-off role in the economy to touching almost every part of it.

The men who created the New Deal had an unshakeable faith in the power of experts. That’s why the New Deal relied heavily on a new model for delegating congressional powers: Congress would create a federal agency with broad latitude, then they, or the president, would staff that agency with outside experts. Freed from the grubby pressures of the political process, these agency men—and they were pretty much all men—would use their expertise to reshape the country[1].

The Tennessee Valley Authority is the canonical example of a New Deal agency. Founded in 1933, it was designed to modernize the poverty-stricken Tennessee Valley[2], with a broad mandate including electricity generation, flood control, fertilizer manufacturing, and general economic development. Here’s what it didn’t have to do: run its plans for the valley by any of the people who actually lived there. Although the TVA was broadly popular and is still considered a success today, its development plans displaced over 125,000 residents, who had essentially no recourse. Its first leader, displaying the lack of modesty that was characteristic of the era, described the agency’s work by saying, “What God had made one, man was to develop as one.”

There was, of course, some conservative pushback to FDR’s grand plans, and by the 1940s Republicans had managed to push through a law that guaranteed a public comment period and at least some judicial review of agency rules. But for the most part, these agencies were thoroughly integrated into our politics, and the American economy settled into a relatively stable equilibrium. In his 1952 book American Capitalism[3], John Kenneth Galbraith summed up this equilibrium via the concept of countervailing powers: big government, big business, and the big unions worked together to collaboratively manage the economy.

But by the 1960s, the cracks in this model were starting to show. A report prepared for President-elect Kennedy outlined the problem of regulatory capture, the process by which agencies intended to regulate private businesses got too close to their subjects and end up serving them instead[4]. And a new class of liberal intellectuals rose to prominence by pointing out the ways in which the political establishment’s plans sometimes rode roughshod over the citizens they were supposed to serve. Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring criticized the USDA’s indiscriminate use of pesticides, and Jane Jacobs’ grassroots movement successfully blocked Robert Moses—the ultimate agency man—from ramming a highway through the West Village.

[image: ]

Think about how fucked up New York would be if this had actually gotten built

For all their accomplishments, though, Carson, Jacobs, and other activists in their mold tended to stay in one lane. Their objections were to specific government plans, not to the entire structure of the plan-making apparatus. It would take someone who thought a little bigger to uproot the New Deal agency model entirely.

III.

Ralph Nader was born in 1934 to a pair of Lebanese immigrants in Winstead, Connecticut. Many prominent activists have dramatic origin stories, but not Nader: his family was well-off, and as far as I can tell, he had a happy childhood. The family did, however, have a moralizing strain: when Nader was offered a scholarship to Princeton, his father forced him to turn it down on the grounds that their family could afford to pay[5].

By his early twenties, Nader had become something of a hotshot at Harvard Law School, where he developed an interest in vehicle safety after one of his classmates was injured in a car crash. Post-World War II, highway construction had boomed and vehicle sales had boomed along with it, with U.S. car ownership tripling in the two decades following 1946. It was the era of Robert McNamara’s famous quote that “what’s good for GM is good for America.” But these cars were also pretty dangerous, with a per-capita vehicle death rate more than twice today’s. At Harvard, Nader proposed the then-groundbreaking, but now widely accepted, “double-injury theory”: the idea that a car accident is best conceptualized as consisting of two separate injuries, first the car itself hitting something and then the passengers hitting the inside of the car[6].

After graduating, Nader moved to D.C. to work for Daniel Patrick Moynihan, who would later become a powerful senator and the namesake for a disappointing train station but who at the time was JFK’s Assistant Secretary of Labor. Moynihan was also interested in auto safety, and he even had a contract to write a book about the issue modeled on Upton Sinclair’s meatpacking exposé The Jungle, but he never ended up completing it. (Presumably he was too distracted by his other work, like blaming Black poverty on “ghetto culture.”[7])

Into the void stepped Nader, who readily agreed to take over the contract. The resulting book, Unsafe at Any Speed, was published in 1965. It documented the way car manufacturers avidly resisted even simple safety improvements, and pushed for a cultural shift away from blaming accidents on individual drivers towards a more epidemiological approach that saw car accidents as a public health issue.

Unsafe at Any Speed was a modest success, but it didn’t make too much of a stir—until, that is, it came out that in their zeal to discredit Nader, GM. had hired a team of private investigators to dig up dirt on him, even enlisting a few young women to seduce him in an attempted entrapment[8]. Thanks to Nader’s ascetic lifestyle and complete lack of any interests outside of work, they failed spectacularly at getting anything compromising on him. But their clumsy attempts at subterfuge did manage to make Nader famous and his book a best-seller. Less than a year later, LBJ signed the Traffic Safety and Highway Safety Acts, largely due to Nader’s advocacy.

Almost single-handedly, Nader had kickstarted a new era of automotive regulation and set in motion a process that would make cars dramatically safer (albeit, unfortunately, also dramatically less cool-looking). He’d won a battle with the country’s largest company, and along the way he even got to hook up with some sexy women on GM’s dime.

Just kidding—when GM’s women invited him back to their apartment, ostensibly to “discuss foreign relations,” he suspected entrapment and declined. But he did later tell a reporter, in one of his rare attempts at humor, that “normally I would have obliged.”

[image: ]

Two sexy women attempting to seduce a young Ralph Nader. (Image by Dall-E)

IV.

At this point, the usual thing for someone in Nader’s position to do would be to write another book and continue their path of individual activism. But Nader had grander plans. He decided to become a new kind of entrepreneur—a self-appointed “lobbyist for the public interest” who’d spread his unconventional ways among other activists.

So he started a new organization dedicated to doing just that: the Center for the Study of Responsive Law. His newfound fame enabled him to recruit a prestigious group of young lawyers from elite schools, including President Taft’s great-grandson and Ed Cox, who married Richard Nixon’s daughter while working for Nader. “It’s like you’re looking at the names of the Pullman cars,” said one of Nader’s early employees, in a joke that today requires so much explanation I almost regret including it in this piece[9].

Now that we live in the world Nader created—where over 10% of the American private sector workforce is at nonprofits—it’s hard to see how groundbreaking this was. The 501(c)3 hadn’t even been created yet; what few such organizations existed tended to be structured around the interests of specific identity groups and, below the level of top leadership, staffed mostly by volunteers, like the NAACP and the League of Women Voters. Nader’s group was different: an advocacy organization with an employee base of full-time professionals, dedicated to the interests of the American public at large (or at least, what they saw as the interests of the American public[10]). In 1969, when the group started researching their first project, the Christian Science Monitor wrote:


So far as anyone can remember, nothing quite like this has happened in Washington before. A group of unofficial but informed outsiders…as a sort of civilian posse, has descended on a rather stuffy government commission, poked under sofas, and asked some rough questions.



A Washington Post columnist nicknamed the group “Nader’s Raiders,” and it stuck. The Raiders decide that their first target would be the Federal Trade Commission, which Nader believed had become too cozy with the businesses it was supposed to regulate and failed to live up to its ostensible mission of protecting the American consumer. They quickly wrote and released a blistering report that, among other things, accused the FTC of being rife with “alcoholism, spectacular lassitude, office absenteeism, and incompetence by even the most modest standard.”

Nader and his employees were pretty much all liberals. But they were a different kind of liberal than the ones who created the New Deal. The Vietnam War and the Civil Rights Movement (and, later, Watergate) had caused them to lose faith in government, and they were distrustful of so-called “experts” and of centralized power in general[11]. This distrust was why they operated through their own independent organizations, rather than by running for office or working with existing groups like the labor movement. Many of them were followers of the radical organizer Saul Alinsky, who emphasized an explanation for leadership failures that focused on structural issues, not individual choices. “Through experience,” he wrote, “you learn to see people not as sellouts and betrayers. [Morality is] largely a rationalization of the point you happen to occupy in the power pattern at a given time.”

In other words, it wasn’t simply a matter of getting the right people into power, as the very act of getting into power would mean they were no longer the right people. The only way to stay pure was to operate outside the system.

Nader also believed that if you wanted to accomplish something, you shouldn’t attack your enemies—you should attack your friends. Your enemies, after all, already hate you. But your friends are incentivized to listen. As such, his group’s FTC report primarily criticized Democrats. And Democrats were pissed. Speaker of the House Jim Wright later wrote that Nader was like a rookie football player who thinks you win games by tackling your own quarterback.

But Nader’s theory had legs. In the fallout from the report’s release, Congress gave the FTC expanded powers and mandated citizen participation in its decisions. His team soon ran the same playbook with, among many other things, workplace safety and air and water pollution. His team’s advocacy was instrumental in getting the Clean Air Act (1970) and Clean Water Acts (1971) passed, two of the largest pieces of environmental legislation of all time[12].

The Clean Air and Clean Water Acts had major differences with previous laws of their type, spurred by what Nader believed were flaws in the older approach. Although these laws continued to rely on agencies staffed with outside experts, they rejected the New Deal style of fully deferring to them. Instead, they gave the agencies they created extremely detailed mandates, procedures, and timelines. They required judicial review of agency decisions, and explicitly empowered citizens to sue the agencies for not following the rules. (Previously, it wasn’t clear that a random individual American would have standing in such a case.) As one of Nader’s top men said, these new laws were designed to be “government-proof.”

If Nader was famous after Unsafe at Any Speed, he became even more famous now. And his dream of getting more lawyers into public service had succeeded beyond his wildest expectations. In 1968, he gave a barnburner of a speech with a title that sounds like it was taken from a fantasy novel: “Law Schools and Law Firms: The Mordant Malaise or the Crumbling of the Old Order,” which railed against law schools for corrupting young lawyers. The next year, an entire one-third of Harvard Law’s graduating class applied to work with him.

This was despite the fact that Nader was, by all accounts, an absolutely atrocious boss, someone who had no interests outside of work and a nonexistent personal life. He never married or, as far as I know, had any romantic relationships whatsoever, ostensibly so he could devote himself to his career full-time. He pushed his employees to work hundred-hour weeks and was notorious for calling them while they were on vacation and berating them for not working.

By the mid-seventies, Nader was at the height of his influence. George McGovern briefly considered him for vice president, but Nader said no, and also refused entreaties to run as a third-party candidate—at this point, he was staunchly against getting involved in electoral politics. After Jimmy Carter received the Democratic nomination in 1976, he took a three-hour meeting with Nader, where Nader spent the entire time lecturing him about how government “really” worked. Supreme Court Justice Lewis Powell said, “Nader is the single most effective antagonist of American business,” which Nader probably took as a compliment.

But his real influence lay in the many other groups his example inspired. Some, like the Environmental Defense Fund, were explicitly modeled on Nader’s organizations. Others, like the Sierra Club, long predated Nader but began copying his tactics. The number of active nonprofits tripled during the 1970s.

Initially, the vast majority of these groups were left-leaning, but pretty soon conservative activists got in the game too. And why wouldn’t they? Although he’s often caricatured as a radical liberal, there was something very small-c conservative about the way Nader and his ilk operated. They were heavily distrustful of government and spent most of their time either publishing reports criticizing the government or just suing the government directly. (In the first two years of the Nader-inspired Sierra Club Legal Defense Fund, a whopping 70 of their 77 lawsuits were filed against the government!) And the laws they pushed for were designed with that distrust in mind.

Except it’s not totally accurate to call it a distrust of government. Because while, in Nader’s view, the legislative and executive branches may have been inevitably pulled towards corruption, there was one branch he and his allies did trust: the courts. Nader’s philosophy was one of justice by lawsuit. Make it easy for individual citizens, or the groups representing them, to sue, and the legal process will handle the rest. It was like Nader and his team had discovered a cheat code to punch way above their weight class. Litigation, said the Environmental Defense Fund, produced results “faster than by lobby, ballot box, or protest.”

And those results were often spectacular. Like when the Nader-founded Center for Law and Social Policy sued to stop construction of the Trans-Alaska pipeline under the new (and Nader-influenced) National Environmental Policy Act. CLASP, less than two years old when the lawsuit was filed, had only a dozen or so employees. And yet they managed to obtain an injunction that halted construction of the pipeline for several years. The world (or at least, the small part of it that paid attention to this sort of thing) was stunned. A tiny law firm that most people in DC hadn’t even heard of had, for the time being at least, stopped one of the largest and most ambitious engineering projects in American history.

V.

And so on, and so on, and so on. Nader and his acolytes spawned generations of copycats and they sued and advocated and sued and advocated and in response, we blanketed government agencies under new layers of rules that constrained how they could operate. The public interest movement wasn’t the only force behind this push for procedure, of course. But it was a major one.

Eventually we got to the America of today: one with tens of thousands of public interest nonprofits, and one where an ambitious young person who wants to make a difference in politics is far more likely to join a nonprofit that sues the government than to join the government itself.

Individually, the changes the public interest movement pushed for—among them, comment periods for rulemaking, thorough environmental review, pre-enforcement review of agency rules, and ubiquitous court challenges—seemed like reasonable ideas. But collectively, they stymied the government's ability to do anything. Ironically, the very policies the progressives of the seventies helped put in place now stand in the way of the government action today’s progressive movement demands.

And in hindsight, Nader’s belief that stricter procedures could prevent regulatory capture seems hopelessly naïve. As it turns out, reducing agencies’ discretion and layering on detailed processes doesn’t actually prevent the wealthy and powerful from taking advantage of the system. If anything, additional bureaucracy actually further enables such manipulation, since only the most dedicated and well-resourced actors can effectively game complex procedures.

Today, business groups dominate agency notice and comment periods, submitting almost ten time as many comments as public interest groups or individual citizens[13]. Industry submits over 80% of all comments to the EPA. And the Freedom of Information Act—championed by Nader, and hailed as an unprecedented mechanism for government transparency when it was passed in 1966—is today mostly used by businesses for profit-making purposes[14]. Among the many projects blocked or delayed by lawsuit activism—or the excessive legal review designed to preempt it—are public transit in Hawaii, wind farms on Cape Cod and upstate New York, and NYC congestion pricing, not to mention the millions of new homes around the country we should be building but aren’t.

The public interest movement’s legalistic approach also came with hidden costs. Their theory of change rested on the intense efforts of a small group of educated, elite insiders. As such, their fights often happened behind the scenes—they may have been acting in the public interest, but that didn’t always mean the public was interested. And their arguments, tuned for the courtroom, often relied on technicalities rather than on broad theories of justice.

But the courts are better at tearing down than they are at building up. Nader’s movement stopped or delayed a lot of things it was against, but it was much less effective at painting, let alone implementing, a positive vision of what should be built in their place. Single-mindedly pursuing this inside-game strategy also came at the expense of coalition and movement-building, which left many of these groups’ victories flimsier than they first appeared.

I don’t think it’s any coincidence that Nader’s most effective and enduring impact on American society—the push for auto safety that first made him famous—is also the one where, through TV appearances and his book, he built the broadest base of public support. Yes, the legislation he pushed for established stricter standards for how cars were built and tested. But the reason that legislation hasn’t been neutered by loopholes—and the reason those standards have continued to get tougher and tougher in the sixty years since—is because a majority of the public was convinced of Nader’s views.

Still, I don’t think any of this means Nader and his allies were necessarily wrong to pursue the strategy they did. The changes the public interest movement wrought did a lot of good, and it would be a mistake to suggest we’d have been better off without it just because the changes had some unintended consequences.

Besides, some of this backsliding was probably inevitable. The history of governance is one of constant see-sawing: we confidently implement a change we’re sure is going to fix everything, only to discover it has unexpected loopholes or unforeseen side effects. We get rid of earmarks to reduce corruption, only to find we’ve gummed up the works of Congress by removing an essential dealmaking tool. We push for open primaries to reduce the influence of men in smoke-filled rooms, only to find that we’ve opened a path to power for populist demagogues. And we create independent agencies staffed by outside experts who we think will be immune to the sleaziness of the political process, but they end up insufficiently responsive to the will of the people, so we add a bunch of rules and regulations to give the public a greater voice, but they end up monopolized by a small minority or stifling the agencies’ ability to accomplish anything at all.

It is the inherent nature of politics that no reform works forever, because the next generation of political entrepreneurs will inevitably discover new ways to bend the process to their will. Eventually, there will always be another Dick Fosbury revealing a way to work the system that no one saw coming.
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The Fosbury flop, a high jump style where you arch yourself backwards over the pole, was revolutionary when its namesake used it to win the gold medal in the 1968 Summer Olympics.

Still, I do think some of the blame for the way this all panned out can be laid on Nader’s particular personal idiosyncrasies. His ironclad black-and-white view of the world, combined with his near-pathological aversion to dealmaking and compromise, made him uniquely suited to a form of activism that focused on regulatory and legal action rather than coalition-building and electoral politics. Nader was infamously rigid and inflexible, so it’s no surprise that his movement was too. But a less rules-oriented movement might have created fewer of the bureaucratic barriers that have now become a hindrance to progressive action.

Much like the movement whose story it tells, Public Citizens the book is a worthwhile project that nonetheless suffers from significant flaws. The main problem is that it can’t decide if it’s a historical narrative or a work of political theory. As a work of political theory, it doesn’t take nearly a strong enough stand—I’ve made explicit a lot of claims that are only lightly implied in the book. I think we’re making the same argument, but the book makes its argument with such a delicate touch that it’s hard to be 100% sure.

As a historical narrative, Public Citizens has a much simpler problem: it’s boring. The author writes like an academic (which, to be fair, he is), and the book is quite light on colorful details. The uncreative chapter titles (chapter three is called “Creating Public Interest Firms”) give you a taste of what the writing is like. One particularly egregious issue is how little biographical information is provided about Nader, even though the majority of the book is about him. For someone who apparently subscribes to the Great Man theory of history, the author includes surprisingly little information about the Great Men themselves. Any interesting biographical fact you read in this review—even something as basic as the fact that Nader never married—is almost certainly something I found through other sources.

Paradoxically, this book manages to be simultaneously boring and too concise. It’s over in less than 200 generously-spaced pages, and I frequently had to look stuff up on the internet to get a full understanding of what was going on. I get the sense that the author is trying to give this book mass appeal, but come on: anyone who’s willing to read a nerdy book like this is willing to read an additional hundred pages or so. Besides, Robert Caro and Ron Chernow have proven that people will read thousand-page tomes if the story is compelling and the details are juicy.

Basically, my critique of Public Citizens is like that old Catskills joke about the restaurant where the food is terrible—and the portions are too small.

VI.

We’re now over four thousand words into this review, and I’ve barely even mentioned the 2000 election. While that infamous debacle isn’t a core part of this story, I do think it’s worth a quick postscript. How did someone like Nader—a staunch believer in staying outside the system who repeatedly refused his supporters’ requests that he seek elected office—end up running a doomed third-party campaign, and in the process help elect a president who worsened America way more than Nader ever improved it?

The answer starts with Nader’s uncompromising moral worldview. There never has been, and probably never will be, a president who lived up to his extreme standards. Take Jimmy Carter: even though Carter granted Nader unprecedented personal access, and even though many Naderites had high-level positions in Carter’s administration, Nader did nothing but criticize him, and in fact actively undermined his re-election[15]. “Reagan will help [our movement]” by galvanizing the opposition, Nader predicted, comically inaccurately. Decades later he finally admitted that Carter had in fact been the most pro-consumer president of his lifetime.

So of course when the nineties came around Nader viewed the Clintons with equal disdain, oblivious to the fact that the anti-government liberalism he pioneered was part of what brought about “Third Way” Democrats like Clinton and Gore. Like that Rage Against the Machine video, he saw Bush and Gore as one and the same—“tweedledee and tweedledum,” he called them. Having learned nothing from the Reagan years, he once again inaccurately predicted that a Bush victory would actually be better for the country, because it would fire up the progressive movement.
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“Testify,” Rage Against the Machine’s 2000 banger, showed Bush and Gore repeatedly morphing into the same person

But it really seems like another piece of the puzzle is that Nader just wanted attention. Despite his unassuming nature, he loved the spotlight, and he’d been in it a lot less since the late seventies, when his career had peaked. Now here he was, on TV all the time and being treated like a major candidate. He bragged to Jim Lehrer that he was qualified to be president because “no one has sued the government more than me.”

Of course, I’m sure Nader would say that it was his ideas he wanted attention for, not himself. But if the movement was really all he cared about, he probably would have listened when twelve of his most prominent former acolytes wrote an open letter begging him to stop his kamikaze strategy of telling everyone there was no difference between the two major candidates. Not only did Nader ignore them, he doubled down, campaigning extensively in Florida as election day approached.

We all know how the story ends. Nader tipped the election to Bush, who did such a bad job that even his own party completely repudiated his legacy. The war on terror caused far more death and destruction than Nader’s seatbelt mandates ever prevented. And just like that other Bush, Jeb!, Ralph Nader ended his career as a joke, remembered more for his one epic faceplant than for any of his actual accomplishments.


Notes


[1]

At the time, it wasn’t a sure thing that this delegation of congressional powers was constitutional, but it has since become such a core part of how our government works that most people don’t even realize it only dates back to the 20th century. As Elena Kagan once wrote, “if [this kind of delegation] is unconstitutional, then most of government is unconstitutional.”



[2]

Government agencies don’t have very creative names.



[3]

Books by government employees usually don’t have very creative names either.



[4]

Many see regulatory capture as a process of straight-up corruption, but the report’s author— former Civil Aeronautics Board chairman James Landis —proposed a more subtle mechanism: after spending so much time with the people they’re regulating, regulators genuinely and honestly come closer to their points of view.



[5]

Don’t worry, Nader still made it to Princeton—presumably, his dad ponied up.



[6]

I’m still not sure why this was the kind of thing someone would study in law school.



[7]

Okay, this is a slightly unfair dig at Moynihan, who was genuinely concerned with the plight of African-Americans, even if his analysis of its causes seems retrograde today.



[8]

GM still denies this last part, but it definitely happened.



[9]

Pullman made train cars; in the days before widespread air-travel, the super-rich would have private luxury cars with their names on them.



[10]

The one exception to this employee base: Nader himself. Recognizing that he was too prickly and independent to be employed anywhere, even at an organization of his own creation, Nader oversaw the center but didn’t technically work for it.



[11]

This is also why Nader, unlike many liberals of the era, never even flirted with communism.



[12]

Fun fact that I couldn’t find a place for anywhere else: Nader distrusted unions for the same reason he distrusted all forms of centralized power, and he refused to work with them on his workplace safety advocacy. His skepticism was vindicated when he recruited an opposition candidate to run against the president of the United Mine Workers union, and the union boss had the opposition candidate murdered. Unions in the 70’s were crazy!



[13]

Technically, federal agencies don’t have to consider the volume of comments for or against a proposed rule, only the quality—but those same studies found that comments submitted by businesses are usually of higher quality as well. They can easily hire experts to help them craft thoughtful, well-researched comments, whereas the average citizen who closely follows agency rulemaking tends to be, well, a little nuts.



[14]

Including my own—my former startup occasionally used FOIA exactly like this.



[15]

The criticism even extended to Nader’s friends in the government. When his old colleague Joan Claybrook, now head of the National Highway Traffic Safety Administration, took slightly longer than Nader wanted to implement a new airbag mandate, he publicly excoriated her.






Python Data Science Handbook

This is a review of an O’Reilly book, so something between a textbook and a “how to” book. It’s a different book than most of the book review targets for Astral Codex Ten. Still, given the audience of the site and the topic, I thought it might be interesting to the readership. I was looking for something that would get me back into doing some data analysis. So, if you know some Python and some data analysis, is this a good book to refresh and get some practice on those topics? Yes, it’s pretty good, even without any previous data analysis experience. For me, the book ticked a number of boxes:


	It uses Python

	The second edition was just released, so it should use a fairly recent version of Python 3.

	The modules I wanted to learn and the ones used by the book overlap nicely (NumPy, Pandas, and SciPy).

	The book recommends Anaconda, which is the version of Python I already use.

	It is focused on local execution. I didn’t want to mix in cloud services or how to tackle very large (>10GB datasets).

	It has a free, on-line version. I bought the Kindle version at Amazon, but I really like imagining I could give a class at a local library or community center for free.



While reading the book, with this review in mind, I noticed a few things about formatting worth mentioning. First, a few of the Amazon reviews mentioned that the print version was in black and white. I was going to read mainly on a new Kindle Scribe, so I was going to end up there anyway and thought that it might be a feature in my case. It turns out, things are weird these days. The book looked great on the Scribe and the images didn’t seem to suffer too much from being in B&W at first. However, all the figures seemed to be wrong. After I was sure that it was not just me, I put in an errata on the web site for the book (at least I could do that easily). After working another chapter, it was intolerable and I went to leave a review on Amazon in case no one was looking at the errata. As soon as I hit submit and went back to the book, it auto-updated and all the figures were fine. I assume the printed book was fine because someone looked before ordering a few pallets worth of them. I also submitted more minor coding errors that I assume were not caught, but I assume will be fixed soon in the Kindle edition and presumably in the online version, eventually. In addition, the Kindle version is actually in color and displays as such on a phone or other Kindle app capable of color. I found that reading on an iPad in landscape orientation was my favorite. The Kindle Scribe version seemed to have an issue of not using a fixed-width font for code and did not work with the free-form pen notes. Regular notes worked fine. It seems publishers and writers have more to watch out for these days.

I am going to organize the main part of the book review in the same parts the book is in, with a final summary and a use case exploration after.

Part I - Jupyter: Beyond Normal Python

This part (and the preface) walks you through some of the setup and infrastructure choices to get you started with Python for data science and then gives tips for using the IPython interpreter. The book assumes you already know a bit about programming and/or Python, so it moves pretty quickly through setup without step-by-step instructions. The book recommends the Miniconda installation of Python. I already like to install the full distribution of Anaconda which works fine and most items are already installed. I like to use the Spider Python integrated development environment that comes with the full Anaconda distribution and it uses IPython as its shell to run scripts in. I was able to launch Spider and try the interpreter extensions mentioned (this is about half of the entire section) without much trouble. If using Spider, this needs to go in the IPython console instead of the text editor. I didn’t want to install a bunch of things with pip and tried to stay with the things that were available with the standard, full Anaconda distribution (the rest of the book does not seem to need the pip-installed items for IPython). If I do want to give a class or for readers to easily reproduce the exploration at the end of this, it would be nice to minimize or eliminate the outside installs. Also, if you are behind a firewall it is sometimes tricky to get those to play nicely with a proxy server.

I had forgotten about the “magic” commands that I had learned once upon a time using Jupyter notebooks and didn’t know they worked in the interpreter I was already using. This was a good reminder of those. %timeit is useful and used through the book. The magic command to switch the traceback mode to include variable values at the point of failure (%xmode Verbose) was new to me and should be quite useful (I would need to do a debug run or put in print functions otherwise). I skipped the memory profiling that needed additional installs and never missed it. I also glossed over debugger commands as I use the ones from the Spider interface for debugging. I don’t think those choices will impact the rest of the book and, outside of a sometimes annoying command completion, Spider is great, so I used that. Despite the fact that I chose some slightly different tools, I think the author made reasonable choices in toolset and covered their use in detail (too much maybe). I certainly learned enough material to make it worth reading the section.

Part II - Introduction to NumPy

Since I installed the full Anaconda distribution, NumPy is already available to me and the version is very close to the one noted in the book. The book’s overview of differences between a NumPy array and a Python list could probably be more concise without losing anything. I like the wide range of examples given to get starting arrays and it’s a good overview or review from beginner to intermediate level. The same feels true for manipulating the arrays with slicing, joining and reshaping. It also nicely calls out the possible errors and slight differences between Python lists and NumPy arrays when doing these things. It’s a good middle ground between fast enough for someone that just needs a refresh on these things and detailed enough for someone new to NumPy. The coverage of built-in functions that can operate on NumPy arrays seems to be at the right level and the covered edge case of specifying output locations to save memory is something I missed in the past. These are the types of tips that make the book better than just running through the NumPy quickstart guide itself. The reduce and accumulate functions were new to me also.

The section continues similarly with nice items I had not noticed previously, like NaN-safe functions that will probably be very useful on messy input data. The book also starts to use some input files, but some care might be needed as these have to be downloaded from a Git site and put in a compatible spot. It also assumes Linux or Mac, so if you are following along on Windows, don’t be surprised if there are some errors. Since Windows does not have curl; wait… does it? It does now and it seems to work fine with the magic command from the Ipython terminal. I also just typed in the URL on many of these and right-clicked to save-as in Chrome which also works. In one case, the data shown in the book seemed to differ slightly with that at Git. I did not use the interactive plot mode as it is not Spyder friendly. One can start a script with:

plt.ioff()

And then finish each plot with:

plt.show()

To get along better with the Spyder defaults. When the book did an update to a plot, I would just add it to the script I had for the chapter and then rerun that part.

There is a broadcasting example on 2D point distances that is close enough to be able to adapt to an Advent of Code puzzle I looked at recently, so let’s try it. Advent of Code for 2018, day 25 has a puzzle that needs 4D point distances. Without going through the puzzle here, and just breaking out a part that fits, let’s get all the distances between a set of points and save them. Running with 1098 4D points in a version with just Python for loops gives a time of 518ms

def distances(points):

pd = dict()

for p in points:

    cur\_distances = []

    for p<sup class="fn-ref" data-fn-id="2" id="fn-ref-2">[2]</sup> in points:

        cur\_distances.append(get\_dist(p, p<sup class="fn-ref" data-fn-id="2">[2]</sup>))

    pd[tuple(p)] = cur\_distances

return(pd)


The version with NumPy and without loops gives a time of 28.8ms

def distances(points):

# Need a list with a new axis to get the broadcasting to work correctly

new1d\_points = points[np.newaxis,:,:]

new2d\_points = points[:,np.newaxis,:]

point\_differences = abs(new1d\_points - new2d\_points)

return(np.sum(point\_differences, axis=2))


The description of Boolean masking and the |, &, and, or operations seemed pretty good and internally consistent. If I were to continue the example from “Advent of Code” above, this would allow me to filter the distances that are three or less. I would have liked a few more pages of broadcasting examples and getting things that would be tempting to do with loops into vector operations. I will need to force myself to do some more Advent of Code or other practice using NumPy. A minor complaint is that the prints from the actual console look much nicer than the output in the book. This could be fixed with an update to the Kindle version. Also, more reminders about new objects vs. updating existing ones might be nice.

Part III - Data Manipulation with Pandas

The introduction to Pandas Series, Index and DataFrame objects seems quite good with a good number of examples. In previous passes at learning Pandas, the Series and Index objects seem to have been skipped and the fuller description is concise and seems worthwhile. It seems like a natural bridge to imports from spreadsheets with combinations of row and column names. MultiIndex is like a pivot table and seemed to be missed in my last learning round. Since it was added, maybe it was not there last time I looked at Pandas? Since MultiIndex works nicely with dictionaries with tuple based keys I might get some practice with it by reworking Advent of Code solutions where I used tuple keys. Again, good descriptions of combining sets, but with a helper function to compare results that probably does not work outside of Jupiter. The book output actually looks considerably worse than just listing or printing the DataFrame. For a print comparison alternative, this is working pretty well:

print(df[1], df[2], sep='\n\n')

It seems the same with the try: except: blocks. They seem to be more trouble than they are worth (of course they would be important in real code, but only more to type here). The book skips that the DataFrame append method is deprecated. Not a big deal, but I would drop any content that is not recommended or would lead to future issues (it does give an efficiency reason that it might not be a good idea to use and hint at better methods in the next chapter).This section had more minor errata, like capitalization in code and output.

The merge operations covered are another thing I think I missed on my last pass through Pandas and seems very useful. It is covered clearly and with the right amount of examples. There are some examples of downloading and operating on CSV files, which seems more like what would happen when actually starting to do data analysis. This is followed with useful examples for combining and cleaning mismatched data and also seems like what one would find in an actual project. There is some introduction to SQL-like functions (like unique()) and a query function that seems to take a text matching string of some type (looks like a Python eval?). It all seems very useful in the right situation.

The book then makes use of loading up included datasets, like Iris (plant data) and something that is like MNIST (handwritten digits). I thought stacking indexes was basically a pivot table (and it still seems to be), but there is a pivot_table function also and, again, I think I missed it last time through Pandas. The next items covered are text, time and data cleanup. This I remember, but the book does a better and more complete walkthrough. However, in trying to use DataReader, it not only needs to be installed, but also does not work after installation. There are some on-line solutions in StackOverflow, but it would be good to use reliable data sources in a book. I used a version of one of the yfinance solutions from StackOverflow. In case you need it, install from an Anaconda command prompt with:

conda install -c conda-forge yfinance

Then get the DataFrame with something like:

sp500 = yf.download('^GSPC', datetime(2018,1,1), datetime(2022,12,30))

The graphs are neat with a good number of examples on slicing time series in interesting ways. Spider saves a history of all your plots in its plots tab and this chapter (24) resulted in a neat list:
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Part IV - Visualization with Matplotlib

There have been quite a number of plots in the book by this point and I already mentioned what worked for me with Spyder, but here is a more complete example in case it helps someone:

# Turn off interactive mode to stack plt instructions

plt.ioff()

# If you need to undo this

# plt.ion()

# use plt.show() to draw the stacked output

x = np.linspace(0,10,100)

plt.plot(x, np.sin(x))

plt.show()

Something like this allowed me to follow along in the book via Spyder instead of via IPython or Jupiter and get nice plots in the Plots tab. If you can get it to print in Syder, you can save with a right-click on the plot. Much of the content about plotting in chapter 26 was covered in other places of the book already so it could have been combined with 25 and reduced to just new stuff. Chapters 27 and 28 do a lot of plotting and work in some good practice of NumPy. I liked how it got me thinking about different ways to display data and even some short-cuts if you need to bin data with NumPy histogram functions. Chapter 29 and 30 covers legends color bars respectively and both could have been consolidated into other places. Still, some pretty neat examples. Chapter 31 seems to have secret sauce parameters for subplot() to get it to look correct and might be worth a bookmark or a personally saved example. The book has good call-outs where indexing gets weird for subplots and interesting NumPy return types. Whenever the author says “I usually use this for…” it seems like a really nice example follows. Maybe saving these with very descriptive names would be good for lookup later. Chapter 32 has a number of good labeling examples and a general recommendation of which function to use and which not to. Chapter 33 covers tick marks and I am guessing I will have to look this up on the rare occasion where deviating from the default is necessary. Chapter 34 covers customizing the look of the plots, but I would have liked more focus on Seaborn instead. Chapter 35 moves to 3d plotting which had some neat visualizations, but was a bit too function driven and not enough data analysis driven for my taste (I would have liked data set examples instead). If you want nice, easy figures and quick data analysis, Chapter 36 supplies those. If you only have time to cover one graphing chapter, this is the one.
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Part V - Machine Learning

The introduction and chapters 37 and 38 go into machine learning fairly quickly at a nice pace for someone that already knows some Python and a little about ML. It has a nice overview of the approach that SciKitLearn takes that often seems to get skipped in on-line descriptions. Good, classic ML examples are included. Chapter 39 is a good discussion of model complexity and data size trade-offs with examples of how to test that with SciKitLearn. One missed opportunity here might have been to point out the benefits of choosing the simpler model when there is either not much accuracy gained or a simpler model is more explainable. If I read the example code for this part correctly, there is not a robust holdout and the underlying generation of the data is second degree.
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So the gain of higher degree fits is false and just a random noise fit from degrees 3-20. Each degree of freedom in your research project needs another holdout (test) set. The theory covered seems sound though and maybe I missed something in the example. Chapter 40 covers feature engineering and pipelines. It might also be consolidated into other chapters, but good to cover (maybe best combined with chapter 50?).

Since I was reading this mostly for data analysis over machine learning, I allowed myself to just read the “In Depth” chapters without running all the code. Chapters 41-49 cover specific ML approaches and 50 covers an application pipeline example. I did run the code bits that seemed like they might be quickly applicable to a near future investigation or just fun to try. I would recommend working the “Predicting Bicycle Traffic'' example in chapter 42. The linear regression method covered here is typical to look at what is correlated to the item being predicted in a way that could lead to a causal investigation (bonus: crazy math to compute hours of daylight). This example is good at pulling together different bits of data for analysis, but does not cover pitfalls and assumptions. I think linear regression is used so broadly that some attention to those would be a great addition and moving it into a non in-depth chapter is warranted. Using the classic Boston housing data set:

from sklearn.datasets import load_boston

which is broadly used elsewhere, would allow discussing the pitfalls and give exposure to the dataset. One thing seemed to be missing from the overall ML discussion; when to normalize features. There was a lot of detail before handing off to other sources and I would have liked to see a little about this somewhere.

In Summary

As soon as the figures got fixed, I found I liked the book and would recommend it if you had similar goals to mine. You should also find a format that works for you as it is in print, Kindle on multiple devices (B&W or color) and on-line. If I were to eventually put on a class, I think I would use the book and select a subset of chapters to match the goals of the class. I would probably make some adjustments to fix the couple things still broken or showing warnings and hope the author fixes these (there aren’t too many). The book covers pretty much everything I thought should be covered, save normalizing data, and offered plenty of new things and little bits (like sns.lmplot() can give a row of subplots using a column ID) that should directly help in practice. The book is nicely self-reinforcing with modules used again in multiple parts of the book, usually with a similar style. I would have liked even more of this, like using Seaborn pretty much exclusively everywhere. When I went out to a couple bits of supplemental material referred to in the book, it seemed pretty high quality and worth looking at. For instance, the author pointed to a list of ways to make visualizations better and it not only seems like a good frame to use, but did you know that Matlibplot has an XKCD filter?

What next?

So as not to forget what I just learned, I plan to roll through a series of data analysis topics, mostly to look for a style and practice a set of tools. The next sections will be one of these in a time boxed way, but others might include:


	Air pollution

	Water quality

	Safety by job type

	Education format differences (the data seems tough here)

	Local crime

	Government spending

	Anything else the pops up in the news (like train safety maybe)

	Advent of Code, forcing myself to use NumPy and maybe some the of other tools



This would mainly be for practice, so it’s OK if they have been done before. Then if I feel confident enough and time allows, maybe the class. After doing just the couple empirical examples that follow, it may take some time to build that confidence.

Empirical Example - Kelly Bets

There was an ACX post Kelly Bets On Civilization where the math was left to the Wikipedia page on Kelly criterion, but I thought it would be a good simulation example that could use plotting and NumPy. First a version without NumPy

import random

import pandas as pd

import matplotlib.pyplot as plt

import seaborn as sns

from time import time

TS = time()

STARTING_MONEY = 100

NUM_BETS = 100

NUM_ROUNDS = 100

results = [0 for x in range(100)]

random.seed(1701)

for cur_round in range(1, NUM_ROUNDS+1):

for bet\_percent in range(1,101):

    bp = bet\_percent/100

    money = STARTING\_MONEY

    for y in range(NUM\_BETS):

        result = random.randrange(1,101)

        win = -1

        if result < 76:

            win = 1

        money += round(money \* win \* bp)

    results[bet\_percent - 1] += (money - results[bet\_percent - 1]) \\

        / cur\_round


data = pd.DataFrame(results, columns=['Total Money'])

data.index += 1

sns.set()

g = sns.scatterplot(data=data)

g.set(yscale='symlog') # not log or zeros will not show

plt.show()

TF = time()

print("Took", (TF-TS), "seconds")

This assumes 100 bets in a row, averages 100 rounds and takes ~1.2 seconds.
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I found I could not really convert this to NumPy nicely, but this was my attempt:

import numpy as np

import pandas as pd

import matplotlib.pyplot as plt

import seaborn as sns

from time import time

TS = time()

STARTING_MONEY = 100

WIN_PERCENT = 75

NUM_BETS = 100

NUM_ROUNDS = 100

results = [0 for x in range(100)]

# Set a seed so folks can duplicate my results

rng = np.random.default_rng(1701)

for cur_round in range(1, NUM_ROUNDS+1):

# get wins for this series of bets

wins = (np.random.randint(0, 100, size=NUM\_BETS) < WIN\_PERCENT).astype(int)

wins[wins == 0] = -1

for bet\_percent in range(1,101):

    bp = bet\_percent/100

    money = STARTING\_MONEY

    for y in range(NUM\_BETS):

        money += round(money \* wins[y] \* bp)

    results[bet\_percent - 1] += (money - results[bet\_percent - 1]) \\

        / cur\_round


data = pd.DataFrame(results, columns=['Total Money'])

data.index += 1

sns.set()

g = sns.scatterplot(data=data)

g.set(yscale='symlog') # not log or zeros will not show

plt.show()

TF = time()

print("Took", (TF-TS), "seconds")

This only pulls the random number generation outside the inner loop, uses the NumPy generator and runs all the inner, percent bets on the same draws. It actually runs longer, at about 3.5 seconds.
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Then for completeness, here are 1000 bets in a row using the first method.
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You can start to see where the 50% amount referred to in the Kelly Bets on Civilization article comes from. The very large integers also seem to start messing with the axis labels. Searching a bit seems to say there are Markov Chain tools I could use to make this go faster (and maybe use floats), but at least it’s trending towards the same number given in the post. I could only find about 20% of what I needed to work through this in the book. It did provide the base I was building on and it helps to have some of the terminology before searching.

Empirical Example - A Look at Some ACX 2022 Survey Results

I figured it might also be good to have a short look at the 2022 ACX survey results. The first column that would seem to need some work to interpret was the age. This turned out to be harder than any example in the book made it out to be. It did say data cleaning was a lot of the work and that is also what I remembered. For a taste, here are the issues from getting the data to fixing the age column:


Notes


[2]

Xlsxs can be exported to CSV in several encodings, tried one



[1]

CSV download failed, but xlsx worked



[3]

The error turning this into a DataFrame gave the default, expected encoding, so re-exported and re-created the DataFrame



[4]

The book didn’t have an example of converting a range to a number, but did suggest that in cases like this, where there is some natural ordering, that a proxy number might be OK.



[5]

StackOverflow provided something close that used regex to get the ends of the range and then averaged them, so tried that, but had to figure out that the ‘-’ in the xlsx did not export as the keyboard ‘-’ and had to be copy/pasted to work (frustrating to figure out).



[6]

The “less than 15” category did not work with the regex given, so I had to use regex101 to figure out how to get the digits from either of the formats.



[7]

There were missing entries, so I needed to set the flag to handle those.



[8]

The number 75 was repeated in the set of ranges and the “less than 15” category ended up as just 15, but I figured these were OK to just leave for this experiment.

Again the book covered how to fix about 20% of this, but I stopped looking for the answers in the book as searching the web was usually faster and addressed any issue. Not the book’s fault as it is not meant to do that fully.

Next I noticed the “Profession” question and figured that it would be good to estimate how many readers might be interested in a review of a Python book. I was hoping I could just get a histogram of the professions and eyeball how many might have some Python users. You can get one pretty much straight from the book, but it took about five more searches to fix various things to make it look reasonable enough to include.
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About 40% of responders work in something to do with computers (three categories) and lots of representation in other categories that might use Python, so that’s a good sign.

Finally, since we fixed the ages, maybe we should try a linear regression vs. age on something. The ACX post that showed up while I was finishing this was Why Do Transgender People Report Hypermobile Joints? In the comments, there was some speculation that younger people might know about and report hypermobile joints or Ehlers-Danlos syndrome more and older folks might just call it being double-jointed. If so, the percent of those saying “No” to the ACX survey question about this should go up with age.
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This would seem to lend some support, although the age bins are not balanced so we are violating the linear regression rules a bit.
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If we tossed the <=15 and 75-80 groups it would be a stronger argument, but probably wouldn’t change the line much.

There’s a ton more to investigate, but I will leave it here with a listing of the code for the survey exploration.

import pandas as pd

import matplotlib.pyplot as plt

import seaborn as sns

acx = pd.read_csv('acxs22UTF8.csv')

# Let's also put the result in a new column

acx['Age_num'] = acx['Age'].str.extract('(\d+) – (\d+)|<= (\d+)').\

astype('float').mean(axis=1, skipna=True)


# Bin survey takers by profession

plt.ioff()

sns.set()

fig, ax = plt.subplots(figsize=(12, 6))

sns.histplot(data=acx['Profession'], stat='probability', ax=ax)

plt.xticks(rotation=45, ha='right')

plt.ylabel('Portion of respondents')

plt.show()

# Find the column that applies to hypermobility

for x in acx.columns:

print(x)


# What are the types of responses?

print(acx['Do you have Ehlers-Danlos or another joint hypermobility syndrome?'].unique())

# Make a column with a shorter name

acx['hypermobile'] = acx['Do you have Ehlers-Danlos or another joint hypermobility syndrome?']

df = acx[['Age_num', 'hypermobile']].dropna()

# Group all the non-No responses to False

df['hypermobileTF'] = df['hypermobile'] == 'No'

g = df.groupby('Age_num')['hypermobileTF'].mean()

# Seem to need some regrouping to get the plot to go

g = pd.DataFrame(g)

g['Age'] = g.index

sns.regplot(x='Age', y='hypermobileTF', data=g)

plt.title("Percent responding No")

plt.show()

# Show the age bins

sns.displot(acx['Age_num'])

plt.show()

OK, one more note, asking ChatGPT how to do the Python thing you want to do is surprisingly effective and efficient.






Range: Why Generalists Triumph in a Specialized World, by David Epstein

Introduction

Why I read this book

Range: Why Generalists Triumph in a Specialized World is a book about generalists: people who apply themselves in a variety of different fields. And it's pretty much the only book about generalists that's gotten any substantial traction in popular culture. I'm an extreme generalist myself—so much so that I started a blog about it (I feel weird plugging it up front so I'm going to link to it at the end). So, this book was kind of required reading for me.

Based on the branding, I assume that most people who read it suspect themselves of being generalists and are hoping to receive some validation and encouragement toward that identity. I myself went in already knowing that I'm a generalist, not really caring whether the book's contents validate that, because it's a core part of myself that I'm not willing (or maybe even able) to change.

I was interested to see what positive points the author would make about generalism because, aside from what I know of my own experience, I don't really see such points made in popular culture.

TLDR

Most of the content in this book is vignettes of generalists throughout history—what they did and how they achieved greater things than their specialist peers. It also contains a lot of informal reports on studies and surveys that show the traits of generalism succeeding in different contexts.

The book's main conclusions are that 1) people with range, especially range early in their careers, do better in the long run, and 2) organizations with range in their constituents also do better.

Yeah, the conclusions are pretty overdetermined. You know what all the studies and anecdotes are going to show, and unfortunately it can get pretty dry as there are a lot of studies and anecdotes. Ironically, I'd say David Epstein approached this subject from a single angle, and it would've benefited from a more varied approach. I would've liked to see some analysis on the psychology of generalists, how generalism was viewed throughout history (why it was idealized in some periods and not others), and at least some lip service toward the pitfalls of generalism.

Anyway, don't worry about dryness. There are a handful of very compelling ideas in this book, which I'll present below with their original contexts, a bit of extra analysis, and some connections to other ideas popular in the ACX space.

Context of the work

This book, published by pop science journalist David Epstein in 2019, inherited the world of what I'd call the Neat Tricks Backed By Science books. Or the Stephen-Pinker-Adjacent books. In different places, Epstein mentions and gives direct responses to the works Thinking Fast and Slow by Daniel Kahneman, Grit by Angela Duckworth, and Battle Hymn of the Tiger Mother by Amy Chua. In terms of style and structure and the way it justifies its claims, it very much belongs in that genre.

It's interesting, though, to see a work of this kind explicitly go against the other works. The Neat Trick genre is supposed to overturn old ways of thinking, not other new ways. For Angela Duckworth saying, "IQ doesn't matter as much as you think; grit matters more," Epstein then says, "Grit doesn't matter as much as you think, match-quality decisions matter more." His going against contemporary thinkers when he really didn't need to mention them at all demonstrates, in my view, a bit of extra conviction.

Is it actually true?

With books like this, I'm more skeptical than the target reader is. I can imagine generalist-curious people eagerly interpreting it as confirmation that their constant task-switching is a good trait and not just low attention span or the fear of failure.

I would say I'm not overwhelmed with the evidence, because even though there's an overwhelming volume of it, this content is not the most robust form of evidence. The anecdotes about great generalists, well, they're anecdotes. But they're inspiring, and they do move the needle a bit, mainly by showing that a lot of generalists are "hiding in plain sight."

The studies and surveys, well, I've seen enough non-replicating studies to take all of this with a lot of salt. There are no meta-analyses here, so you just have to hope that the studies were done well and without any bias toward the "generalists better" conclusion. The same goes for Epstein's curation of the studies. If you want a quick benchmark for "How reliable are these claims," I'd look at this paper finding R-index values for Thinking Fast and Slow. Like I said, Range is in the same genre as TFaS, written for the same audience, so I'd expect the same level of epistemic rigor (that is, not stellar).

Personally, the major updates I made are something like:


	A lot more top achievers are generalists than you might think, because their generalism often doesn't make it into the biographical content that you'd see at a glance.

	Specialists today are more specialist than at any other time in history, and the pitfalls of specialism (in a word, narrow thinking) are more pronounced. This makes generalists more valuable as a way to counter that.

	The kinds of problems that lend themselves to specialization are often the less interesting problems. Incidentally, they are also most easily solved by AI, which is something problem-solvers might want to consider in Current Year.



Now let's look at the fun parts.

Kind and wicked

Epstein notes that some activities, like chess and golf, lend themselves to specialization, and so the people at the top of those fields are usually those who started at an early age and focused on little else. Epstein surfaces a conclusion from Kahneman's psychology research: the difference between kind learning environments (those with a limited, defined set of parameters, where patterns repeat and feedback is immediate) and wicked learning environments (where the rules are unclear or incomplete, feedback is delayed or inaccurate, and patterns aren't obvious).

The kind:wicked dichotomy kind of matches finite:infinite games. It's not a perfect match—a wicked learning environment can still be a finite game, like "2x your company's monthly active users, somehow." But infinite games have a lot of the characteristics that wicked environments usually have: a wide array of choices, unpredictable outcomes, and no well defined end state to work backwards from.

Kind environments lend themselves to what Epstein calls "chunking"—really just "data compression" or "relying on categories" or "using broad heuristics." Chess is a kind learning environment, where the mind can learn to identify patterns that repeat often. Chess grandmasters can look at a given game-state for a split second and then replicate it on the board in front of them, but when the pieces are arranged into an impossible game-state, they can't do it. This demonstrates that it's not raw memory that sets chess masters apart, but the efficient compression of data that is familiar.

Now, Epstein mentions that AI systems are very good at performing in kind learning environments. What I really like here is how he drew a timeline of AI performance progress—chess, Jeopardy, Starcraft, driving, statistical analysis—and then pointed out that this is also a spectrum from kind to wicked learning environments. Chess was solved decades ago, Starcraft only recently, and driving still in progress. The larger and more varied the game, the more sophisticated systems are needed to navigate it.

What I also like is that Epstein avoids saying, "AI can only win in kind learning environments," which would've been easier to say in 2019 than now. He makes no claim that AI progress will halt somewhere, but only points out that wicked learning environments are taking longer, as a way to show that they're qualitatively different.

Shots fired

I promised some beef with those other pop science books, so I'll relay that here. These weren't the most compelling chapters for me, but I'll outline Epstein's takes on two of the big ideas in this idea ecosystem.

Against tiger mothering

Apparently early specialization in musical practice and performance was a major part of Amy Chua's parenting. If it wasn't, well, this is the only angle from which Epstein opposes the whole Tiger Mom method. He brings up a list of prolific musicians who all spent significant time in a state of "musical generalism," as opposed to the very early, highly structured training that Chua put her daughters through.

He points to the figlie del coro, a group of female musicians in 18th Century Venice. They were possibly the greatest musicians the Western world had ever seen at the time, and they each played three to five different instruments. They didn't have extensive practice regimens—they lived simple lives and spent a lot of time doing chores in the orphanage they belonged to. What set them apart? Epstein says it was their wide range of musical experience, and also the opportunity to test and figure out which instrument was truly the best fit.

He goes on to highlight the importance of a "sampling period" in the lives of other top musicians. And he points to a plethora of jazz musicians who never took formal lessons and instead learned just by being around music all the time, picking it up through osmosis and developing it in unstructured play.

Amy Chua's daughter did become a violin prodigy, Epstein concedes, but as an adult she has quit playing. He also suggests, perhaps controversially, that drilling and performing classical music to precision is missing something essential about music as a human experience. "Jazz is creative, classical is re-creative." I'm inclined to agree, but it's hard to build much of an argument on a foundation of, "This genre of music is more important than that other one."

Against grit

I shouldn't say Epstein is "against grit," but he's against elevating grit as an unqualified virtue and using it as the primary predictor of success. This view seems to be backed by some good data.

Angela Duckworth developed Grit while observing the US Military's Academy's challenging “Beast Barracks” training program. This new attribute, grit, a combination of “work ethic and resilience" and "consistency of interests”, ended up being the best predictor of which individuals would complete the training program—better than the academy's Whole Candidate Score, the metric that had previously been used to select cadets.

Fast forward a few years, and that military academy was suffering a shortage of officers—they kept leaving the military for other careers. These were cadets who had passed the training. Did they lose their grit? No, Epstein says, it's just that they were finally empowered to make "match-quality decisions," by switching to other career paths. The military had no talent-matching mechanism, while corporate America was investing heavily in talent-matching. You can't expect people to never quit anything, he reasons.

The academy developed the Officer Career Satisfaction Program as a way to give officers more work-style choices within the military. It was effective at retaining officers—more effective than offering them more money (unclear how much money).

A singular focus on grit will select candidates who are resilient and whose interests are aligned right now. It can't promise ongoing future success, because you can't predict how their interests will change in the future. That's actually a theme in a later chapter: the end-of-history illusion, how people systematically underestimate how much they'll change. You need to build flexibility into people's careers if you want to ensure they keep showing up over the long haul. Perfect grit is an unrealistic solution.

Analogical thinking

In the chapter called "Thinking Outside Experience," the subject is Johannes Kepler, struggling to understand the stubbornly complex motion of the planets in the night sky. His approach was interesting to me: he'd first search for an analogy that could qualitatively match his observations, and once that fit, he'd pin down the math later. He tried many analoges: Are the planets sliding on transparent spheres? Are they like floating objects in a whirlpool? Does the sun's light "pull" on everything it illuminates? They were all off, in more and more subtle ways. This was how Kepler eventually conceptualized the idea of cosmic gravity.

What follows in this chapter are some lessons about how thinking analogically helps people solve hard problems. There's a story (riddle?) about a radiation beam that can kill cancer cells at a certain intensity, but also kills healthy cells at that intensity. What do we do? Epstein then prompts you with a story: several groups of soldiers, each small enough to travel inconspicuously, take many roads to converge on a city from all directions, where they are then numerous enough to conquer it. Then I curse to myself for not seeing the solution without that hint, and concede that yes analogical thinking is an effective tool.

This surprised me. I think analogies are… out of style, now? In popular culture and popular science, analogies are mostly used to dumb down a known, precise answer, so novices can grasp it. How many times have you heard, "Spacetime is like a trampoline with a bowling ball on it," with no attempt to address the obvious, "Yeah but the trampoline only behaves that way because of gravity and isn't gravity the thing we're trying to analogize here?" So it was charming to see that paradigm inverted: you can start with analogies as a way to conceptually grasp a situation, which will then help you arrive at the accurate mathematical model more quickly (or at all).

Trapped priors

"Trapped priors" is a concept discussed by Scott that is basically a more under-the-hood description of "confirmation bias." It's the unofficial theme of the chapter "Fooled by Expertise," which describes how specialists can think too narrowly and make really bad predictions as a result.

Paul R. Ehrlich, a butterfly ecology specialist, said in 1968, "The battle to feed all of humanity is over. In the 1970s hundreds of millions of people will starve to death in spite of any crash programs embarked upon now. At this late date nothing can prevent a substantial increase in the world death rate." And so, yeah, we learned that human population growth is more complicated to model than butterflies fighting over flowers, or whatever.

A surprising detail that again shows a bit of extra rigor from Epstein: economist Julian Simon, the foil of Ehrlich who said something like, "More humans will mean more ingenuity and we'll figure out a way to sustain ourselves," is also pinned as a specialist with trapped priors.

Why? To operationalize his bet against Ehrlich, he proposed using the price of metals as a proxy for mass human flourishing. I don't fully understand his reasoning, but the thrust of it is that he measured human flourishing in a way that naively made sense from a narrow economics point of view, but later on, other experts basically said, "That wasn't a good proxy, you actually won the bet by pure luck." Simon never amended his claims.

Then we get an introduction to political scientist Philip Tetlock, his search for superforecasters, and the Good Judgment Project. I didn't know that his work started with him asking political scientists during the Cold War to make probabilistic predictions of events in the coming years (and finding that they were bad at it). Tetlock called them "hedgehogs" for their narrow, on-the-ground viewpoints. Hedgehogs are bad at making predictions, but good at spinning narratives that protect their worldviews in the face of new evidence (so, everything that the rationalist literature says not to do).

The Good Judgment project evolved from Tetlock asking random non-experts to make the same predictions about the Cold War. Some were better and some were worse, but of course the real value came in identifying and analyzing those better—the "superforecasters." Superforecasters were found to have the following traits: numeracy, a range of experiences, genuine curiosity about many things, polite disagreement, a desire to falsify their beliefs, and a willingness to change positions often.

I didn't immediately see why generalists ("range of experiences") would be more likely to be superforecasters, but Epstein raises the idea of "science curiosity, as opposed to science knowledge." People who have an abundance of genuine curiosity are perhaps more likely to be generalists, and also more likely to hold their beliefs loosely.

Trapped epistemologies

The chapter that immediately follows, called "Learning to Drop Your Familiar Tools," describes a different kind of "trapped priors." Not just individual beliefs, but whole ways of knowing, can become trapped by too much narrow, self-reinforcing experience.

Epstein describes the US Challenger disaster. I was already vaguely familiar with it: key decision makers gravely misunderstood what a "factor of safety" meant, they decided to launch the shuttle despite some warning signs on their equipment, the shuttle was destroyed, and then physicist Richard Feyman yelled at everyone. But Epstein reveals an angle that I missed the first time.

Part of the reason they went ahead with the launch despite "warning signs" was that NASA had a systematically data-driven culture, and the warning signs were not quantified in any data. "The O-rings did something weird in the test, and although it didn't fail the test, it was unexpected, and what if they do something unexpected again, but worse?" That objection ran up against a culture of, "Nice idea, come back to us when you've got data."

You can imagine how well a data-only culture had worked for NASA, and how much BS it had helped dismiss. But it blinded them to a black-swan-esque threat. A quote from Feynman: "When you don't have any data, you have to use reason." That pesky "reason," refusing to be mapped to any well-defined process. Before these eleven virtues is a virtue which is nameless.

Expanding on the theme of "specialists are too hesitant to ditch their preferred tools," Epstein describes how, in deadly forest fires, the bodies of firefighters have often been found still clutching their unwieldy chainsaws. Navy personnel have drowned, still wearing their steel-toed boots. Fighter pilots have refused orders to eject. The specialist's tool becomes a part of his body, such that, in the heat of the moment, he doesn't consider tearing it off. Likewise his mental tool becomes a part of his mind.

The freshest, most surprising example of a trapped utility is organizational congruence. It's completely taken for granted in modern workplace culture that the company should have some core values that are adhered to down the whole chain of command, at every level. Amazon has its leadership principles, Microsoft has its company values, and so on. Epstein claims this has gone too far and that the optimal amount of workplace ambiguity is not zero. He warns of professionals getting too attached to the process, asking, "Does this match the official company values?" but never, "Do I predict this will actually work?" Some amount of incongruence forces professionals to develop agency, Epstein argues, and individual agency must be balanced with group compliance, not replaced by it.

Now, it's not exactly a bold claim to say, "The bureaucracy of large organizations slows things down and stifles creativity," but I never considered that even stating company-wide values starts that process. It gives people a template to follow in all their decisions—a template other than "will this work." Zvi Mowshowitz has written on this as well—how an individual in such an organization no longer needs to justify his decisions by their outcome, he only needs to show that he followed the official process. (I can't find the specific writing of Zvi's to link to; I think it's part of Immoral Mazes).

The overspecialization of science

In Current Year, you have probably already heard of this problem. Every modern scientist is doing something like "isolate this one particular protein in this one particular species of yeast" and no one is researching "How to extend human life" or "How to control the weather." I exaggerate.

But it's evident, if you just ask around, that most scientists today are working on extremely narrow questions. Are they just passionate about that one yeast protein? Epstein doesn't think so.

He recalls sitting in on a grant hearing by a Senate subcommittee on science and space research, observing that only the proposals with an immediate and tangible application were considered. He reflects on the fact that so many of the most applicable breakthroughs in science came about as the result of non-directed experimentation, such as Oliver Smithies discovering gel electrophoresis by playing around with starch paper, and Tu Youyou discovering an effective malaria treatment chemical from a traditional herbal remedy.

He quotes biologist Yoshinori Ohsumi, "Scientists are increasingly required to provide evidence of immediate and tangible applications for their work. They're expected to say what they'll find before they look for it."

Obviously, Epstein's solution is to grant more money for open-ended research and experimentation. It's hard for me to ignore the other side of the equation, though: how does a government agency justify, to taxpayers, the funding of research that has no indication of paying off? It's a conundrum, because plenty of useful research will start off that way, but so will most useless research. I'm reminded that so many great scientists in history have completely avoided this question by being "self-funded hobbyists playing around in their garage" and not "straight-A students who are great at winning grants."

Maybe in the recent past it was easier, because we could all coordinate around broad national goals like "send man to the moon," so any free experimentation vaguely related to that got funded. Nowadays, nobody agrees on broad goals, much less which subgoals to fund, so the only socially permissible things to fund are projects with a very quick, profitable turnaround.

Or maybe it's a bunch of other reasons.

Widely cited microbiologist and "generalist scientist" Arturo Casadevall has a slightly different view of things (which Epstein seems to want to merge with his own). Casadevall's emphasis is not on funding dynamics forcing specialization, but rather on specialization dynamics in schools producing bad scientists. He raises a claim that kids these days (paraphrasing) are taught a list of scientific facts but not how to think scientifically, and that this is extra silly because we now have smartphones that can look up all the facts anyway. Casadevall founded the R3 initiative to try to reintroduce scientific thinking and a philosophy of science to the research industry.

I'm mostly happy to pile on and say, "Scientists today don't understand scientific thinking," but I'm also suspicious of how good it feels to pile onto that particular pile, and how hard it is to verify the actual claim.

Hidden generalists?

Are most high-achievers actually natural generalists who specialized late in their careers? Epstein hints so. I'm not convinced it's most, but definitely more than I thought.

Why? For one thing, a bunch of the generalist figures that he highlights in this book are people I would've guessed were lifelong specialists. So there's at least a slight update I need to make.

Secondly, there are those studies he cites, which all show some variation of, "The majority of top Xers started in fields other than X." As I said, I'm suspicious of both poor study quality and selection effects, but nevertheless, it's such a high volume of studies that I'm willing to believe a handful of them are true (similar to the case of the studies in Thinking Fast and Slow).

But thirdly, there's a qualitative argument that I really like. He notes that when someone's story is told at the end of their successful career, it's just A-to-B, because we know what A and B are, and it makes for a more coherent story that way. The story isn't being told when it's in the middle, when the person is just hopping around between interests, having yet to make that winning connection or excel at that final project.

I'm reminded of a tricky dynamic in financial investing. When you look at the price chart of an asset, you can draw a line between, say, the price 30 years ago and the current price (let's assume it's higher now). And then you can come up with a valuation metric in the form of CurrentPrice/something, where the "something" factor doesn't matter, and it will still look like a predictive metric for future returns. The metric, in retrospect, will appear to be mean-reverting, correctly predicting higher returns when it dips and lower returns when it spikes. But that's because "future returns" are, by definition, FuturePrice/CurrentPrice. So CurrentPrice is present in both sides of the equation, and that is the reason for the apparent correlation. I'm paraphrasing the content in Valuation and Stock Market Returns: Adventures in Curve Fitting; check that out if you want an explanation that's not so rushed.

The general point is that anything can look mean-reverting if it's noticed in hindsight and scaled to past data. And I think the same goes for popular narratives:

Roger Federer is the greatest tennis player? Ah, let's look at his past. Here's the point where he first tried playing tennis—that's important. Look at this friend of his who got him into tennis, they were an important influence on him. He played soccer in school? Ah, but then he mean-reverted back to tennis, didn't he? Soccer just didn't suit him. And boom, you've got a biography of a tennis specialist.

In reality, Roger Federer played just about every sport growing up. His mother was a tennis coach and she didn't train him, and he was bad at it, worse than other sports, when he first tried to learn.

So I guess the point here is to be aware of the memetic effects. Specialist narratives are memetically more attractive than generalist narratives, all else being equal, so adjust accordingly.

Conclusion

Although I didn't love the style of Range and would've liked to see fewer, smaller claims argued more strongly, I appreciate David Epstein taking on this project and bringing lots of compelling content into a topic that's lacking it.

I am personally trying to overcome that memetic disadvantage myself, by writing content about generalists at TrueGeneralist.com.




Revolutions Podcast by Mike Duncan

What’s exciting about a revolution? It’s a classic underdog story, plus the overdog is often actually evil. The regime starts with everything: money, power, guns, and land, and yet the plucky revolutionaries manage to overcome these huge obstacles. It’s everything everyone wants out of politics and fiction: the good guys win and the bad lose. Or at least most of the bad guys lose and the good guys win occasionally.

As the astute reader may have noticed, this is a podcast not a book review. Why would I enter this for the book review contest? Aside from Avant Garde ‘hey man anything could be a book’ contrarianism? A) it’s a long form, well researched (nearly 300 sources), detailed history of ten great revolutions, written by actual historian Mike Duncan. B) I loved every minute of it. Duncan took at least 9 years to create this podcast, and it took me at least 3 years to get through the whole shebang.

What is a revolution? What causes one? How do they play out? Is my country heading towards a trainwreck?

The revolutions podcast is split into ten seasons each comprising a full revolution, with supplementals throughout. The colossal run time of the 342 episodes exceeds 190 hours, and the transcript 1.5 million words.  For what it’s worth, Duncan recommends starting at season 3, that’s when he claims it starts to form a cohesive whole and gets good. I found all the seasons thoroughly entertaining, but you do you.

Everything in quotes is directly from the podcast. Longer quotes have been lightly edited to change from spoken to written word.

The Listener Experience

Duncan excels in a few areas. For starters, he switches seamlessly between worldviews. An episode will go through the decisions that commanders are going through on opposite sides of a war, and you’ll understand them both. The nobles in King Louis XVI’s court will be angry at his policies, and then somehow, you’ll feel sympathy for said king when he literally falls asleep in front of them. You get a feel for people’s fears and hopes, and how the peasants fear X and hope for Y, and the shopkeepers want literally the opposite.

Not only does he transition between people well, but he also switches scope well too.  Duncan switches between huge, world shifting movements, and the actual stories of individual people. He clearly shows the great tides of history, and the fish navigating and shaping it.

Some of the best episodes are those small stories that feed into the big picture. He tells them clearly, with the timing and dry wit of a standup comedian.  Listening to Duncan feels like history unfolding before your very ears, with all its nuance, flavor, absurdities, and gravitas.

Some qualms: There’s so much detail that keeping track becomes difficult. After the 10th minor noble or advisor, it’s hard to keep track of who’s who. Especially when it’s been a few episodes since someone showed up. All the major players get biographical introductions, but the bit players can be more difficult to distinguish.

This goes for political situations too. He never fails to go down a rabbit hole, and while that’s part of what makes revolutions great, it does stretch the limits of the medium as far as keeping things straight.

And depending on your disposition, you may enjoy or hate the episode length discussions of the political situation in pre-revolution Haiti, or the minutia of early communist party arguments.

Major Plot Arcs of a Revolution

So how does a revolution happen? Well it doesn’t just spring up out of nowhere, here’s some beats that Duncan has observed to be pretty common.

Buildup to Revolution

Before the revolution, there’s a regime. After the revolution, that regime retroactively becomes ancien, French for former or old, not French for ancient.

What do all ancien regimes have in common? No, it’s not tyranny. Tyrants don’t breed revolution, they breed misery. So, what does breed revolution? Incompetence. All ancien regimes are led by a "Great Idiot", who thoroughly bumbles his way into convincing everyone else that the biggest problem in the realm is that he’s in charge of it.

“There is a great idiot theory that exists right alongside any great man theory of history. That as often as history is made by the brilliant, the wise, and the bold, it’s made by the ignorant and the incompetent and the weak. Every single ancien regime we’ve talked about on the show did not have to fall into a revolution. It took the very special and unique incompetence of each member of our rouges gallery of dumbasses to make it happen.”

Aside: yes, it is always a “he”, although behind every great idiot man there’s a great idiot woman. Mary Antoinette and Alexandra Romanov come to mind.

Duncan gets about as angry as historians can get while ranting about these Great Idiots. These rants are some of the most entertaining snippets of the show. You can hear him shaking his head after Louis XVI and family’s escape attempt becomes foiled by an old former servant overcomes Louis’ complete lack of wiles.

Political turmoil always (or at least in these 10) starts in the ruling class. If the ruling elite are all on the same page, then it’s extremely difficult for a popular revolution to occur. But if the elites start infighting, and especially when they bring their considerable resources to bear on this infighting, that leads to political disequilibrium. Then middle and lower classes start noticing this and pick sides.

“Time and again, the door to revolution is first opened by intractable conflict inside the ruling class. From the great English lords challenging King Charles I, to pretty much every member of the Russian court challenging Czar Nicholas, the flood of revolution rises in the headwaters of the ruling class.”

This is one of the depressing realities that emerges in Revolutions: revolutions aren’t ground-up grassroots affairs, where everyone collectively decides enough is enough. They start and end with elites in power. They of course require middle- and lower-class participation (without that it’s a coup), but without ruling class division, you just get failed rebellions.

Anyway, infighting happens in the ruling class, which is fairly common and insignificant. Why does it become a revolution? Well, there’s some external shock to the system. There’s a war, or a famine, or the ancien regime realizes its flat broke and needs to raise taxes. Or maybe the French just had a revolution and hey we want one too. A competent leader and unified ruling class would handle these crises. A moron and divided class breeds revolution.

This all leads to…

Revolution Itself

A trigger goes off (sometimes literally). Usually, the ancien regime does something tyrannical, and that causes popular revolt. In America, British troops attempted to seize local munitions, lead to an armed standoff, led to the Shot Heard Round the World. Oddly, there were four other times this same event played out, and only at Lexington and Concord did it spark revolution.

These pivotal moments turn revolutionary potential energy into kinetic energy. Something happens, and all of a sudden all those revolutionaries debating and planning and gathering support and supplies go This is It, and goes out into the streets to protest and build barricades.

One great anecdote: “But what’s kind of funny about the trigger of the revolution of 1917, one of the greatest revolutions in human history, is that it was not about the regime doing something provocative or some apocalyptic piece of news from abroad. It's just that February 23rd, 1917 Petrograd was just it was just a really nice day. It was warm and comfortable after a very long and very cold winter.… It's why the protests surrounding International Women's Day were able to roll so seamlessly into demonstrations from the Petrograd Garrison. It was so nice. Everybody wanted to be outside. History, man. It's crazy.” It’s wild how often random happenstance changes the currents, as opposed to careful calculated planning.

Now there’s actually a revolution on. It’s not theoretical, it’s happening in the streets, there’s a great struggle for power between the sovereign and his enemies. The hardcore revolutionaries were first to the barricades, and now everyone else has to pick a side. In popular imagination, when a tyrant rules, the only thing keeping the tyrant in power is everyone else’s fear of individual retaliation. It’s a giant multipolar trap where if you choose revolution and so does everyone else, revolution wins handily. But if you choose revolution and only a few others do, or even worse you’re alone, you lose a staring contest with a rifle barrel.

The most famous example of a failed revolution (aka rebellion, you only get to be a revolution if you win) being the Paris Uprising of 1832. As popularized by Les Misérables, a bunch of students rebel and when Paris doesn’t join the fun, they all (spoiler alert) die horribly.

What does unify the revolutionaries? “We know that things like liberty and equality as words and concepts slogans exert a major unifying effect. And these ideas need to be vague enough that universal enough that everyone can feed their specific interest through that abstract slogan. So both the banker and the worker, the landlord and the peasant might say that they are fighting for liberty or equality. While they are talking about very different things. But what I really think brings them all together, really uses them into a single force capable of overthrowing their regime is the fundamental belief that the sovereign is an obstacle”

Then, it’s time for the actual fight over “preponderance of force”. You can’t reform government without literally taking it from the existing regime. It’s time for at best street protests and at worst years of civil war. And oh boy will Duncan tell you about those wars.

Eventually, the revolutionaries overpower the ancien regime, which means it’s time for

Revolutionary Infighting

The revolutionaries defeated the sovereign, their main goal, and only shared goal. Nearly instantly after, the revolutionaries turn to each other, discuss next steps, realize they have wildly different ideas, and then turn on each other.

All the cracks that got papered over now reappear. Inter and intra class conflicts, everything that simmered under the lid of hating the sovereign now bubble over. Conservative elites want order and a better sovereign. Liberal elites want constitutions and reforms. Urban workers want to pay less for bread and to be paid more for their goods. Rural peasants want to be paid more for their bread and to pay less for goods. All the elites want to keep their land. Rural peasants want redistribution. Moscow wants power over all of Russia. Ukrainians, Lithuanians, and Georgians want independence. The slogans of the revolution are no longer mere empty phrases, but actual arguments over who gets what. These points are frequently argued with swords and bayonets, not quills.

Of course, these divisions are great oversimplifications: “the interesting thing about all these political and economic and geographic divisions that are going to lead to the entropy of victory is that it's very difficult to map where any single individual is going to wind up on the post-revolutionary ideological spectrum. So some Virginia planters like George Washington and James Madison are gonna become political centralists, whereas other Virginia planters like Patrick Henry and George Mason are gonna become staunch federalists.”

And of course, there’s personal drama: “People sometimes just don't like each other. A lot of Mensheviks became Mensheviks because they didn't like Lenin. Now I took pains during the Russian Revolutionary Series to establish that there are in fact political differences between Mensheviks and Bolsheviks. But a lot of it was personality, not principle.”

These differences don’t stay at the kitchen table. Here’s a non-exhaustive list of types of violence that occur after the ancien regime is ousted:


·         Intra-revolutionary civil wars

·         Kangaroo court purges

·         Kangaroo court counter purges

·         Reactionary resurgences leading to more civil wars

·         Foreign countries invading to profit amidst the chaos

·         Hysterical fear of foreign countries invading, leading to preemptive invasions of said foreign country. These always go terribly unless you have general Napoleon.

·         Rebellions by even more hardcore radicals who think the revolution sold out.

·         Horrible repression by the new regime



As far as movements to reestablish the ancien regime: “It was actually somewhat helpful when the revolutionaries dispatched these various problematic sovereigns, because the restorationists were free to pursue the idea of the old regime, the overthrown ruler themselves safely relegated to martyrdom thanks to an axe or a pistol.”

At any rate, all this happens while the revolutionaries are also trying to take and hold the reins of government.

“Their time and attention is now split. The issue here is that the revolutionary government must serve 2 masters, the Revolution and Leviathan. The former demands liberty, the latter demands order. Now that they oversee the administration of society, this group must see to it that society is well administered. Many of the functions of the former regime need to be maintained in full. Municipal infrastructure, social programs, tax collection, the administration of justice, regulatory agencies, and of course maintaining that the entire military apparatus is still functional. The first generation of revolutionary leaders are now tasked with ensuring all that stays functional. This is an especially difficult task given that if the state was functional, there probably would not have been a revolution. So we are invariably talking about a society whose political and economic systems are frustratingly unsorted, just trying to keep the lights on. They’ll consume an enormous amount of time and energy and take up most of the emotional and psychological bandwidth of our initial revolutionary leaders.”

Surprise surprise, the moderates don’t magically fix everything overnight, which leads to all the top-down violence committed by revolutionaries against

·         foreigners unfortunate enough to still be around

·         people whose politics differ at all from the regime’s exactly correct ideology

·         anyone who has more chickens than their neighbors

·         people exactly in agreement with the regime’s politics but insufficiently enthusiastic

·         Unsuccessful military officers, who must be in league with foreigners

Basically, evil enemies of the revolution. For every aristocrat or genuinely reactionary (most of them skipped town ages ago), there’s dozens of fellow revolutionaries executed, and for every fellow revolutionary, there’s dozens of commoners. Executions will continue until revolutionary fervor improves.

Eventually things reach a mostly non-violent equilibrium, meaning you’ve entered…

Post Revolution

Who ultimately gains power after a revolution? Answer: The general of the winning army. Since most of these revolutions devolve into civil wars, the winners of those wars look around to figure out what’s next, and naturally start running society.

Often people are kind of alright with this, they’ve been through so much violence, chaos, and general uncertainty that they’re ready for someone to hold the power vacuum and tell them how it’s going to be. Especially because that revolutionary general was often winning lots of battles in their name. In the case of Napoleon, wherever he went for the glory of France he also went for the bank of France. He consistently plundered local governments and brought the money back home.

Here's the short list of post-revolutionary leaders who rose from the military: General Cromwell, General Washington, General Bonaparte, General Louverture, General Bolivar, General Obregón. All local or world-famous executives. All rose from the military in the midst of chaotic civil war and revolution. Many became dictators in some fashion, and many died violently or in disgrace.

The American revolution stands out because Washington peacefully gave up power. That hadn’t really happened before and set a new precedent. (Maybe that’s why they called him president? I’ll show myself out.)

Oliver Cromwell of Britain also refused to become king, but he did name himself Lord Protector for life, which…. Isn’t that different. To be fair that only lasted 5 more years, so maybe he didn’t get the chance to abdicate the lifelong position. Maybe. Washington stepped down, which took the Soviets until Khruschev to accomplish. Simon Bolivar of South America also wanted to step down, but both he and Cromwell found that whenever they tried to give up power, nobody else did things right, and they had to take it right back.

The Mexican revolution is particularly fascinating in this regard, there’s several people who vied for this position: Emiliano Zapata, Poncho Villa, Venustiano Carranza, Álvaro Obregón, Adolfo de la Huerta, all had regional or national military power and could have stepped into this role had things worked out differently, but nobody gained national level executive power without later ruining their own reputation in a quest for more.

Clearly it’s very difficult to have enough charisma and gain enough power to become a powerful military leader, but still have enough humility and  trust in others to actually give it up, especially when nobody expects you to. Or to quote The Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy: “anyone who is capable of getting themselves made President should on no account be allowed to do the job.” Replace President with Revolutionary Dictator and that about sums things up. Perhaps Washington gave up power because he genuinely didn’t want the job, and only took it as he was pushed into it, which is a rare occurrence.

Duncan: “Our leaders have come to regard their own judgments and decisions and choices as vital to the health and well-being of their society. That to remove themselves from the situation would be to doom society to a return to chaos. When we look at people like Bolivar and Cromwell basically concluding that ‘everyone around them is doing it wrong and therefore I must remain so that the good and right thing must be done’, you can ask what their motivation is. Because not doing it how I want it done is not necessarily the same as not doing it right, unless you've got a rather large ego. To reach the point where dictatorial power is even a possibility, you have to be something of an egomaniac. Even Washington, with his supernatural aversion to dictatorial power, was an egomaniac. Of course he was. You can't spend any time around the guy and not conclude that, at least compared to a normal person. You don't have the kinds of careers these people have without an unreasonable amount of ambition and an unhealthy level of self-regard. It's very abnormal. And their egos are doing a lot of the work of convincing them that they have to stay in power at all costs. Otherwise it's catastrophic not just for them as individuals, but for society as a whole”

You may have noticed that Lenin and Stalin were not military men. Good point, but they were well aware of this anomaly, and took pain to see that no generals gained a name for themselves. In a classic example of Soviets shooting themselves in the foot, this destroyed their military leadership just in time for WWII. If you’re a charismatic leader, in Soviet Russia politicians overthrow you!

Another depressing point at the end of revolutions: “All of our charismatic authority figures wind up wielding more power and have a greater reach than whatever ruler was in place prior to the revolution. If you look at the military resources and financial resources available to them, the size of the bureaucracy out there doing their bidding, the breadth and depth that they can expect their laws and decrees to be enforced throughout society, we always find a very big jump in the power of the executive.”

The American revolution got going because of a few taxes. The new US government had way more tax authority than the British Crown ever did. Well at least we don’t have a Great Idiot in charge anymore. And maybe that is all worth it, if the new system stops Great Idiots from getting into power, that’s better than before. Fans of enlightened despotism could easily see this podcast as confirmation bias.

Other Takeaways

Here’s some other takeaways that either Duncan explicitly states in the final wrap up or that kept hitting me over the head.

The Atlantic Revolution

“I became fully consumed by the idea that this whole time I’d just been describing one single revolutionary event playing out in different theaters. That there isn’t an American revolution and a French revolution and a Haitian revolution, but one single Atlantic revolution. I simply do not believe things are wildly disconnected anymore. I have a fundamentally holistic understanding of history now.

“Everything is connected to everything else. There are no histories. There is only History, one single thing that never ends.”

“Revolutions are also always at the doorstep of a foreign war. One of the other big takeaways from all my reading about all these revolutions is that the international dimension is vital to understanding the Revolution's trajectory. No revolution unfolds in an isolated bubble. That is because no polity on Earth, be it a city, state, or. Kingdom or Republic or an empire operate in an isolated bubble.”

Duality of the American Revolution

The US often plays the exception to the usual revolutionary rules.

On the plus side, America leads the way in creating a new world order and does it mostly peacefully (after the revolutionary war I mean. There’s negligible intra-revolutionary violence). George Washington becomes Mr. President not King George the first, the US gets a constitution, and the US manages to avoid revolutionary-on-revolutionary violence for decades. Seriously, this is all super shocking compared to the rest of the series. I cannot stress enough how unusual the post-revolution peace is compared to all these other revolutions. It took the United States 87 years for civil war. Imagine an alternative history where the civil war as soon as the articles of confederation break down. General Washington leads the southern army against the North. The North doesn't have the railroad system yet, which hugely helped in the real Civil War. Without that, maybe the south wins, and slavery stays in the USA for far longer.

On the other hand, America kept slavery. Contrast with France, which ended the feudal ties between lord and serf. Contrast this with Haiti: When the rich slaveowners start thinking about independence, everyone under them gets nervous because they look at America as the country ruled by slaveowners.

Washington must have been operating under some sort of cognitive dissonance, clearly he knew slavery to be wrong since he freed his own slaves upon his death. Why couldn’t he free them earlier? It’s a real paradox that’s rippled through American society since.

The US also received aid from France, and failed to pay it forward when Simon Bolivar came knocking to liberate Spanish America.

The Sad State of Haiti

Haiti successfully threw off the yoke of France, becoming the second free state in the western world, and the only successful slave revolt in history. They even provided support to Spanish American revolutionaries, without which South America wouldn’t have won independence. After revolution, they still had the “most profitable piece of real estate in the world.”  This all makes the current state of Haiti even sadder, if they had halfway decent leaders instead of what they got they’d be one of the greatest success stories in history.

Revolutions are Rare

For every successful full-blown revolution, there’s many failed civil wars, for every failed civil war there’s many triggers that didn’t spark revolution, for every trigger there’s societal problems, for every societal problem, there’s many bumbling regimes that many people don’t like but don’t overthrow. This rareness adds to the compelling nature of revolutions. From the start, they’re absurdly unlikely to happen.

This also circles back to what qualifies as a revolution. Revolutions occur when multi-class movements get together to overthrow a Great Idiot. When only the ruling class ousts a ruler, that’s a coup. When only the working people hate the ruler, that’s just regular old tyranny and despotism.

Obligatory Conclusion

It’s a great, long time for anyone with any interest in history. Give it a listen.




Safe Enough

[This is one of the finalists in the 2023 book review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. 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 date is June 9, 1985. The place is the Davis-Besse nuclear plant near Toledo, Ohio. It is just after 1:35 am, and the plant has a small malfunction: "As the assistant supervisor entered the control room, he saw that one of the main feedwater pumps had tripped offline." But instead of stabilizing, one safety system after another failed to engage. 


Over the next twenty minutes there were twelve separate equipment malfunctions, including several common-mode failures, and operator errors… [The] steam-driven main and auxiliary feedwater systems tripped offline and could not be restarted from the control room…. the reactor coolant started to heat up. The reactor operators had their hands full as the primary system temperature rose four degrees per minute and pressure soon exceeded 2400 psi. 



The Davis-Besse reactor was a near-twin of reactors at the Three Mile Island nuclear plant. If you, like me, grew up in the 1970s and 1980s you might have heard of Three Mile Island, as in 1979 it made some news. The next failure at Davis Besse exactly followed that script: “the pilot-operated relief valve cycled open and closed three times to relieve primary coolant pressure before it stuck open, just like at Three Mile Island.” 


Two plant operators would have to improvise and run down several levels to the locked basement auxiliary feedwater rooms to reset the trip valves and start the pumps. Despite a "no running" policy, a pair of men bounded down the stairs. One operator was fleeter than the other, and the lagging operator threw him the key ring as he sprinted ahead. Once they removed the padlock, they had to descend a ladder, remove more chained locks, reset the pump's trip valve, and reposition other valves. 



The quotes are from the book Safe Enough? A History of Nuclear Power and Accident Risk, by Thomas Wellock. In his day job, Wellock is the official historian of the U.S. Nuclear Regulatory Commission (NRC), an organization whose official responsibilities include screaming ‘Yes!’ to anyone who broaches this question. A coarsely cynical reader might thus expect Wellock to sidestep damning details of nuclear risk at the behest of his employer. This cynicism does a disservice to Wellock’s ambition. 

Nuclear energy was quite popular in the early 1970s, with support in the US in the range of 70-80%. That changed after Three Mile Island, when support plummeted below 40%. But then, weirdly, in the 1990s support stabilized. Despite Davis-Besse, despite Chernobyl and Fukushima, in the US support for nuclear has stayed roughly in the bound of about 40-60% in the three decades since. Nuclear energy is perhaps unique as a technology, in that no amount of experience seems to change society’s comfort with it. The topic is forever radioactive.

Wellock sets out to tell this history, how the US public went from nuclear-lovers in the 1960s to suspicious in the early 1970s, hostile in the 80s, and ambivalent today.. Wellock does not try to hoodwink us with happy talk - he makes clear what the stakes are in nuclear energy, that in the case of Davis-Besse there was not simply a power plant at risk, but the potential to release radiation across America's industrial heartland. Wellock tracks regulatory victories for the nuclear industry, and expensive defeats at the hands of activists, and, always, political posturing over its future.

Yet "Safe Enough?" is less of a history of events than a biography of an idea, the birth of "Probabilistic Risk Assessment" as the guiding principle for understanding and mitigating risks in complex systems. The heroes of Wellock's book are not nuclear plant night shift assistant supervisors, or the Nuclear Regulatory Commission training and assessment specialists, though they each make important cameos. The city of Toledo, Ohio is not safeguarded by watchful superheroes. It is protected by a methodology. 

There is a school of thought that sees nuclear risk assessment as a synonym for run-away civil service. Nuclear regulation is a monster that serves only itself, justifying increases in its budget by enforcing ever more draconian requirements, in defiance of reason.

Wellock's history offers an instructive counterpoint. As becomes evident from story after story of nuclear 'events' like Davis-Besse, the sprawling bureaucracy of the NRC was the only rational response to the mathematics of risk itself. 

***

The first fifteen years of operation of commercial nuclear power were relatively benign, at least in the sense that there were no major accidents. In Wellock's telling, by the 1970s the essential dullness of nuclear energy was causing the industry a problem. If nuclear plants were to malfunction at some measurable rate, the industry could use that data to anticipate its next failure. But if the plants don't fail, then it becomes very difficult to have a conversation about what the true failure rate is likely to be. Are the plants likely to fail once a decade? Once a century? Once a millennium? In the absence of shared data, scientists, industry, and the public were all free to believe what they wanted. 

At its birth, the nuclear industry focused on imagining big risks, striving to prevent something called a Design Basis Accident. This was the kind of accident that made a manager feel important, protecting civilization from meltdowns with steel plates as thick as a bicep and concrete walls as wide as a Cadillac. Experienced engineers would concoct the worst event they could reasonably imagine, and if the nuclear design could contain it, well, it should be able to handle just about anything that life could throw at it.

By the early 1970s, after the civil rights movement and Vietnam and with Watergate in full swing, the public was becoming jaded with Big People waving away concerns with Big Promises on the basis of little more than self-proclaimed expertise. And thanks to the Freedom of Information Act, the public was close to accessing the details of what industry leaders actually knew. Big People recognized that this would not be an entirely good look.

So the Atomic Energy Commission did what industry and government always do in times of crisis: It formed a commission. It proposed to unveil to the public a better risk assessment tool, not so much for use by industry (since nuclear power was, to them, obviously safe), but as a particularly intense form of content marketing:


The AEC tried to reassure the public by answering what had been so far an unanswerable technical question: What is the probability of a major reactor accident? It was a tall order. How could engineers quantify the probability of an accident that had never happened in a technology as complex as nuclear power?



The leader of this effort to reinvent nuclear risk assessment was MIT engineering professor Norman Rasmussen, who was tasked with developing quantitative risk measures in terms easily understood by the public. Rasmussen recommended a radically sophisticated approach to risk assessment, leveraging a new technique called Probabilistic Risk Assessment.


The solution proposed by Rasmussen was to calculate the probabilities for chains of safety-component failures and other factors necessary to produce a disaster. The task was mind-boggling. A nuclear power plant's approximately twenty thousand safety components have a Rube Goldberg quality. Like dominoes, numerous pumps, valves, and switches must operate in the required sequence to simply pump cooling water or shut down the plant. There were innumerable unlikely combinations of failures that could cause an accident… the potential for error was vast, as was the uncertainty that the final estimate could capture all important paths to failure. 



In private, the fix was in, just as a cynic would expect. AEC Commissioner James Ramey was leery of an academic exercise he could not easily control, stating in 1973 "If it just shows one human life [lost], I'm against [publishing] it." But despite the public relations risk of a negative result, the project went forward. 

Rasmussen delivered. In January of 1974, after 60 person-years of effort, the Chair of the AEC reported to Congress that the odds of a significant meltdown were less than one in a million. Congress and the public could rest assured that nuclear energy was far safer than comparable electrical generation methods such as coal, or a hydroelectric dam. The risks were astonishingly small, akin to getting hit by a meteor falling from the sky. Commissioner Ramey had nothing to worry about. The academics showed that nuclear energy was plenty safe enough. 

Probabilistic Risk Assessment grew to become the dominant language for analyzing nuclear risk, and launched a set of practices that changed the culture of the industry forever. Yet in 1974, nearly all of US nuclear generating capacity was less than 5 years old. Unsurprisingly, this first implementation of Probabilistic Risk Assessment was too simplistic. 

The real world began to undermine Rasmussen's rosiest, most headline-grabbing predictions almost immediately. 
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A plot from the Rasmussen Report estimating the likelihood of deaths from nuclear power as orders of magnitude less probable than dying from common natural disasters, closer to being killed by a meteor. There have been no known meteor deaths since this curve was published in 1974, though there is historical evidence that this is not impossible!

***

Let me put Wellock and Rasmussen aside for a moment, and try out a metaphor. The process of Probabilistic Risk Assessment is akin to asking a retailer to answer the question "What would happen if we let a flaming cat loose into your furniture store?" 

If the retailer took the notion seriously, she might systematically examine each piece of furniture and engineer placement to minimize possible damage. She might search everyone entering the building for cats, and train the staff in emergency cat herding protocols. Perhaps every once in a while she would hold a drill, where a non-flaming cat was covered with ink and let loose in the store, so the furniture store staff could see what path it took, and how many minutes were required to fish it out from under the beds.

"This seems silly - I mean, what are the odds that someone would ignite a cat?", you ask. Well, here is the story of the Brown's Ferry Nuclear Plant fire, in March 1975, which occurred slightly more than a year after the Rasmussen Report was released, as later conveyed by the anti-nuclear group Friends of the Earth.


Just below the plant's control room, two electricians were trying to seal air leaks in the cable spreading room, where the electrical cables that control the two reactors are separated and routed through different tunnels to the reactor buildings. They were using strips of spongy foam rubber to seal the leaks. They were also using candles to determine whether or not the leaks had been successfully plugged -- by observing how the flame was affected by escaping air. 

The electrical engineer put the candle too close to the foam rubber, and it burst into flame.



The fire, of course, began to spread out of control. Among the problems encountered during the thirty minutes between ignition and plant shutdown: 


	
The engineers spent 15 minutes trying to put the fire out themselves, rather than sound the alarm per protocol; 



	
When the engineers decided to call in the alarm, no one could remember the correct telephone number; 



	
Electricians had covered the CO2 fire suppression triggers with metal plates, blocking access; and 



	
Despite the fact that "control board indicating lights were randomly glowing brightly, dimming, and going out; numerous alarms occurring; and smoke coming from beneath panel 9-3, which is the control panel for the emergency core cooling system (ECCS)", operators tried the equivalent of unplugging the control panel and rebooting it to see if that fixed things. For ten minutes.





This was exactly the sort of Rube Goldberg cascade predicted by Rasmussen's team. Applied to nuclear power plants, the mathematics of Probabilistic Risk Assessment ultimately showed that ‘nuclear events’ were much more likely to occur than previously believed. But accidents also started small, and with proper planning there were ample opportunities to interrupt the cascade. The computer model of the MIT engineers seemed, in principle, to be an excellent fit to reality. 

As a reminder, there are over 20,000 parts in a utility-scale plant. The path to nuclear safety was, to the early nuclear bureaucracy, quite simple: Analyze, inspect, and model the relationship of every single one of them.

***

"Safe Enough?" was not written as a defense of the Nuclear Regulatory Commission's regimented style. But as an outsider reading about the math for the first time, it became clear to me that once the NRC chose to implement Probabilistic Risk Assessment, an intrusive bureaucracy became its destiny.

A cursory look at the math explains why. Our flaming cat needs only one path past our defenses for the fire to spread. Our flaming cat will test them all. This means that it does no good to be right, on average, about individual safety measures. Being overly optimistic about any single one of the paths to disaster is functionally equivalent to being wrong about all of them. 

Asteroid deaths are rather easy to estimate - calculate the number of rocks falling from space, the density of people on the ground, and the average blast zone. Three parameters, done. It's straightforward to explain.

The public is wary of nuclear risk, in part, because it is not at all like this. Neutrons don’t simply bounce around like billiard balls. A neutron colliding with an unstable nuclear generates more neutrons[1]. There are feedback loops. The public may struggle to articulate to an expert exactly what is bothering them ("I think you have failed to account for exponential growth mechanisms, and thereby truncated the uncertainty values in your estimates," says Morgan Jacobs, nurse). But lay people are familiar with cats, and familiar with flames. The public possesses a rough intuition about Probabilistic Risk Assessment math that, while technically wanting, nonetheless captures its two critical aspects: (1) Small accidents will be much more likely than big accidents, but the big ones dominate the danger. And (2) the odds of an accident cascading out of control are probably higher than we expect. 

I was eight when the Three Mile Island nuclear plant had its 'loss of containment' event. I was 15 when the Chernobyl nuclear power plant exploded. I understood these events in the same terms an adolescent understands anything: The adults are lying to us. To a teenager, there was no point in entertaining a defense of the industry. The entire enterprise dripped with poison.

Risk modelers did not get hung up on stories of heroes and villains. Risk modelers could see the specifics. To the engineers at the NRC, each component in the nuclear power plant was a singular object in their computer model, topologically linked to all the others through a set of gloriously tunable and testable parameters. The problem was not that society relied too much on the volatile and impenetrable math of Probabilistic Risk Assessment. It was that we did not take it seriously enough.

In a world where industry and activists fought to a standstill, Probabilistic Risk Assessment provided the only credible guiding light. Rasmussen and team first began to compile and model relevant data in the early 1970s. Over the decades the industry’s database grew, and the NRC developed an opinion on every valve, every pipe, the position of every flashing light in a plant. This angered the utilities, who could not move a button on a control panel without reams of test data and its associated paperwork. This angered activists when the refinement of models predicted safety margins could be relaxed. 

But Probabilistic Risk Assessment has no emotions. Probabilistic Risk Assessment estimated, validated, learned. Probabilistic Risk Assessment would form the barrier protecting us from catastrophe.

Was this hubris?

Wellock's book is big on stories yet short on raw data. But a dive into the academic literature shows that, on implementing the teachings of Probabilistic Risk Assessment after Three Mile Island and (especially) Chernobyl, the rate of nuclear 'events' dropped by over a factor of 4. 
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A model of nuclear ‘events’, which are largely small failures that might require plant closure to replace equipment or redesign subsystems. Data points are dots connected by black lines, while the dashed lines above and below them represent uncertainty bars. The first vertical dotted line represents the failure of Three Mile Island in 1979. The second vertical dotted line represents Chernobyl in 1986; the third, Fukushima in 2011.

A combination of small failures could trigger a cascade to disaster. According to Probabilistic Risk Assessment, the rational approach is to sweat the small stuff. All of it.

Wellock's book is at its strongest as an obsessively detailed chronicle of the transformation of nuclear plants into panopticons, with the NRC examining every detail of every part, systems diagram, user interface, and personnel training regimen. Risk was brainstormed, quantified, modeled.

Probabilistic Risk Assessment allowed regulators to break an unimaginable problem into parts that were easily visualized, communicated, and controlled. And in story after story, Wellock shows that it actually worked.

So did Probabilistic Risk Assessment deliver, and make nuclear power "Safe Enough?"

***

On March 16th, 2011, Japanese Prime Minister Kan Naoto learned that he would not have to evacuate Tokyo[2].

This was five days after the Tōhoku earthquake, a slippage between tectonic plates so powerful that it moved Honshu, the main island of Japan, 2.4 meters to the east. The earthquake generated a tsunami 14 meters high, rolling over the coastline and submerging the protective sea walls of the Fukushima nuclear reactor. The water cut the plant’s electrical connection to the mainland and drowned its backup generators. Pumps responsible for passing 70 tons of water an hour to cool the reactors failed. Temperatures inside began to rise.

The next day, March 12th, the reactor Unit 1 melted down. Water began to react with the zirconium metal that made up the reactor walls, forming hydrogen. Pressure increased, pushing the hot gas through microscopic cracks in the vessel walls until it encountered oxygen outside. The resulting explosion spewed radioactive contamination throughout the building, and into the surrounding air. 

On March 14th reactor Unit 3 exploded. On March 15th reactor Unit 4 exploded as well. 

Unit 4 was the worry. It housed over 1500 spent fuel rods in open, water-filled pools at the top of the building, without any concrete structure surrounding it. With no active recirculating pumps, the water in these pools would heat and evaporate. When the pools dried out - or if the building collapsed, when it spilled out - the plant would become too radioactive to approach. Nuclear reactions would proceed uncontrolled. Radioactive cesium would release directly into the air, and be carried by winds into the surrounding population centers, possibly including Tokyo.

Before March 16th, the water levels in the pools were unknown.

In the worst case scenario, not made public until long after the disaster, the entire Tokyo Metropolitan Area - 35 million people - would have to be moved to temporary shelter. The very existence of the nation of Japan was at stake. And no one - not TEPCO, the utility that owned Fukushima, not the Prime Minister, not the Japanese military - could do anything but hope.

On March 16th, a military helicopter visually confirmed the rods were still submerged. Water, stored in the reactor above, had fortuitously cascaded downwards to refill the pool after Unit 4 exploded. The holding pool's temperature was near boiling, but the fuel rods were safe. The unthinkable remained unthought.

Wellock is sympathetic to the notion that a full-throated embrace of Probabilistic Risk Assessment in Japan could have prevented Fukushima as well. The NRC had learned, from a second near-disaster at Toledo's Davis-Besse plant in 2001[3], that corrosion in the culture of an organization could be just as dangerous as corrosion in materials. This was certainly true of TEPCO - the utility had considered, but rejected, higher walls to keep out the ocean from even a tsunami this large. The plant managers at the time opted to avoid publicly visible upgrades, ironically because they feared that new safety measures would relay the unwanted message that nuclear power was untrustworthy.

In hindsight it is clear that TEPCO performed poorly. It is less certain that it is realistic for nuclear operators and agencies to achieve perfect performance, in all countries, at all times. The Fukushima meltdown did not start with an accumulation of minor crises that Probabilistic Risk Assessment predicted would dominate failure. The Tōhoku earthquake was larger than was thought to be possible on the Honshu fault. Vulnerability to nuclear catastrophe might have sharpened through a slow accumulation of poor decisions. But the physical process was kicked off by a single, devastating event.

As a hero's journey, Wellock's history of Probabilistic Risk Assessment ends with disappointment. Our main character is forged in battle, its power spreads to dominate the kingdom, and then is… drowned by a Tsunami? 

This is it? No triumph of nuclear safety? No happily ever after?

***

There is a temptation to record accidents like Fukushima as aberrations. The most important lesson of Probabilistic Risk Assessment, at least as applied to nuclear power, is that outliers like Fukushima are not simply one-off events that can be explained away as special circumstances. Outliers are, in many ways, the only events that matter.

This is where "Safe Enough?" is weakest. Wellock faithfully reports on what people said about math, but never allows the math to speak for itself. While engineering is the main character in this play, it exists like a Buddhist monk, in the perpetual present. It acts, or it is acted upon. It has no backstory, and it bodes no future. 

To flesh out the character's motivations, we have to place history aside, and focus like NRC’s engineers on the equations themselves. 

Accidents that play out sequentially over time usually are best modeled as a cascade[4]. Left uncorrected, cascades grow exponentially in scale, one grain of rice falling down a pile to dislodge two, which fall further to dislodge four, then eight, then sixteen, until the entire pile collapses. If we were to run experiments on rice piles as our model of cascades, we'd find there is no 'average' collapse, a fact that is true both mathematically and metaphorically. Most events are small, insignificant. Then, without warning, a single occurrence dwarfs anything else experienced, with the number of fallen rice grains capped only by the size of the pile itself.

Earthquakes are cascades: The 1960 Valdivia earthquake off the coast of Chile was not simply big, it released a quarter of the combined energy of every earthquake ever recorded. Forest fires are cascades: The Camp Fire in California in 2018 destroyed as many structures as the next seven largest California fires combined. 

Nuclear events are really two cascades in one. The first cascade is a loss of mechanical control, with damage largely limited to the physical plant itself. Left to continue, these failures trigger a second cascade, ‘loss of containment’, release of radiation to the broader world. Scientists have christened these sorts of linked cascades with the name 'dragon kings', befitting their immense power. Fukushima and Chernobyl were not simply the most extreme nuclear events on record, they were hundreds of times more costly than the next largest examples. It is not simply difficult to estimate the exact size of a particular nuclear event. It is difficult to estimate its order of magnitude.

We'd like to take comfort in the facts we have measured: Even considering Chernobyl and Fukushima, the economic and physical damages attributed to nuclear accidents have proven historically small. Nuclear advocates correctly point out that the solar and wind industry have caused more deaths than nuclear. (Exposure to radiation creates a probability of death; a tumble from sixteen stories creates certainty.) The total cost to clean Chernobyl and Fukushima may exceed a trillion dollars, but even consideration of this 'tax' would add only a penny or two per kWh to all the energy the industry has created in its history. The health and environmental damage from coal is easily ten times this.

Still. The advocates who intone solemnly on the importance of analyzing nuclear energy in terms of dispassionate numbers, as above, use the wrong models. To estimate the potential impact of cascades, we cannot simply average what has been. Our models have to consider the total damage possible - the number of rice grains in our pile, the energy of the atoms in our nuclear fuel. 

In 2011 Japan experienced an immense amount of bad luck, punctuated by a single bit of good: Fukushima Reactor 4's exposed fuel rods stayed immersed. The avalanche of disaster stopped. Tokyo was spared. 

Is it right to ignore the cost of the evacuation of Tokyo, merely because an unplanned flow of water saved us? What if we assume the maximum cost of a nuclear event is not $1 trillion for the Fukushima we lived, but $10 trillion for the Fukushima we escaped[5]? Is nuclear still safe enough then? Five decades of development Probabilistic Risk Assessment has answered innumerable small questions about nuclear energy, but has failed to address the one question we care most about.

In the end, "Safe enough?" is simply not a proper question to ask of a cascade. There is no conspiracy of industry or activists manipulating the public and hiding the truth. If Wellock’s readers leave the book unsatisfied, that is not entirely the fault of the writer. It’s the nature of the math. 

To take Probabilistic Risk Assessment seriously requires that we think beyond intuition and experience, and place our faith in an intricate web of calculations and simulations. That we celebrate meticulousness over freedom and invention. That we recognize that while our vigilance will protect us from some catastrophes, it will never shield us entirely.

In 2019 three executives of TEPCO - their chairman and the two leads of their nuclear division - were found not responsible in criminal court for the Fukushima disaster that occurred under their watch. In a victory for the nuclear industry, the presiding judge, Kenichi Nagafuchi, wrote without irony, “It would be impossible to operate a nuclear plant if operators are obliged to predict every possibility about a tsunami and take necessary measures."

Despite all the benefits of Probabilistic Risk Assessment, the judge's words were not wrong. "Safe enough" remains forever the illusion we live with, until the moment we don't.


Notes


[1]

Fun fact: There are about 40,000 generations of neutrons every second. This is something the public is dimly aware of because, well, weapons. The known speed of these feedback loops is probably a source some of the public’s hesitation around nuclear energy - one of the public’s Bayesian priors, if you like to frame it in terms of logic. But it’s not a topic I’m going to dig into here.



[2]

For this summary I want to cite three sources that I found particularly useful. First, Fukushima in review: A complex disaster, a disastrous response, published in Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists. Second, The Fukushima Nuclear Disaster and the DPJ: Leadership, Structures, and Information Challenges During the Crisis published in Japanese Political Economy. Third, The official report of The Fukushima Nuclear Accident Independent Investigation Commission. Wikipedia’s summary is of course excellent as well, but these more academic sources provide an excellent source of stories, and further understanding for the social and political context in Japan at the time of the event.



[3]

There was another near-accident at Davis-Besse in 1977, recounted by the shift supervisor here. The story is another absolutely textbook example of how Probabilistic Risk Assessment would have diagnosed a problem that earlier methods missed. Had this incident been taken seriously, disaster at Three Mile Island would have been averted.



[4]

Scientists will get into knock-down drag out fights over whether a given data set fits a mathematical form called a ‘power law’, or match better to a 'log normal distribution', where outliers are large but not as dominant. As a point of reference, events that build up one event after the next are commonly power laws, but physics can be subtle, and it turns out an avalanche of snow isn’t a great fit to a power law, while one of rice grains is. As a practical matter, we should focus on the degree to which the worst case event outstrips the rest of the distribution. Generally speaking Nuclear meltdowns should be expected to (and do) mathematically best fit to dragon kings; once an event exceeds a certain damage threshold, it undergoes a “phase change” to a new and much more significant damage mechanism. In the case of nuclear power, the potential maximum cost shifts from “things capped by the budget of a nuclear plant” to “things capped by the budget of a regional economy”.



[5]

In 2007, the Institute for Radiation Protection and Nuclear Safety (IRSN) assessed disaster scenarios at the Dampierre power plant in Loiret, near Paris. The worst case assessment came out at $5.8 trillion, triple the GDP of France itself. The Tokyo metro area has a GDP roughly twice the Paris metro area, so a $10 trillion estimate is not nuts, though truthfully the people of Japan might simply decide to just live with the fallout rather than pay that figure.






Science Fictions by Stuart Ritchie

By now, the replication crisis is famous.  Everyone knows that many of the landmark studies in psychology and social science, among other fields, have gone down in flames.  But how did this crisis happen, and how do we make sure it doesn’t happen again?  As a young scientist and long-time science enthusiast, I have double the reason to be interested in these questions, and so eagerly read Science Fictions by Stuart Ritchie.

Science Fictions is part storytelling, part cautionary tale, and part call to action.  After a pithy guide to how science actually works and a brief history of the replication crisis, he skewers the four cardinal sins of science (which he calls “faults and flaws”)--fraud, bias, negligence, and hype–as well as the woes they produce.  In the last part of the book, he analyzes the perverse incentives that lead to bad science and how we can fix them.  Let’s take a look at each part before reflecting on the merits of the whole.

Storytelling

The replication crisis began with the discrediting of three studies.  On January 31, 2011, Daryl Bem, a top psychology professor at Cornell University, announced that he had found evidence of psychic precognition.  Psychic precognition is, of course, physically impossible.  When Stuart Ritchie and two colleagues reran Bem’s experiments three times, they failed to replicate the results, but the journal which published the original study refused to publish the replication on the grounds that they never publish replications of any kind.  So much for reproducibility.

In April 2011, Science, one of the most prestigious journals in the world, published “Coping with Chaos” by Diederik Stapel.  According to the paper, people show more prejudice and endorse more stereotypes in dirtier environments.  His research has “clear policy implications”, he wrote: clean up the streets and you get rid of at least some racism!  Unfortunately for clean freaks, his data had a major flaw–it was all made up:


I faked research data and invented studies that had never happened.  I worked alone, knowing exactly what I was doing…I didn’t feel anything: no disgust, no shame, no regrets. [...] I invented entire schools where I’d done my research, teachers with whom I’d discussed the experiments, lectures that I’d given, social-studies lessons that I’d contributed to, gifts that I’d handed out as thanks for people’s participation.



If the first tremors of the replication crisis were caused by an obviously unphysical result, and the second tremors were the result of obvious fraud, the third was more serious.  It was the downfall of an entire psychological concept, called priming.  I vividly remember learning about priming in my university psychology class during the early 2010s.  I found it bizarre but fascinating that people walk more slowly after hearing words like old, grey, wise, knits, and Florida, as the original priming study from 1996 found.  Later priming studies found even more interesting effects, like the “Macbeth effect”, where research participants were more likely to take an antiseptic wipe after recalling something unethical they’ve done.

The only problem is that these priming effects don’t replicate.  The original 1996 study was done with a stopwatch controlled by research assistants who knew who was “supposed” to walk slower.  When a bigger sample was measured with much more accurate infrared beams in a replication study, the effect disappeared.  The Macbeth effect likewise failed to replicate, as did a ton of other priming effects.  It turns out that plotting two points far apart on a piece of paper don’t make you feel more distant from loved ones; that writing moral dilemmas on black-and-white graph paper doesn’t push you toward more polarized judgments; that people might not be more judgemental when their disgust is primed.

After the downfall of priming, many famous results in psychology fell in quick succession.  Power posing probably doesn’t work: standing in a “powerful” position, with legs apart and hands on the hips, might make people feel more powerful, but does not change testosterone, cortisol, or financial risk levels.  The Stanford Prison Experiment is a staple of every psychology class, and the sadistic punishments the guards (who were supposed to represent ordinary men) spontaneously dreamt up stuck with me long after the class.  It turns out that part of the reason the guards behaved the way they did is because the researcher told them to, including giving tips on how to dehumanize the prisoners.

Psychology can take some comfort from the fact that it is not alone in the replication crisis.  A 2016 replication survey of 18 microeconomic surveys had a success rate of 61%.  Scientists at Amgen, a biotechnology company, successfully replicated only 6 of 53 high-impact cancer studies published in top journals.  An attempt to replicate 51 cancer studies was stymied because none of the papers contained enough technical detail to even attempt a replication.  After painstakingly tracking down the original authors and their collaborators, they managed to attempt replication of 14 (with another 4 forthcoming): 5 were successful, 4 were partially successful, 3 were clear failures, and 2 had uninterpretable results.  In 2019, Prasad, Cifu, and colleagues found that 396 studies out of 3000 in three top medical journals overturned the consensus on a medical practice.  One familiar example of medical reversal is on peanut allergies: the guidelines used to recommend not giving babies peanuts until they were at least 3, which turned out (at least according to a trial in 2015) to increase the probability of developing an allergy by a factor of 7.

The Sins

The four deadly sins of science are not pride, greed, wrath, lust, gluttony, and sloth, but fraud, bias, negligence, and hype.

This part of the book is not short on stories.  The section on fraud is particularly juicy.  We have already encountered one case of fraud in this review, that of Diederik Stapel, but Stapel is practically a saint compared to the Italian surgeon Paolo Macchiarini.  In 2011, Macchiarini announced that he had successfully transplanted a synthetic trachea.  This was thought to be impossible, because the trachea is not a sterile environment.  The real tracheal tissue does not have time to “grow onto” the artificial trachea before bacteria from the outside world infects the suture point, causing complications and eventually death.  Macchiarini’s strategy to deal with this problem was to cover up the deaths of his patients.  To give you an idea of how horrific this was, here is what Julia Tuulik, a Russian ballet dancer, told a documentary maker about her operation:


Everything is very, very bad for me. More than half a year I spent in Krasnodar in the hospital. Around 30 operations were performed on me under general anaesthesia. Three weeks after the first operation, I had a purulent fistula in my throat. And my throat is still rotting, even now. My weight is 47 kilograms. I can hardly walk. It’s hard to breathe, and now I have no voice. And the stench from me is such that people are recoiling in disgust. The second patient also stinks the same way. The artificial trachea is total crap. Unfortunately, Yulia



Tuulik died two years after her operation.  To make the story all the more tragic, she didn’t even have a life-threatening condition.  Her trachea was damaged by artificial ventilation after a car accident.  Doctors damaged her trachea; other doctors then condemned her to a horrific death in trying to fix the damage.

Other patients didn’t fare much better:


One other Russian patient died in what was described as a ‘bicycle accident’, another died in uncertain circumstances the year after the operation, and another survived but only after the synthetic trachea had been removed.  Macchiarini also operated on a Canadian-South Korean toddler at a hospital in Peoria, Illinois in the US in 2013, amid substantial media attention.  She died just a few months later.



Most scientific fraudsters don’t quite cause this level of pain and suffering.  They are more like South Korean scientist Woo-Suk Hwang, who claimed to have cloned human embryos by doctoring images; or Japanese scientist Obokata, who photoshopped her DNA blots to claim that she had found an efficient way to induce pluripotency in mature adult cells.  America has its own rogue’s gallery of fraudsters, including Michael LaCour, a graduate student at UCLA who “showed” that gay campaigners are far more effective than straight campaigners in convincing people to support gay marriage.  The only catch is that the survey never occurred: all the data was made up out of thin air, complete with stories and anecdotes to bamboozle his PhD advisor.

If fraud seems beyond the pale for most of us, the next sin, bias, is intimately familiar to all–whether we want to admit it or not.  I have certainly not been innocent of it in my scientific career.  There are two main types of bias: we want to confirm our pet theory, and refute our competitor’s; and we want to discover new and exciting phenomena, not null results.

Ritchie doesn’t make this point, but I think there is a perfect continuum between the first type of bias and scientific prudence.  If you measure a speed faster than light, would you publish it right away, or would you scrutinize it inside and out to discover what your mistake was, because there almost certainly is one?  Extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence, and it makes perfect sense to scrutinize a-priori implausible claims extra closely.  But scientific plausibility depends on the theory you subscribe to, and when that is controversial, it is not clear where good sense ends and bias begins.

The second type of bias is part of human nature.  Scientists, journals, funding agencies, the government, the public–basically, everyone with a pulse–are more interested in an effective Alzhemer’s treatment than in the 1283th unsuccessful treatment.  We are more interested in exciting new discoveries than in yet another null result.  Sometimes, this leads to us publishing the positive results while keeping null results in the file drawer.  Other times, we do p-hacking: analyzing the data in 20 different ways until we find p < 0.05 for one analysis method and claim a result barely related to the hypothesis we set out to test originally.

Ritchie certainly isn’t wrong that the file drawer effect and p-hacking distort the scientific literature.  Unfortunately, just as with the first type of bias, they blend seamlessly into good sense.  Does it really make sense to spend all your time writing up that A, B, C, and D are not cures for cancer, if it makes you five times slower at going through the rest of the alphabet and finding an actual cure?  Are other scientists really interested in wading through a hundred papers with null results to find one that they can build on top of?  As for p-hacking, it is all good and well to insist that scientists only test the original hypothesis, but some of the greatest scientific discoveries–penicillin, vaccination, the cosmic microwave background, the discovery of microorganisms–happened by chance.  It seems foolish to collect a large, high-quality dataset and not even look at it to see if interesting patterns pop up.  Where does data mining end and p-hacking begin?  There are no easy answers to these questions, but I suspect that, as usual, the inscription outside the Delphic oracle is as wise today as it was 2500 years ago: nothing in excess.

A final form of bias that Ritchie briefly mentions is political bias.  90% of psychologists are liberal; how likely are they to endorse politically incorrect findings, or to carefully scrutinize findings supporting their beliefs?  According to Ritchie, it could be partially due to this political bias that the field came to believe in stereotype threat: the idea that test takers’ performance suffers when reminded that, according to certain stereotypes, they are not “supposed to” do well because they are female (for math), black (for most academic subjects), or white (for athletic ability).  Ritchie claims the evidence for stereotype threat is quite weak, citing a 2015 meta-analysis that shows evidence of publication bias.  More recent meta-analyses that I have found generally report that if stereotype threat exists, its magnitude is much smaller than initial studies indicated.  For example, Warne 2021 claims no evidence of stereotype threat in females; Lewis & Michalak 2019 gives a summary of the field which confirms that the reported effect size has been decreasing with time; it is not clear what Picho-Kiroga et al 2021’s conclusion is, but their funnel plot certainly doesn’t inspire confidence that stereotype threat has been robustly detected:
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Above: a funnel plot from Picho-Kiroga et al 2021, summarizing studies on stereotype threat.  The bigger the study (higher the inverse standard error), the smaller the reported effect, with the highest-powered study finding nearly no effect.  The small studies finding large ST effects have no counterparts finding equally large reverse ST effects, which could be due to publication bias.

Moving on, Ritchie deals with negligence.  Scientists are human, which means that sometimes they make mistakes–either typos, transcription errors, arithmetic errors, or other banalities that could fundamentally change the conclusion, or errors in the very design of the study, which could be due to apathy, poor training, or incompetence.  How common are banal errors?  In 2016, Michèle Nujiten and colleagues used an algorithm to check the consistency of the statistics reported in 30,000 psychology papers, finding that half the papers had at least one numerical inconsistency.  13% had a serious mistake that could change the interpretation, e.g. by changing p > 0.05 to p < 0.05.  Unsurprisingly, these mistakes tend to support instead weaken the author’s hypothesis, combining with bias to form an even less savory cocktail.

According to Ritchie, another particularly embarrassing example of negligence are the candidate gene studies.  In the 2000s, scientists found genes linked to everything from depression to schizophrenia to cognitive test scores, sometimes with effect sizes as large as 21%.  Since then, improved technology has allowed scientists to simultaneously measure thousands of genetic variations in hundreds of thousands of people, completely blowing the early studies out of the water in terms of statistical power.  Ritchie quotes Scott Alexander to describe what scientists discovered:

Reading through the candidate gene literature is, in hindsight, a surreal experience: they were building a massive edifice of detailed studies on foundations that we now know to be completely false.  As Scott Alexander of the blog Slate Star Codex put it__: ‘This isn’t just an explorer coming back from the Orient and claiming there are unicorns there.  It’s the explorer describing the life cycle of unicorns, what unicorns eat, all the different subspecies of unicorn, which cuts of unicorn meat are tastiest, and a blow-by-blow account of a wrestling match between unicorns and Bigfoot.”

Is it fair to call doing low-powered studies “negligence”?  Ritchie makes the point that complex traits were known to be massively polygenic more than a century ago.  As early as 1918, Ronald Fisher made a simple argument: complex traits like intelligence follow bell curves, while a single gene gives rise to a binary outcome (you have a certain trait or you don’t).  To get a bell curve from these binary outcomes, thousands of them must be combined.  If this argument is valid–and it’s hard for me to see why it wouldn’t be–it truly is surprising why scientists spent a decade chasing large effect candidate genes (they were insensitive to small-effect genes), when it was mathematically impossible that they would find one.  Were all the scientists really this stupid or ignorant for so long, or are there subtleties that Ritchie is missing?  Not being a geneticist, I don’t know–and unfortunately, neither does GPT-4.

Moving on, we come to the last sin: hype.  We are all familiar with hype.  99% of the time, hype is how the public hears about scientific discoveries.  Sometimes, hype comes in the form of the unmentioned cross-species leap, which is best illustrated by the @justsaysmice Twitter account:
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Sometimes, hype comes in the form of unwarranted advice, or confounding correlation with causation.  Over the years, many SSC/ACX comments have brought up nutrition science as reliably heavy on hype and thin on actual evidence.  I share this impression, and apparently, so does Ritchie:


Fads like microbiome mania wax and wane, but there’s one field of research that consistently generates more hype, inspires more media interest and suffers more from the deficiencies outlined in this book than any other.  It is, of course, nutrition.  The media has a ravenous appetite for its supposed findings: ‘The Scary New Science That Shows Milk is Bad For You’; ‘Killer Full English: Bacon Ups Cancer Risk’; ‘New Study Finds Eggs Will Break Your Heart’.  Given the sheer volume of coverage, and the number of conflicting assertions about how we should change our diets, little wonder the public are confused about what they should be eating.  After years of exaggerated findings, the public now lacks confidence and is sceptical of the field’s research.



The public is right to lack confidence, given that nutrition scientists keep saying that everything either causes or prevents cancer:


In a now-classic paper entitled ‘Is everything we eat associated with cancer?’, researchers Jonathan Schoenfeld and John Ioannidis randomly selected fifty ingredients from a cookbook, then checked the scientific literature to see whether they had been said to affect the risk of cancer.  Forty of them had, including bacon, pork, eggs, tomatoes, bread, butter and tea (essentially all the aspects of that Killer Full English).



Why is nutrition science so terrible?  Bias is one factor: studies are often funded by the food industry.  Heavy reliance on observational studies is another reason.  Running a randomized controlled trial over 30 years to study the long term effects of a diet simply isn’t practical, so scientists instead ask people what they ate.  Of course, survey participants don’t necessarily remember what they eat.  Even if they had perfect memory, they might not want to admit to eating McDonalds every day.  Even if they had perfect memory and were perfectly honest, culture, ethnicity, location, social habits, socioeconomic status, religion, and virtually every other aspect of being human all affect what we eat.  Disentangling causation from the morass of  confounding factors is extremely difficult, if not impossible.  This is not to say that randomized controlled trials in nutrition science are good–one of the poster children of rigor, the 7500 participant PREDIMED study which claimed to show cardiovascular benefits from a Mediterranean diet, was retracted because 21% of the sample were plagued by randomization failures.

Nutrition science is of course not the only field plagued by hype.  Psychology is not immune.  Back in 2015, Scott Alexander wrote five blog posts questioning the validity of growth mindset: the idea that you can achieve anything just by saying “I can’t do X yet” instead of “I can’t do X”  (I’m only mildly exaggerating!)  Around the same time, I remember the Microsoft campus being plastered with posters like this, advertising growth mindset:
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These posters spread like wildfire thanks to the promotion of Stanford University psychologist Carol Dweck, the idea’s originator.  According to Ritchie’s Substack, which has the most recent updates on growth mindset, Dweck went on TED Talks viewed by tens of millions and said:


“Let's not waste any more lives, because once we know that abilities are capable of such growth, it becomes a basic human right for children, all children, to live in places that create that growth, to live in places filled with "yet””



She also lamented that growth mindset is not yet a national education priority. She also published a paper in Science claiming that growth mindset can help solve the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, because it helped Israeli and Palestinian children build a higher spaghetti tower together (!)

Surprisingly, growth mindset does replicate–sometimes.  A 2018 meta-analysis found an average effect size of 0.08 (95% confidence interval: 0.02–0.14).    A 2019 Nature paper studying 6300 students came up with an effect size of 0.11 standard deviations (95% confidence interval: 0.04–0.18).  Another 2019 study of 5018 English pupils found no effect whatsoever (effect size < 0.03 to 95% confidence).  Growth mindset might yet be real–although the confidence intervals that barely miss 0 are hardly the most slam dunk evidence I’ve ever seen–and if so, it might yet improve your life incrementally.  Just don’t expect it to be a magic wand.

The sagas of nutrition science and growth mindset illustrate another one of Ritchie’s points that I fully agree with: usually, hype is the fault of the scientist, not of the journalist.  It wasn’t journalists who ran endless flawed observational studies.  It wasn’t journalists who told Dweck to go on TED and claim growth mindset is a human right.  In most cases, even science news articles that go far beyond the original paper in their exuberant claims are not the fault of journalists.

I have personal experience with how scientific results end up in newspapers.  A few years ago, I had a result that I wanted press coverage for.  I contacted my university’s press office, who sent a press strategist to interview me and hired an artist to make the illustrations.  The strategist then wrote the article, put in the illustrations, and sent me the draft.  I made changes to the draft, including both scientific corrections and stylistic suggestions.  The strategist incorporated the changes and sent me a second draft.  This repeated a few more times until both of us were satisfied, after which we set a date for the press release.  The very day the release happened, I could easily find dozens of websites that carried the story.  Almost all of them copied the press release word for word, the illustrations pixel by pixel.  Not a word of these stories appeared without my review and approval.

To be fair, not every science news article is like this.  After another paper of mine was published, I did not put out a press release or solicit publicity in any way.  Instead, a journalist contacted me and said he was interested in writing a story.  He interviewed me and asked a clarifying follow-up question afterwards, but did not allow me to see the draft before publication, as was standard policy at his newspaper.  When the article came out, I found it to be incredibly accurate and even-handed.  The journalist even quoted an expert in the field, who fairly and accurately mentioned my study’s limitations.

The Call to Action

In Part III of the book, Ritchie catalogs the perverse incentives that lead to all the scientific sins, and how to fix them.  The discussion is rich with juicy examples, but the perverse incentives essentially boil down to two:


	Publish or perish.  When scientists aren’t paid by the paper (which happens regularly in China), they are rewarded with job opportunities and/or tenure for publishing papers and getting citations

	Having to constantly apply for grant funding



According to Ritchie, the perverse behaviors that these perverse incentives lead to are legion.  My inbox is bombarded with ads from predatory journals, who will publish anything for an exorbitant fee.  Desperate to publish papers, many scientists either publish subpar results in predatory journals, or “salami slice” their results into the smallest possible publishable units to generate more papers.  Others artificially boost their citation counts by citing themselves, or pressuring others into citing them while serving as peer reviewers.

I am unconvinced that these really are perverse incentives.  Surely we want scientists to make discoveries and publish papers?  Surely we want to allocate scarce funding to the projects that are most exciting and promising?  It is hard to imagine any set of incentives that rewards good science, without also rewarding those who convincingly simulate good science.  With a reliable, fast, and un-gameable oracle that can objectively rate the quality of a scientist, we would not need to count papers and citations or review grant proposals.  Since we don’t have such an oracle (GPT-5 being some time away), citation counts are the next best thing.  While not immune to gaming, it is harder to manufacture citations than Ritchie implies.  As he says himself:


…huge numbers of these papers receive barely any attention from other scientists.  One analysis showed that in the five years following publication, approximately 12 per cent of medical research papers and around 30 per cent of natural- and social-science papers had zero citations.



In my experience, landmark papers in my field routinely have very high citation counts, the most talented scientists routinely have many highly cited papers, and dodgy papers (even by top scientists) routinely have few citations.  The correlation is certainly not perfect, but nobody has demonstrated that any other objective metric does better.

However scientists and their work are evaluated, it is not surprising that many scientists game the rules when their status and their livelihoods are on the line.  This is not a technical problem, or even a structural one.  It is an inescapable feature of the sinful human condition.  Liars, bloviators, and cheaters have always been with us, and always will be.  Improving ways of detecting and punishing them is possible.  Removing the incentive to lie, bloviate, and cheat is not.

The very last chapter of the book is entitled “Fixing Science”.  Anyone expecting a plan to remove the perverse incentives altogether will be disappointed.  Instead, the chapter is a laundry list of ideas.  Most of them are good; many are increasingly being implemented; few strike me as truly revolutionary.  These ideas include:


	Automated algorithms to catch statistical irregularities

	Journals dedicated to null results

	Journals should accept more replication studies

	Doing away with statistical significance

	Use Bayesian statistics

	Have a panel of independent statisticians analyze the data, not the researchers

	Have a government panel investigate allegations of misconduct, not the university

	Analyze the data in many different ways (multiverse analysis)

	Pre-registration of studies

	Open science: publish all data and all code used to get the result

	Open access: preprints

	Hiring and tenure decisions should consider “good scientific citizenship” (openness and transparency, quality over quantity)

	Fund scientists instead of specific projects

	For grant proposals above a certain quality threshold, randomly select which ones to fund



As the book notes, some of these suggestions are already being implemented.  Journals are already accepting more replication studies.  Pre-registration is already required in clinical trials.  In many fields, scientists put their papers on arXiv, medRxiv, or other preprint servers before publication.  Open science is becoming more and more the norm, as storage costs decrease and open source software proliferates.  There are already journals dedicated to null results–although nobody wants to publish in them.

Other suggestions have debatable risk-reward tradeoffs.  Funding scientists instead of projects means a small clique of senior and influential scientists monopolize all the funding, while junior scientists and those with unpopular ideas are even more out of luck than they already are.  Considering good scientific citizenship in hiring and tenure decisions might sound like a good idea, but evaluating even one applicant’s “complexity of building international collaborations, arduousness of collecting and sharing data, honesty of publishing every study whether null or otherwise, and the unglamorous but necessary process of running replication studies” is extremely non-trivial.  Doing so fairly and quickly across many applicants in different fields sounds nearly impossible.

Reflections

For me, Science Fictions was a trip down memory lane.  Countless studies that I had read about and believed during the past ten years are all there, all ignoble examples of how not to do science.  One moment I’d be back in a university psychology lecture, learning about power posing and stereotype threat.  Another moment, I would be staring at the innumerable “growth mindset” posters at Microsoft, where I worked a decade ago.  Then I’d be arguing on Facebook about the gay canvassing study, or reading Slate Star Codex’s brutal takedown of 5-HTTLPR studies.

Did the book change my view about science?  I’m not sure.  The replication crisis has been well known and endlessly written about for a decade now.  It is in the air we breathe.  While the book was useful for updating my beliefs on specific findings, it did not make me significantly more skeptical of science, because reading about failed replications on SSC/ACX and elsewhere has already cured me of any instinct to blindly trust scientists.

So has becoming a scientist myself.  Real data is filled with anomalies that nobody understands. Real data analysis, especially on data from a new instrument, depends on a multitude of defensible choices that often give different results, without any way of knowing which one is better.  Real interpretation is a mixture of guessing which data analysis method is better, which points are outliers, which model is more plausible, and what effects are or are not important.  Real paper writing involves telling a consistent story while sweeping all the dead ends and paths not taken under the carpet, to avoid turning the paper into a novel.  Real consensus-building involves people obsessively defending their pet theories, people with egos wanting to prove how smart they are, people getting jealous, and people arguing because they just don’t like each other.  Nothing has made me trust science less than becoming a scientist and seeing how the sausage is made.  Scientists are human too.

If the book didn’t substantially change my opinion about science, it did reinforce my humanism.  Think back to all the psychology and social science studies that failed to replicate.  What do they say about humanity?  In nearly every case, the replication failure means that we are not as manipulable as scientists once thought.  Having temporary power over others in a prison doesn't make us abusive sadists.  Hearing about old people doesn't make us walk slower.  Being reminded of a stereotype doesn’t make us conform to it.  A single gene or food doesn't make us depressed.   Overall, we are stronger, more resilient, more rational, and more consistent than what the psychologists wanted us to believe.  If that means there is no magic wand that can magically make us succeed in life, it also means that we have a coherent self that is our own, one that random passers-by cannot easily mold to their liking.  If one lesson from the replication crisis is that scientists are as flawed as other humans, an equally valid lesson is that humanity might not be so flawed after all.




Secret Government

[This is one of the finalists in the 2023 book review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. 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]

There is widespread agreement among philosophers, political commentators, and the general public that transparency in government is an unalloyed good. Louis Brandeis famously articulates the common wisdom: “Publicity is justly commended as a remedy for social and industrial diseases. Sunlight is said to be the best of disinfectants; electric light the most efficient policeman” (page 1).

Support for transparency is bipartisan. On his first day in office, Barack Obama said “My administration is committed to creating an unprecedented level of openness in Government.” (page 1). On the Republican National Committee’s website, one reads “Republicans believe that transparency is essential for good governance. Elected officials should be held accountable for their actions in Washington, D.C.” (page 2)

And so it is. Legislators’ votes are published and stored in public online databases, their deliberations are televised, and their every action is extensively documented. 

We do not, however, embrace transparency in all aspects of government. Citizens vote by secret ballot to protect their votes from outside influence. The Federal Reserve meets in secret to avoid causing turmoil in financial markets. Most international diplomacy is conducted in secret. What accounts for the difference?

As with a surprising number of widespread assumptions, the public embrace of transparency suffers from a want of theoretical justification. The intuitive thought process begins with the assumption that politicians are inherently up to no good. They must therefore be watched as closely as possible so that we can temper their sordid tendencies. A more careful examination of transparency paints a much more complex story. Brian Kogelmann provides such an examination.

How Did We Get Here?

Our modern ideas about government transparency can be traced back to Jeremy Bentham. He advocated for radical transparency in government while also supporting a secret ballot for individuals. He believed that “men acting as representatives of all the people have a private and sinister interest, and sufficient power to gratify that interest, producing a constant sacrifice of the interest of the people” (page 23). What should be done about this? Publicity! For “Without publicity, all other checks are fruitless: in comparison of publicity, all other checks are of small account.” (page 24). 

Bentham also shares our modern embrace of a secret ballot for citizens. On its face, there might seem to be a contradiction here. If citizens’ votes were public, would that not also serve as a check against their being captured by sinister self interest? Some have bitten this bullet. John Stewart Mill, for example, thought that citizens should vote publicly so that they would be compelled to vote in the public interest rather than their own. Voting publicly might also increase trust in government by allowing us to easily check the results of any election. If there was a public database of votes, citizens could simply check whether their votes were counted accurately. Any concerns about election fraud would evaporate.

Bentham resolves the apparent contradiction by appealing to the idea that the votes of citizens should be free. By this he means free from outside influence “whether as terrorism or bribery” (page 24). The idea is that if citizens’ votes were public, they would be subject to a variety of unsavory influences. Somebody might try to buy their vote, for instance. This was commonplace in the United States before the secret ballot was introduced. Also common was “terrorism,” simply threatening physical violence against anybody that didn’t vote in the appropriate manner. Organized crime was a fan of this tactic. The secret ballot removes these influences, ensuring that the only factor affecting an individual’s vote is the honest preference of that individual.

By contrast, Bentham absolutely does not want the votes of legislators to be free. He wants their votes to be tightly shackled to the preferences of their constituents. He wants the citizenry to essentially rule by terrorism, threatening to put legislators out of a job if they step out of line. This can only occur if those constituents can actually observe their legislators’ votes. So there is, apparently, no contradiction. 

A Secret Ballot For Legislators

Kogelmann does not think that the contradiction has been resolved. He argues that legislators face an incentive structure very similar to the one faced by citizens, and that a similar system should be adopted. In his words:


...our political institutions ought to largely operate under a veil of secrecy. By secrecy, I mean this: when representatives vote on bills (either on the legislature floor or in committee), they do so by the secret ballot. Citizens will know which bills pass or fail, and they will know the total number of votes for and against each bill, but they will not know in which direction individual legislators cast their votes. Moreover, much of the debate over bills (especially in committee during markup sessions) should occur behind closed doors. (page 35)



His argument relies on the notion of political equality, which he defines thusly:


A democratic society realizes political equality if and only if influence on political decisions is insulated from features of persons other than (p1) their desire to participate in politics, (p2) the quality of their argument, (p3) their relevant expertise, or (p4) their unique position to advocate a particular cause (page 39)



Kogelman claims that a certain amount of opacity in government is necessary to realize political equality.

A full discussion of the topic of political equality would take us somewhat far afield, so no extensive justification for this particular conception is given here. I will appeal to the intuitive plausibility of the idea that we should begin with the presumption that all citizens should have equal influence on political decisions. But we also recognize that there are some situations where some individuals should have more influence than others. Some individuals have no interest in politics, and no wrong is done to them if they have less influence than individuals that are very interested in politics. Some are highly articulate and can shape political discourse around their ideas. It would be undesirable and probably impossible to try to deny outsized influence to thought leaders. Some individuals have technical expertise in a particular area such as nuclear power or human behavior. They ought to have more influence than the lay public on those issues.

Conversely, many intuitive things are not legitimate exceptions. Some individuals have more money than others. Some work odd hours and are more inconvenienced by getting to the polls on election day. Some run crime syndicates and can threaten anybody that approaches the polls. We do not think that these qualities entitle those individuals to greater political influence.

Important for the current discussion, political equality does not seem to be realized in many modern democracies (despite very high levels of transparency). The classic example of this is the 2014 paper by Gilens and Page, “Testing Theories of American Politics: Elites, Interest Groups, and Average Citizens,” in which the authors demonstrate that legislators in the United States are highly responsive to the preferences of interest groups and economic elites, but essentially unresponsive to the preferences of average citizens. 

In graph form:
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Kogelmann also cites others, including “Gilens 2005, 2012; Flavin 2012; Rigby and Wright 2013; … Bartels 2016” (page 40), and concludes “it certainly seems like wealth is leading to unequal influence on political outcomes” (page 40). I agree. There is enough smoke here to indicate some fire.

Having large amounts of wealth and being a member of a special interest group are not among the enumerated exceptions to the presumption of equal influence, so we can say that political equality is not realized.

Assuming for the moment that interest groups can and do influence legislators, how, precisely, does that happen? Not in the way that many initially think. The empirical literature is somewhat mixed on the question of the influence of money in politics, mostly because of the conflation of several different measures of influence.

Very briefly, a bill begins its life in a committee, stays there for a while getting debated over and reworked and amended until the committee brings it to the floor where all members of one legislative house vote on it. If passed, the bill is sent to the other house and the rigamarole begins again. Those studies that find no effect of money on legislator behavior tend to focus on floor votes. 


After conducting a meta-analysis of all relevant studies, one group of scholars concludes “the evidence that campaign contributions lead to a substantial influence on votes is rather thin” (Ansolabehere et al. 2003:116). Other scholars find different results, however. From his meta-analysis, Thomas Stratmann (2005:146) concludes that “money does indeed influence votes.” (page 43)



The studies that find a large influence of money on legislative outcomes focus on the efforts of legislators during the drafting phase, in committee.


Instead of purchasing votes, these subtler accounts posit, what is being purchased is such things as making sure that a bill one supports is prioritized, making sure that a bill one opposes never reaches the floor for a vote, inserting an amendment or earmark, and making sure that a bill one opposes but will inevitably be passed a bit more palatable. (page 44)



This account is widely confirmed in the literature. Kogelmann cites Hall and Wayman (1990) among others


In short, the more money a supporter received from the dairy PACs and the stronger the member’s support, the more likely he or she was to allocate time and effort on the industry’s behalf (for example, work behind the scenes, speak on the group’s behalf, attach amendments to the committee vehicle, as well as show up and vote at committee markups) (page 44)



The idea of lobbying as a straightforward exchange of money for legislative action relies on the lobbyist having some confidence that the legislative action will actually be delivered. If the legislator would routinely take the money and run, exchange would soon cease to take place. There is no outside authority enforcing the contract, so an informal mechanism must be at play. The commitments of the two parties need to be credible.

From the lens of game theory, the problem of credible commitment is solved in practice because the interaction between legislator and lobbyist is repeated many times. The legislator establishes a reputation for delivering legislative actions, and the lobbyist establishes a reputation for delivering money. 


Give me a contribution today, and I will return the favor during my next term in office, provided that I win office and an opportunity to do you a favor arises. Moreover, if you support me in future campaigns as well, then you may become my friend, and if this occurs and I continue in office or achieve a higher office, then I will return even greater favors (Snyder 1992:17-18). (page 51)



If legislators voted by secret ballot, this resolution mechanism would cease to function. Say that a lobbyist makes a contribution to a legislator hoping for an amendment to be inserted into a bill. The legislator can promise up and down to vote in favor of that amendment, but will have no way to actually prove it. With no way to verify that the exchange took place, the lobbyist would soon give up.

In Kogelmann’s words:


In a regime of secrecy, interest groups cannot observe legislators expending effort on their behalf. They can thus never be sure the legislator has carried out her end of the bargain. Knowing this, the interest group is unlikely to enter a bargain in the first place. Opacity thus eliminates one source of political inequality, as it renders a legislator unable to credibly commit to fulfilling her side of an exchange. (page 54)



Lobbyists and legislators are currently able to cooperate with each other because the public nature of the legislator’s actions produces confidence in the lobbyist. The ideal of political equality would be served by using secrecy to disrupt this relationship. Removing the public record levels the playing field.

Bentham was correct, in a sense. The votes of legislators are not free. They are subject to a form of bribery, and also to terrorism.

Kogelmann does not address this angle in his book, but there is good reason to believe that terrorism is an even more effective tactic than bribery. Instead of making a contribution to a legislator to try to get an amendment added, the lobbyist can instead threaten to donate to a primary challenger or run a bunch of attack ads. 

The following citations are taken from https://www.congressionalresearch.org/BruberyCitations.html

From the book Captured by former senator Sheldon Whitehouse:


The threat is plain: step out of line, and here come the attack ads and the primary challengers – all funded by the deep pockets of the fossil fuel industry.



From “The Negative Agenda Power of Campaign Contributions: Evidence from U.S. Congress” by Alberto Parmigiani:


Observable donations are just a limited fraction of the ones that interest groups threaten to make, so that the influence of donors to legislators is much bigger than the observed amount of contributions.



This dynamic would also cease to function by increasing the opacity of Congress. There would simply be no way to know who to attack.

Kogelmann also cites the problem of asymmetric information. The problem is essentially that interest groups tend to form around issues that have concentrated benefits and diffuse costs. This incentivizes a small, well-organized minority to spend a lot of time and energy monitoring Congress, usually pushing policies that do not benefit the majority.


For example, the benefits-to-costs ratio for corn growers forming an interest group and securing corn subsidies is high (the result is a substantial increase in wealth for the farmers). In comparison, the benefits-to-costs ratio for taxpayers forming an interest group and blocking corn subsidies is low (the average taxpayer only contributes a dollar or two to corn subsidies a year). This is why we see interest groups lobbying for corn farmers but none lobbying for taxpayers opposed to corn subsidies (page 45)



The idea of citizens caring a lot about their legislators’ actions on an issue that may cost them a dollar or two per year is fanciful, so there will be no opposing interest group to the corn growers. The returns on organizing are just not there.

The NRA operates on a similar dynamic. It spends a good deal of its time and money on the task of making sure its members are informed about one particular issue, resulting in policies that are objectively unpopular among Americans.

Being on the good end of a policy that has concentrated benefits and diffuse costs is not one of the enumerated exceptions to the ideal of equal influence, so this constitutes a violation of political equality.

There are two intuitive ways to solve the asymmetric information problem: “leveling up” the knowledge of the general public or “leveling down” the knowledge of interest groups. The former seems more morally righteous, but is unlikely to work in practice. The information about legislators’ votes is already public and easy to access (see govtrack.us). It is unclear how exactly one would make citizens care enough to organize. Legislators vote thousands of times per year, and some kind of government service attempting to push knowledge of all those votes onto the public would quickly be regarded as spam.

More practical is leveling down the interest groups by having an opaque legislative process, making all interest groups equally uninformed.


…legislators will no longer have an incentive to pass the corn-subsidy bill that a majority of people oppose. Of course, they still might pass the bill; perhaps they think that the production of corn needs and deserves financial support. The point is that if they do decide to pass the policy, it will not be because special interests are breathing down their necks. The introduction of secrecy has eliminated this incentive. (page 57)



If all groups are equally uninformed, loud, well-informed, well-organized special interest groups would no longer have an outsized influence on the political process. It would not be clear which legislators were and were not cooperating, so there would be no information for the members of the interest group to act on. This would increase political equality.

Drawbacks of Secrecy

Secrecy has some tempting benefits. Does it also have costs?

Maybe. We would like legislators to be accountable to the citizenry in some sense, but whether transparency provides a desirable kind of accountability is not clear.

Legislators are currently accountable in the sense that they might be voted out of office if their constituents are unhappy with their performance. The citizens rule by a kind of terrorism. What does this mean in practice? Jane Mansbridge gives three formulations, which Kogelmann enumerates.

First, promissory representation: 


According to this account, politicians make promises to their constituents during elections and then seek to fulfill these promises once in office. Promises made by politicians might be to support certain kinds of legislation (e.g., subsidies for corn farmers or funding for local schools) but might also be to not support certain kinds of legislation (e.g. “Read my lips, no new taxes”). (page 59)



This account has a certain intuitive appeal, and, unfortunately, is incompatible with secrecy.

Account number two is anticipatory representation:


Instead of making electoral promises and then trying to fulfill them, here the politician tries to please future voters by passing policies that increase their well-being. (page 59)



Here, citizens do not look at their representatives’ actions, but only inspect their own well-being and vote accordingly. They do not need to know anything about the details of what laws have passed, or even if any laws have passed. If things suck, throw the bums out and try again. Given that the overwhelming majority of citizens do not monitor their representatives at all, this account seems more realistic, though potentially a little unfair to the legislators. Citizens' well-being might decrease for some reason that has nothing to do with any legislative action. Anticipatory representation is, however, fully consistent with opacity.

Third is gyroscopic representation:


The idea here is that citizens elect a politician who is of a certain type; perhaps the politician is an evangelical Christian or a member of the steelworkers’ union. Because the representative they have selected is of a certain type, the electorate need not worry too much about what the representative does in office, as they already know what kinds of policies the elected official is likely to support. (Page 60)



This is also consistent with opacity because the observation takes place before the representative takes office.

Secrecy in government is only a problem, then, if we are fully committed to promissory representation. Kogelmann argues that we should reject the intuitive appeal of promissory representation because it will inevitably lead to pandering: politicians supporting policies they know to be bad or ineffective because of popular support. For an enumeration of all the ways in which expert opinion differs from lay opinion, see Bryan Caplan’s book The Myth of the Rational Voter. I would go further and argue that the reason citizens elect representatives in the first place is because of this difference of opinion. Citizens do not want to spend all of their time embroiled in the arcane details of healthcare regulation or fiscal policy. They want somebody else to do the work for them. The fact that opacity conflicts with promissory representation, then, is not a problem.

Shut the Doors

Should legislators also deliberate in secret? Kogelmann argues yes on this front too.


The US Senate is often hailed as the “world’s greatest deliberative body,” but those who have recently paid close attention to debate on the Senate floor are likely to find this description deeply inaccurate if not an exercise in sarcasm. Productive debate is almost nonexistent. Absent are honest exchange and consideration of reasons; in their place we find partisan displays of grandstanding. There is little compromise, and consensus is almost never reached. Of course, deliberation on the Senate floor need not manifest itself in such an unpleasant form. Institutions can have a major impact on the quality of discourse, and one institutional change that can influence the quality of deliberation is whether debate is open to the public or occurs in secret. (page 64)



The United States actually began with secret deliberation. The Constitutional Convention was held entirely in secret. The public was not allowed to observe, the doors and windows were sealed, and the minutes were not published until the death of James Madison in 1840. Deliberating in this manner had a number of desirable effects.

Designing a political system is very hard to do. The process of solving any hard problem involves confusion, mistakes, false starts, and the generation of a wide variety of ideas, many of which are bad. All of this is more difficult, if not impossible, when the process is publicized. Think of the last meeting you had where a hard problem was to be solved. Imagine how differently you would have behaved if that meeting was broadcast on national television. If a colleague used a word that you didn’t know, would you have asked what it meant? Would you ask a colleague to explain a confusing proposal a second time? Would you throw out a bunch of unconventional ideas? Would you give due consideration to unconventional ideas that others proposed? Would you be comfortable changing your mind? What if the audience could also choose to put you out of a job in a year or two if you made a sufficiently embarrassing gaffe or didn’t put forward enough partisan red meat?

Removing the audience allows participants to make mistakes more freely and eliminates the incentive to pontificate and grandstand instead of discussing substantive issues.


As former senator Olympia Snowe (R-ME) describes it, “Rather than putting forward a plausible, realistic solution to a problem, members on both sides offer legislation that is designed to make a political statement. Specifically, the bill or amendment is drafted to make the opposing side look bad on an issue and it is not intended to ever actually pass” (page 67)



It’s not that legislators don’t want to compromise. It’s that they don’t want to be seen compromising.

Are there any drawbacks? A few, but they are not insurmountable.

Kogelmann lists four. First, the legitimacy gap: 


Contemporary liberal societies are rife with stark disagreements among good-willed and competent persons.  Despite this lack of agreement, political decisions still need to be made, and typically there is no policy that will appease  all persons affected. Someone is going to be the loser. Many times, this loser will feel that her views were not given due consideration; in turn she will begin to question the legitimacy of the implemented policy and the wider political process. (page 69)



Observing the process has the potential to mollify the loser and eliminate the legitimacy gap. If the losers observe that their opinion was at least considered during debate, they are plausibly less likely to view the process as illegitimate, even if their views are ultimately rejected. Note, however, that this requires citizens to actually observe their legislature.

Second, the problem of political capture:


The problem of political capture occurs when public officials use the apparatus of the state to advance their own self-interest rather than the public good.



This problem has constituted much of the rationale for transparency. Politicians have the power to make laws, and they might make laws that benefit themselves at the expense of the public good. Transparency compels them to at least be a little creative in their rhetoric. Instead of saying outright “We should award this contract to my cousin Ted,” they must make up some rationale for why Ted’s company deserves the contract.

A famous example of this problem is from the Constitutional Convention. Slave states didn’t try to offer any kind of justification for slavery. Instead, they simply stated that they would refuse to join the union unless slavery was allowed. This would have been harder to do if the meeting was held in public.

Third, the respect deficit:


The respect deficit occurs when individuals do not think those they disagree with are good-willed and competent, nor do they think their positions are in any way defensible. Though deliberation itself cannot resolve our deepest disagreements, it can perhaps reduce or eliminate the respect deficit. When we actually hear the reasons and arguments persons give in defense of views we think are misguided, we are more likely to walk away with a positive view of those we disagree with and the views they hold. (page 71)



I think the key word in this passage is “perhaps.” Observing political discourse in the United States, transparency doesn’t seem to be having a large effect on the level of respect people have for those with differing views. Perhaps it is necessary but not sufficient.

Fourth, the problem of ignorance:


Questions related to politics are complex and multifaceted. No individual knows everything there is to know about the intricacies of health care policy, business cycles, budget deficits, and the like, but democratic politics calls on individuals to play some participatory role in governance nonetheless. (page 71)



It is in theory desirable for citizens, particularly students of public policy, to have some information about the problems that have been previously solved and the issues that were brought up so that the collective level of knowledge can be raised. A transparent legislative process could plausibly help with this. We should want to shield future generations from our mistakes, which would seem to require that those mistakes be made public.

One potential solution to these problems would be to publish transcripts of legislative sessions after a period of time. Kogelmann calls this transcript accountability. This would solve the four above problems to the degree that open deliberation does. Unfortunately, this would come at the cost of removing all the benefits of secret deliberation. We actually have a natural experiment to demonstrate this. The Federal Open Market Committee (FOMC) has always deliberated in secret, but in 1993 started to release transcripts of their meetings on a 5-year delay. This change was examined in several papers by Ellen E. Meade and David Stasavage. They say:


Distinguishing between FOMC members who are Board Governors, those who are voting Presidents of regional Federal Reserve Banks, and those who are non-voting Presidents, we find that the two former groups have been significantly less likely to express verbal dissents on policy decisions since 1993 (page 83)



And “the 1993 change appears to have resulted in a reduced tendency for members to publicly change their views during the course of a meeting” (page 83).

This is essentially what secret deliberation is trying to avoid, so transcript accountability is out.

Better is what Kogelmann calls testimonial accountability:


The public exhibits Testimonial Accountability with respect to a secret deliberative body if and only if members of the body release statements to the public explaining, justifying, and criticizing the body’s decision. (page 77)



The canonical example of this is the Federalist Papers, following the Constitutional Convention. Several members of the convention published essays that aimed to promote the ratification of the Constitution. They also provided insight into the founders’ intent, offering detailed arguments in favor of a strong central government and a balanced division of powers. This helped two of the four problems: the respect deficit and the problem of ignorance. 

If the respect deficit is reduced by open deliberation, it is probably reduced more by testimonial accountability. Reading a polished, cleaned up argument for a position is probably better than listening to a fumbled, half-baked speech given in a meeting. It is easier to respect the articulate, and most people are relatively inarticulate when speaking off the cuff.

The problem of ignorance is also likely to be reduced. Anything that an audience can learn by watching a legislative session they can probably learn more efficiently by reading a polished summary of that session. I expect most people who actually take advantage of this information to be students, researchers, and historians.

Testimonial accountability does not have any of the drawbacks of transcript accountability. There would be no reason to include the specific missteps and gaffes of any particular participant, and no way to check the veracity of such statements anyway. The problems with transcript accountability occur when the minute details of a debate are published, not the general direction and conclusions.

The other two problems are a bit tricker. Notably, Kogelmann doesn’t think that testimonial accountability reduces the legitimacy gap because members could just lie and say that they considered a point of view that they completely ignored. I think that testimonial accountability would do something to address this problem, but I agree that it is not a complete solution.

The complete solution he proposes is proportional representation. Unlike winner-takes-all systems, political parties in proportional systems secure seats in a legislative body in proportion to the number of votes they receive. It allows for a more diverse representation, reflecting the preferences of a broader electorate. Proportional representation systems aim to create fairer outcomes, reduce wasted votes, and foster collaboration and consensus-building in government. Whether this actually works is a matter of some debate.

In theory, proportional representation should reduce the legitimacy gap. If any viewpoint large enough to constitute a minor political party is given at least one seat at the table, we have good reason to believe that that viewpoint will be considered in debate. 

It is also plausible that proportional representation will reduce the problem of political capture.

In Kogelmann’s words


In the context of secret deliberation, the worry is not that political actors hidden from the public’s eye will pursue their own interests, but that deliberators will advance their interests at the expense of those not present. This seems to be what happened at the Philadelphia Convention. Slaves, women, and the unpropertied were not present, so the interests of white male property holders could be advocated at their expense. (page 86)



Fundamentally, the resolution of political capture lies in the fact that people with many different interests have to compromise and agree on a solution that is palatable to all. Even if every member of a deliberative body is trying to pursue their own interests, as long as a sufficient breadth of interests is present, everything should cancel out.

The combination of testimonial accountability and proportional representation should address all the problems with secret deliberation.

Final Thoughts

The United States actually had a system that had most of the elements that Kogelmann proposes for most of its history. The changeover happened in the early 1970s with the introduction of the sunshine reforms. Legislators’ votes in committee used to be secret (though floor votes were public) and committee meetings were completely closed to the public. Did anything interesting happen after the switch?

As a matter of fact, yes!

Here is a selection of graphs from https://applieddivinitystudies.com/1970/ and

https://wtfhappenedin1971.com/

You have probably seen this one:
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Our current trend of increased political polarization seemed to begin around that time:
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Along with a change in political rhetoric:
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Mass incarceration arguably began in the early 1970s:

[image: ]

The federal register contains, among other things, a list of new laws and regulations. Its length began to balloon in 1970:
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And most troubling of all:
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I assert that the United States should go back to the old system. The theoretical justifications for transparency are weak, often empirically false, and the costs are high.

In order for citizens to hold legislators accountable for their actions, citizens must follow congress, which they do not do. Transparency is supposed to increase trust in government, but according to this study by Pew https://www.pewresearch.org/politics/2015/11/23/1-trust-in-government-1958-2015/, trust in government did not increase and arguably decreased after the 1970s transparency reforms. Transparency is supposed to increase legislative accountability, and it does, but in the worst possible way. We would be better off with much less of it.

Postscript

I have only touched on the first three chapters of Kogelmann’s book. The rest is also interesting and worthwhile, but somewhat distracts from the agenda that I’m trying to push with this post.




Selfish Reasons to Have More Kids by Bryan Caplan

Bryan Caplan is the ALS Ice Bucket Challenge of authors. Readers can feel a physical shock as beliefs they hold closely are picked apart piece by piece. I half expect Bryan’s next book to show that drinking water, eating food, and breathing air are all bad for my health.Selfish Reasons to Have More Kids is no exception from this Caplanian trend. Like any Caplan book, reading it requires an open mind, and a healthy amount of skepticism.

Does having kids make you happier?

The status-quo effect of having kids on happiness is unclear. Reflectively, parents are much happier with their decision to have kids than non-parents are with their decision to abstain from kids.

When asked “If you had to do it all over again, would you or would you not have children?” 91 percent of parents say they would have children all over again. Only 7 percent said they wouldn’t. You might object that people merely rationalize whatever decision they’ve made, but the best available survey finds that nonbuyer’s  remorse is common. In 2003, Gallup asked childless adults over the age of forty, “If you had to do it over again, how many children would you have, or would you not have any at all?” Over two-thirds of the people without kids confessed regret.

Pretty strong evidence in favor of being a parent! On the other hand, parents are a little less happy day-to-day after accounting for confounding factors (income, religiosity, and relationship status).

In the general Social Survey, a massive, decades-long study of Americans, every child makes you about 1 percentage point less likely to call yourself “very happy.” The difference is real, but you need a statistical microscope to detect it. Married people, in contrast, are 18 percentage points more likely to be very happy.

This roughly matches data for the 2017 Slate Star Codex survey summarized here. These studies look at the average parent, but you can be a happier parent than most, with the power of apathy. Most studies suggest that parenting doesn’t have a strong effect on children’s life outcomes. This is great for parents, because they can be lazy without throwing away their children’s future.

Parenting doesn’t matter is the ice water over the head claim. Nobody believes it the first time they hear it, and you should have a high bar for evidence to accept it.

Twin and Adoption Studies

Social scientists think about 3 factors that influence a child. Genetics, shared environment, and nonshared environment. Shared environment is any factor that is shared by 2 children growing up in the same home, and unshared environment is everything else about the child’s environment. Parental income is shared environment, but one kid joining the debate team is “unshared environment”. A mom who forces her kids to study 2 hours every night is shared environment, but one child getting pneumonia is unshared environment. Caplan thinks that shared environmental factors don’t really influence life outcomes. The evidence for this mainly comes from twin and adoption studies.

Adoption studies make two comparisons. First, they look at unrelated children related children raised under the same roof. The more similar they are, the more presumably parenting matters. They also look at related children raised in different households. Presumably, their similarities are points in favor of genetics and against shared environment. Twin studies compare identical twins to fraternal twins, typically raised in the same household. The more similar identical twins are, the stronger the case for genetics.

Health

One way that parents like to influence their children is in health. Encouraging their children to eat healthy, stay away from drugs, and get some exercise are all things parents do to make their kids live longer, healthier lives. Does it work? Caplan says no. A study looking at life expectancy for over 3,000 Danish twins found “no evidence for an impact of shared environment.” Another study of 9,000 Swedish twins found no parenting effects, though both studies found strong genetic effects. Other studies are mixed. A smaller study of Finnish twins found a moderate nurture effect on self-reported health, but no difference in doctor evaluated health. A Swedish study of 700 twin pairs did find a strong nurture effect- if you were in the 80th percentile for objective health, on average your adoptive sibling would be in the 65th percentile.

Caplan concedes there is a clear parental effect when it comes to reducing your child’s use of alcohol, tobacco, and drugs. One study of 1,000 Korean children adopted into the United States found that being raised by a family of non-drinkers lowered the adoptee’s chance of drinking alcohol by 20 percentage points.

Income and Education

Whether through reading, education, or conversation, parents try to make their kids smarter. If they’re doing a good job, it isn’t showing up on standard IQ tests. A study looking at 245 adopted children in Colorado found that ones adopted into High IQ homes did no better on IQ tests than ones sorted into average IQ homes. A similar study in Texas with 300 adopted children found the same result. Again, other evidence is more mixed. A Minnesota twin study found that if you’re in the 80th percentile for IQ, your adopted sibling is likely in the 56th percentile (a different test showed no result). This shows at least a moderate effect for upbringing.

Another metric where evidence is weak but perceptible is school. If you are in the 80th percentile for GPA, on average your identical twin will be in the 71st percentile, a strong relationship. In contrast, non-related children in the same household had GPAs no more similar than strangers. On the other hand, a Korean study found that children adopted to high education families do get statistically significantly more education, though the effect size is small.

Again looking at the Korean adoption study, the income effect is non-existent. Children adopted by the richest families went on to earn the same as children adopted by the poorest families!  Another American study of 400 twins found a modest effect- if you were in the 80th percentile for income, you could expect your adopted sibling to be in the 55th percentile.

Caplan details the same pattern for lots of other things parents might care about. Religion, politics, marriage, sex, and personality all fall into the category of weak to no evidence for a nurture effect.

Bryan sums up his view from all of these studies.

Once upon a time, nature vs. nurture was a matter of opinion, but now there are hard answers: Nature wins, especially in the long run. If your child had grown up in a different family- or if you had been a very different parent- she probably would have turned out about the same.

Criticisms

I will never hate anything as much as economist Arthur Golberger hates twin studies. Ironically, Caplan wrote a blog post in 2008 calling Goldberger the wisest econometrician in the world. Goldberger argues that identical twins are often more similar in environment than paternal twins. For instance, parents might sign them up for the same activities, and treat them similarly in ways they may not for fraternal twins.

Goldberger also goes after two twin studies cited above, the Minnesota study and the Sweden study. In the Minnesota study, the identical twins who were “raised apart” often had substantial contact with each other, casting doubt on the assertion they had no shared environment. Also, Goldberger points out, twins raised apart were often given highly similar, although separate, environments by their parents or social workers. This selection effect can’t be ignored.

In the Swedish study, the median age of twins interviewed was 59. At this point, there is good reason to doubt their self reporting. Many of the twins (between 11% and 26% depending on cohort) gave inconsistent answers about the age they were separated by more than 2 years. On top of that, 44% of twins “raised separately” in the study were raised by members of the same biological family, calling into doubt how unrelated their upbringing truly was.

Even if you accept the truth of all the studies Caplan quotes above, I think coming to a different conclusion is pretty reasonable. Bryan writes,

As shorthand, [if you are in the 80th percentile for some trait], if your counterparty in the thought experiment is in the 51st through 55th percentiles, I’ll call that a “small” effect. If he’s in the 56th through 65th percentiles, I’ll call that a “moderate” effect. Anything more I’ll call “large”.

Suppose intelligence were 100% genetic. If that were the case, having a father in the 80th percentile would mean your intelligence would be expected to be in the 65th percentile. Borderline a moderate effect, based on Caplan’s definition. In reality, intelligence is less than 100% genetic, meaning Caplan must believe that father’s IQ only has a “moderate effect” on IQ. This seems silly.

What’s really going on here? I think every variable Caplan measures, health, intelligence, education, income, is incredibly noisy. As a result, parental interventions with large effect sizes explain only a small percent of the variance in outcomes. It doesn’t change that the effect sizes are large. Combine that with a lot of studies having small sample sizes, and you make it really hard hard to rule out significant effect sizes with this methodology.

Separately, adoption studies could miss something meaningful. For example, maybe adopted kids are treated differently, or families that adopt aren’t representative in some important ways of the average family. My hypothesis here is that adopting signals a minimum enthusiasm for parenting that most families might not have. As a result, the adoption studies miss any benefit uninterested parents could achieve from becoming more involved.

Modern parenting has also changed substantially, compared to when these studies are done. Information is more accessible, so maybe it is easier to be an elite parent now, and identify which interventions can be helpful for your kids. Also, there could be prevalent harms today (maybe social media) that weren’t widespread when these studies were first conducted. Perhaps parenting today matters more than ever.

How can you be a 99th percentile parent?

My first thought when I read all of this was, doesn’t Bryan homeschool his own children? If he truly believes that parents don’t have too much of an impact on their children’s lives, why go to all the effort?

All adoption and twin studies look at parents on average. None of these studies are well powered enough to rule out the interpretation that there are some 99th percentile parents who are genuinely improving their children’s lives.

One intervention that seems to improve children’s lives substantially is private tutoring. The effect size is really large. One meta analysis showed that private tutoring has an effect size 5 times higher than any other education intervention tested when it comes to boosting test scores. Private tutoring is the perfect example of the type of intervention that wouldn’t show up in adoption studies, because so few people do it, but might have a meaningful impact on children.

Other interventions, such as taking time off around the birth of your child, have also been shown to have substantial benefits. Maybe for people who want their children to reach the absolute tops of their field, discipline and significant educational investments are worthwhile. I don’t know what the secret sauce is here, but I find Emily Oster’s substack to be a great repository for evidence-based parenting advice. For what it’s worth, Oster spends most of her time taking the Caplan view that many things are overblown.

Libertarianism

Caplan is a big libertarian. I read that subtext throughout his book. If being raised in a poor neighborhood doesn’t meaningfully change your life outcomes, maybe we don’t need to pour more money into underprivileged neighborhoods. Maybe we’re just throwing good money after bad.

The problem for Caplan, all of the best evidence for nurture effects comes from sustained programs for poor families. A mother’s pension program in the early 1900s had huge effects on recipients. The children of accepted applicants earned 14% more than the children of applicants who were rejected from the program. Another study found that each $1,000 received in EITC benefits increased the later life earnings of teens by 2.2%. Another study looked at Native American tribes before and after their family received casino income. Children whose parents received the income during their childhood were more likely to be employed at 25 than children whose parents did not.

This might all be consistent with Caplan’s arguments. Maybe the poor families just can’t afford to adopt, so they don’t show up in the data. By the time you’re stable enough to adopt, you’ve already picked all the financial low hanging fruit where you can turn money into children’s success.

I’m not accusing Caplan of making this argument, but this is important context to keep in mind. A strong belief in the power of genetics also implies an anti-libertarian argument. If you think genes are often destiny, it is more important to fund a robust social safety net, as we owe a minimal standard of living to people who are poor because of a bad luck of the genetic draw.

Conclusion

Caplan quotes astronomer Carl Sagan,

“Extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence.” Caplan thinks “Behavioral genetics comfortably passes Sagan’s test…Parents have little long run effects on their kids.”

I think 90% of parents I know could take away an important lesson from this book. Be less neurotic about your children. There’s no need to take them to extra-curricular activities you don’t want them to go to, or fight painful battles over getting them to read their books. That being said, some parenting endeavors are useful, and parents should be cautious before casting away decades of conventional wisdom.




Shall the Religious Inherit the Earth? by Eric Kaufmann

TLDR: Conservative and Orthodox (fundamentalist) religious zealots push out more puppies. In fact, the more conservative and orthodox they are, the more they spawn. Also, conservative and orthodox kids tend to stay conservative and orthodox. Seculars don’t have kids. So they’re doomed.  Kaufmann (somewhat half-heartedly) concludes that, unless something changes, the future of humanity will be dominated by religious fundamentalists.

It’s like this for seculars:

[image: ]

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=PDBjsFAyiwA

Vs. this for conservative and orthodox religious folks:
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mWWAC5ZMKeM

What’s in the Book?

Kaufmann gives a quick overview of demographic trends in religious belief over time, noting the rise of secularism in the west, the continued religiosity of non-western nations (excluding communis nations, which Kaufmann doesn’t cover), and recent trends in religiosity. The book focuses on the U.S., Europe, and the Middle East, and the associated Abrahamic religions of Christianity, Islam, and Judaism. He treats each religion separately, putting each into its geographical, cultural, and political context, with historical and cultural details, and adds in the occasional statistic to support his thesis.

What’s Good about the Book? (Epistle to Dr. Arbuthnot)

Shall the Religious Inherit the Earth? has plenty of interesting historical facts, cultural tidbits, and supporting data. The structure is reasonably well laid out, starting with some background leading up to the current situation of secular dominance in Europe, religious dominance in the Middle East, and a bit of a mix in North America. Kaufmann does solid yeoman’s work of enumerating the many influences of the intersection of religiosity and fertility on demographic change, such as retention of children in the faith, immigration, and political changes. Kaufmann describes himself as a secularist, and the book comes across as a genuine attempt to objectively lay out what Kaufmann has discovered about it. He does a good job of considering all the evidence and providing it fairly and without prejudice.

Kaufmann also seems to be very knowledgeable about the subject, and disgorges a collage of that knowledge into the book. The book also seems well-sourced, with a multitude of references for those interested in source checking.

Why Does it Suck?

The book is dull. The writing style is a sort of middle-brow milquetoast. Kaufman is a university professor, and his writing style evokes images of a slightly bored lecturer that tends to wander off on tangents that only occasionally are even mildly interesting. Kaufmann doesn’t engage or entertain the reader, but rather lays out ideas and supporting information interspersed with loosely related topics that disorient the reader. This might be forgivable if the book were packed with information and insightful analysis. But it isn’t. He never creates a clear path from the information he presents to any conclusion, almost as if he were afraid to make any bold or controversial statement. He comes out strong and clear in the second paragraph of the first chapter with his thesis: “Simply put, this argues that religious fundamentalists are on course to take over the world through demography.” But then he spends the next 258 pages meandering lazily through the material he assembled.  At times his writing is like floating down the amazon – fascinating with exotic scenery, but with so little forward motion and so many seemingly random turns that one could be forgiven for feeling like the journey had no destination. Even the final chapter follows this lackadaisical style, full of caveats, possibles and might-be’s that could alter his self-declared inevitability of future human religiosity, until his last two sentences: “This much seems certain: without an ideology to inspire social cohesion, fundamentalism cannot be stopped. The religious shall inherit the earth.” In the context of the rest of the book and the rest of the final chapter, it seems out of place and grafted on.  He tries so hard to be evenhanded and not offend anyone that the message simply does not get across.

Shall the Religious Inherit the Earth? seems to contain enough information to make a reasonable steelman argument for an inevitable religious  fundamentalist human future, but the facts and figures are sprinkled haphazardly throughout, and Kaufmann doesn’t bother to do any analysis. He self-strawman his own argument.

Kaufmann also breaks Butteridge’s Law of Journalism that any headline that ends in a question mark will be answered with “no”. This might have worked if Kaufmann came out with a full-throated “yes” or even a decisive “too early to tell and here’s why”. Instead, the reader only gets a wholly inadequate “I guess so”.

Kaufmann also seems to gloss over or ignore some potentially key concepts in fertility. He gets some forgiveness because the book was written in 2010, and some of these ideas seem only to have come to the fore in the recent past (they are certainly not new ideas, but IIRC were not commonly in political discussion prior to 2010). These ideas include things like affordable family formation, the potential impact of fertility decline in the developing world on immigration to the post-industrial regions, and the tendency of the secular to increase their fertility as they are exposed more frequently to the large families typical of the more religious. The book also dates from 2010, and needs an update to reflect the most recent developments, like the aforementioned slowdown in fertility in the developing world, and the fertility changes in Israel as the fundamentalist Haredim have become a much larger share of the population.

Does it Provoke Reassessment of Priors?

Kaufmann’s Shall the Religious Inherit the Earth? does provide sufficient evidence with which to analyze and update some priors. The impact of demographics seems grossly under-rated by secular thinkers but is perhaps moving into a more central focus. For example, the recent popularity of Peter Zeihan, who focuses on demographic trends for geopolitical analysis, indicates a growing awareness.

The contemporary zeitgeist seems to be that the arc of history bends toward some utopian or dystopian future, ranging from social justice nirvana and labor-free UBI-based human existence to the global warming meltdown and the AI apocalypse. In a deeply religious future with a population that tends toward the Luddite, the arc of history is likely to bend elsewhere. So Kaufmann makes a significant contribution just by asking the question.

Kaufmann’s recherche buffet of information might also provide some useful information about under-appreciated religious and political history and trends. For example, most Westerners might not realize that most Muslim sects allow birth control and even abortion (with some limitations, that vary by sect). But update this prior with caution, because the most orthodox Muslim sects still ban them.

Is it Worth Reading?

No.

It’s boring, disjointed, unsatisfying, and out-of-date. It might be a good book as a primer on recent demographic trends in the Abrahamic religions, particularly for the Orthodox sects. But the relevant material could have been summarized and even briefly analyzed to draw some conclusions at blog post length. The content was fluffed unnecessarily to book length. This is one of those books where a reader can go through the first and last chapter, and either skip or (like Tyler Cowen) maybe skim the rest, and not really miss much. Or just read a book review.

What to Say about Shall the Religious Inherit the Earth?

A big reason people read (or pretend to read) a book, is for conversational fodder. Here’s a couple pithy points you can bring up to entertain, spur discussion, or shock your pals. Note that these are not Kaufmann’s words, or even his conclusions.


a.       The AI apocalypse will never come, humans will all be technology eschewing religious luddites in the future.

b.       Who cares about the latest woke craze, the religious will eventually outbreed everyone else and institute a theocratic dictatorship.

c.       Haredim and Orthodox Jews in Israel are multiplying so fast that soon the whole country will soon be sporting hillbilly beards.

d.       The biggest source of greenhouse gasses in the U.S. will soon be cow farts, since the Anabaptists are taking over, and they hate cars but love dairy farms.



Some Musings on the Coming Theopocalypse

The propositions and predictions presented in this section are highly speculative, heavily influenced by my priors and only thinly supported by evidence, but at least you will be spared from Kaufmann’s droning discourse. And this take is almost exclusively through a Darwinian lens, which makes it pretty limited, so think twice before converting to Anabaptism based on this. I’ll start with a few foundational ideas:

How did everyone get fertile in the first place? This is obvious from simple Darwinian analysis. More babies that grow up to have their own babies means more members of a species with those characteristics. So, no further discussion needed? Good? Good. The bigger question is, how did people in the west, particularly seculars, get unfertile? This presents a bit of a conundrum, but might be explained with some basic ideas put together in a non-obvious way.

How did religion end up teaching fertility? First, consider the idea that cultures, philosophies, and ideologies – in short, memes – are all subject to Darwinian pressures. Those memes that reproduce themselves survive, those that don’t perish. They reproduce themselves much like a virus, infecting the minds of believers. This infection gets passed from person to person through some combination of communication and coercion. In the case of children, they are particularly vulnerable to memetic infection from their parents. So, while a meme can survive by simply being infectious, a meme that also enhances the fertility of the people it infects has a special advantage in reproducing itself through the parent-child pathway when the infected have lots of children.

This is an example of goal alignment. The meme and the people it infects both benefit (in a Darwinian sense) from the same outcome: people having more children. They are symbiotic.
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Secular people are not infected with the religion-cum-fertility mind virus. Which, in a Darwinian sense, is bad because it leads to less meme/gene propagation. So how did the West get so secular and infertile?

Now, before going further, another concept is needed, which is, that human reproduction (indeed, all sexual reproduction) takes an unfair toll on women. Pregnancy and childbirth for humans are 9 months of discomfort, sickness, and pain. Not to mention that, throughout all of human history, it was probably the most dangerous thing in the life of most women, with complications and even death a common result. H.H. Holmes probably had pregnancy on page one of his torture manual for women. No one should be surprised that, when not being coerced or even convinced to have children, most modern, secular women choose not to.

So, throughout history, religion and men have held a sometimes open, sometimes conspiratorial, and sometimes undiscussed (but emergent) conspiracy to convince and coerce women to get pregnant and continue this religion-infected species.

Which brings us to modern secularism. Modern secular culture neither convinces nor coerces women into childbearing. And it is modern, secular women who have the lowest fertility rates, generally sub-replacement, which over time will lead inevitably to fewer seculars (barring the arrival of some not yet available technological solution, or some other force outside this Darwinian model).  Meanwhile, the most “orthodox” religions have the highest fertility rate. One common thread among orthodox religions is that women are oppressed, with strong indoctrination supporting fertility, and limited life opportunities outside of bearing children and raising a family.

So why the rise in secularism now? It’s a confluence of technology, capitalism, and democracy. Machines eliminate the need for strong backs, and equalizes men and women, which means women are at least as productive as men in the labor force – especially when they don’t take time off to have children and raise a family. Meanwhile, capitalism does not depend on fertility to survive. Its core value is productivity, and families tend to get in the way. Capitalism is happy to take men and women equally out of the family and into the factory. That’s why every Fortune 500 company flies the rainbow flag. Similarly, democratic government wants more voters. But this means more children would be better, right? Well, actually no. Like Verruca Salt, democracy wants its voters right now, so that Johnny Gladhander can keep his seat in the next election. This means expanding the franchise to women who will be grateful and vote for him, which in turn means giving women the power to escape coercion and even uncomfortable convincing.
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Through millennia, the oppressive trinity of men, religion, and government has built a massive cultural and institutional edifice. And it was not until the early 20th century that women got the right to vote. And not until the 1960’s that machinery had advanced to the point that strong back labor was no longer needed. Wait a few generations for the cultural conditioning to wear off, and we have the imploding secular fertility that we see today.

But maybe for people that don’t have children, a potentially theocratic future at odds with their personal belief system doesn’t matter. Maybe immanentizing their own personal eschaton instead of propelling their ideas into the future through their children is a rational choice. Also, if someone believes that the world will end from some other catastrophe before the coming takeover by religious zealots, maybe these trends don’t matter.
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When will the Religious Zombies Issue Forth from the Earth and Eat Every Secular Brain?

Relax, not for a while. Maybe not in your lifetime. But probably in the lifetime of your children, or their children. So, maybe seculars shouldn’t care?

Below is a simple (and likely over-simplified) example. But predicting the future is fraught with uncertainty. Those who claim a prescient capability are most remarkable for their hubris. So this analysis will proceed with the humility of a very rough approximation, for one particular orthodox religious group in one particular geographic location: the Anabaptists (Amish and Mennonite) in Pennsylvania.

PA Anabaptist population ~ 370,000 in 2022.

The practicing Anabaptist population doubles roughly every 20 years (a long-term trend), (those that defect to other lifestyles are not included in the population estimates).

Current population of PA ~ 13 M

This analysis assumes no net population growth for PA. Mostly for simplicity, but also because current PA population growth (about 0.23% in 2022) is small, and the primary source of that growth (foreign immigration), has historically been erratic (and, in this writer’s estimation, is likely to decline significantly over the next Anabaptist doubling time of 20 years). The analysis also looks at 2 key population levels:

20% - Roughly the level where a group becomes a significant political force.

50% - Roughly the level where a group becomes politically dominant.

At current growth rates, the Anabaptists could reach 20% of the population of PA in 60-80 years, and 50% in about 80 - 120 years.

What will that mean? Below are a few things Anabaptists are likely to institute, either de jure through legislation, or de facto through social taboos. For convenience, they are broken into things right-wingers will probably hate, things left-wingers will probably hate, and things everyone who is not an Anabaptist will probably hate. Some might not be immediately obvious why Anabaptists would push them. Think anti-technology Ludditism, combined with an economic model that employs most members on small family or communal farms and businesses, where children are significant economic producers. The list is certainly not exhaustive. YMMV on where in the chart you might put things based on your particular flavor of left/right/other.




































	Things Right Wingers Will Probably Hate	Things Left Wingers Will Probably Hate	Things Everyone Who is not an Anabaptist Will Probably Hate
	No cars	Few women in the work force, and restrictions on the types of work they do	No fun of any kind (no sex, drugs, and rock-and-roll; and no alcohol or gambling)
	No right to bear arms	No LGBTQ+ rights	Really ugly clothes
	Child marriages/reduced age of consent	Creationism taught in schools	Return of child labor
	Pacifism (reduced military spending or possibly total disarmament)	No vaccine or other medical mandates	Businesses closed on holy days
	Bans on pesticides and fertilizers	Laissez-faire attitude toward regulation of businesses	No funding for scientific or medical research


So, this is for PA. In states like California, would people be free of religious domination? If the model is right, it might take longer, but the process could be inexorably the same. After the Mormons fill up Utah, will they eventually spill over into the entire southwest?

Zombie Antibodies

A few things might disrupt the fundamentalist zombie horde and derail the crazy train to the new theocracy. Note, again, this is not an exhaustive list.


Notes


[1]

A new religion – Are we entering a new Axial Age when new religions arise reconciling the contradiction between modern forces like rapid technological progress, capitalism, and democracy with human Darwinian pressures? I do not foresee such a religion, and honestly cannot conceive what it might look like. But which ancient ancestor would have conceived of Judaism, Christianity, or Islam - other than Abraham, Jesus, and Mohammed?



[2]

A new technology – Maybe artificial wombs coupled with Chat-GPT nannies, to relieve the discomforts of pregnancy, childbirth, and child rearing?



[3]

A new system – Something that could flip the cost-benefit analysis of having children might entice seculars to the delivery room. Estimates for raising a child through adulthood (not including college costs) are about $300,000. Government payment to parents to make childbearing less expensive might help. Although countries that have experimented with this have seen limited success at best. Another idea is giving parents the right to cast votes on behalf of their children. This might give them more power and encourage them to evolve their own creative solutions. Or maybe something more dystopian will emerge, like corporate parenting, where corporations take the responsibility of raising children, but then harvest their future earnings.

Distasteful Darwin

In conclusion, I leave the reader with a parable.

Once upon a time, there were two sheep, Maude and Mary. Maude lived a long happy life. She always had enough food to eat, she had lots of good, fulfilling sex with hot rams (and even a few pretty ewes). She had a fulfilling job and travelled the world. But Maude had no lambs.

Mary the sheep lived a short, miserable life in an oppressive, mis-ewe-onistic ramtriarchy. But she had many little lambs (with raggedy, itchy fleece like homespun – the white as snow stuff is only for nursery rhymes).  Looking at Mary, you might wonder why she even bothered to live. You might even conclude her life is repugnant. But her lambs still frolic happily in the fields, grateful to be alive.
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“Daddy, why are seculars so much worse at Darwinian survival than us, when they learn it in school and we don’t?”






Slouching Towards Utopia


That in the long 20th century, for the very first time in human history, the principal axis of history was economic—rather than cultural, ideological, religious, political, military-imperial, or what have you
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The Long Twentieth Century

How did the world get to where it is today is a large question. And Brad Delong, economist and blogger extraordinaire, has an answer. That’s his book Slouching Towards Utopia, a play on Yeats’ famous poem, with Utopia substituted for Bethlehem. He wrote a history of the long 20th century, from 1870 to 2010. And necessarily it’s a history that’s extremely entangled with economics, politics and technology.

This is a project that has been in the works for a couple of decades, a magisterial work spanning everything important that’s happened in the last hundred and fifty years. It’s … heady, despite apparently at least originally being double the length with much left on the cutting room floor. The claim is that this is one long century and its primary driver was economic - not political, not technological, but economic.

It was launched to high acclaim six months ago, a 600 page tome with footnotes and indices that make it a great read. New York Times bestseller, FT book of the year, Economist book of the year, the accolades bookcase are full, and rightfully so. This is perhaps the most consequential part of human history to dore, and it is incredibly entertaining to both read and hear, as I did a couple of times.

There are multiple ways to think about the book. It’s an economic history, it’s a business history, it’s a critical look at the political landscape, and it’s a technological history. It’s probably the book I’d gift first because of how much it covers. I got the visceral feeling reading it that I first got reading the History of Western Philosophy from Bertrand Russell.

And that’s also the problem. The sheer size and scope of the book also undermines its own narrative, so what you’re left with are just absolutely perfect morsels of historical delight, but not precisely a meal. There are multiple areas where as soon as you get interested, you have to move forwards. The inevitable chronological current carries you through the greatest and most important events of the 20th century with a speed that doesn’t allow you to do them justice.

But it’s in service of unpacking a claim, a claim whose chunks are regularly discussed in these parts may I add, that the hundred and forty years from 1870 to 2010 that comprise the long century and the most consequential years in all of humanity’s centuries, are the subject of two opposing forces - the Hayekian ideal of free markets, and the Polanyian ideals of redistributive justice and pluralist human conception.

But we’ll get there. First though, why 1870? Well, because


According to the best estimate, between the birth of Jesus and the beginning of the eighteenth century, the living standard of an average person rose by barely one third—1.5 percent every 100 years. Even after 1750, when the economy began appreciably expanding thanks to the steam engine, improvements in the welfare of a typical person remained paltry, scarcely doubling over 120 years in the global North as the benefits of economic expansion were matched by population growth.



The trivial reading of this is that it’s the time when most things happened, so by definition it’s most consequential. This is true, but boring, so we skip past this. The better reading is that it’s an inflection point. As Delong says:


What I call the “long twentieth century” started with the watershed-boundary crossing events of around 1870—the triple emergence of globalization, the industrial research lab, and the modern corporation—which ushered in changes that began to pull the world out of the dire poverty that had been humanity’s lot for the previous ten thousand years. What I call the “long twentieth century” ended in 2010, with the world’s leading economic edge, the countries of the North Atlantic, still reeling from the Great Recession that had begun in 2008, and thereafter unable to resume economic growth at anything near the average pace that had been the rule since 1870. The years following 2010 were to bring large system-destabilizing waves of political and cultural anger from masses of citizens, all upset in different ways and for different reasons at the failure of the system of the twentieth century to work for them as they thought that it should.



And also this:


After 1870, humanity's deployed technological capabilities and thus potential prosperity doubled every thirty-five years—and with it came economic creative destruction that reduced old economic structures to rubble and built new ones, and did it again, and again, and again, every single generation. Before 1870? From 1770-1870 humanity's globally-deployed technological prowess had a doubling time of about 150 years—not 35. From 1500-1770 it had a doubling time of 500 years. And before 1500, we are looking at a doubling time of 2000 years.
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There are three parts to his argument, which is that 1) Globalization, 2) the Industrial Research Lab, and 3) the Modern Corporation, came together to create untold prosperity, which was taking us towards utopia. Except that it got waylaid by our infatuation with the markets (the Hayekian angel on one shoulder overpowering the Polanyian one on the other), and it led us astray.

Hence the slouching.

The answer could be in two parts


	There was no magic in 1870. It’s a narrative convenience, but there is no step change, it’s just the continuation of many long trends coming to fruition.

	There are many ways to slice and create a starting point. You could do the industrial revolution, the scientific revolution, the Enlightenment, the reduction in population growth rate - each are ways of seeing the elephant, but none are comprehensive



The anecdotes are wonderful. The stories are remarkable. The erudition induces the green eyed monster to raise its head. But the narrative is flimsy. We live amidst the growth pangs of a golden age which we, in part, indulge in and squander away.

But the central problem, the reason for slouching, is this:


One reason why human progress toward utopia has been but a slouch is that so much of it has been and still is mediated by the market economy: that Mammon of Unrighteousness. The market economy enables the astonishing coordination and cooperation of by now nearly eight billion humans in a highly productive division of labor. The market economy also recognizes no rights of humans other than the rights that come with the property their governments say they possess. And those property rights are worth something only if they help produce things that the rich want to buy. That cannot be just.



The core tenets are that we escaped the Malthusian trap as our productivity started outpacing the population growth, that our innovation started getting industrialized and indeed commercialized, and that the vast sweeps of political economy existed to get both these points, seemingly in tension, into a working relationship.

I think Delong looks at the components through too high a level of aggregation. Sure, globalization is useful, but it existed before too! We had industrial revolutions before, joint stock companies before, and we had various groups jointly researching interesting phenomena before. Why were they not part of this particular long century? So let’s look at them.

I. Globalisation

Globalization isn’t just a fancy modern thing. You know, something that only came into existence due to our shiny new technologies, transportation methods, and communication systems? Well, some historians would beg to differ. They claim that globalization has been around since ancient times when trade networks were the highways that connected far-off lands and cultures. Let’s have a short dive into the evidence and arguments for globalization before 1870. To start, this is what Delong states regarding his globalization narrative.


There was the globalization of transport, too, in the form of the iron-hulled, screw-propellered oceangoing steamship, linked to the railroad network. There was the globalization of communication, in the form of the global submarine telegraph network, linked to landlines. By 1870 you could communicate at near–light-speed from London to Bombay and back, by 1876 from London to New Zealand and back.



Yes, transportation and communication technologies advanced in the late 1800s such that distances shrank. But this wasn’t new, but the continuation of a trend happening since we first started setting out on ships and boats together. There existed long-distance trade routes that brought together entire diverse regions and civilizations. The Silk Road, for instance, was this complex web of land and sea routes that connected China, India, Persia, Arabia, Europe, and Africa from around 200 BCE to 1400 CE. You've got all sorts of goodies – silk, spices, porcelain, metals, textiles, ivory, gems – being traded, along with ideas, religions, languages, and technologies.

And let's not forget the Indian Ocean trade network that linked Southeast Asia, India, Arabia, and East Africa from around 800 CE to 1500 CE, making it possible for commodities like cotton, pepper, cloves, cinnamon, gold, and even slaves to be exchanged. These trade networks weren't just about the money; they were also about creating economic interdependence, cultural diversity, and even political alliances (and conflicts, of course).

So, what's the big deal with these trade routes when it comes to globalization? You might argue that they weren't quite on the same level as modern trade flows, involving just a small portion of the world's population and output at the time. Plus, there were all sorts of barriers and risks to contend with, like tariffs, piracy, wars, diseases, natural disasters – you name it. But, let's not discount their relative impact on the societies involved. After all, exposure to new products, ideas, beliefs, and practices could have far-reaching effects on people's preferences, values, institutions, and identities.

Even today we discuss languages and genetics which evolved and changed due to these routes. Knowledge gained, religions grew. And there were feedback loops and spillovers that could amplify these effects over time, like trade stimulating innovation, specialization, competition, cooperation, diffusion, and so on.

Delong’s claim is that it’s not sufficient for trade to happen, but the development of a globalized market economy to emerge.


Unmanaged, a market economy will strive to its utmost to satisfy the desires of those who hold the valuable property rights. But valuable property owners seek a high standard of living for themselves… Moreover, … the market economy sees the profits from establishing plantations.



The difference is that prior to 1870 or thereabouts, the claim that “markets will lead to prosperity” would’ve been banal, but not transformative the way we see it today. Because when we say markets, we don’t just mean the trade of goods and services, but the web that forces someone far away to create an innovation impacting a particular type of plastic that forever changes the way we deliver vaccines to our children! It’s just “markets”, it’s the tightened web of innovation linked together with a common purpose.

But the previous markets led to the emergence of whole empires and colonialism that spanned multiple continents and regions. Not even the latest colonial ones. Take the Mongol Empire, for example – the largest contiguous land empire in history, covering most of Asia and parts of Europe and Africa from 1206 CE to 1368 CE. The Mongols managed to unify a pretty diverse bunch of folks under their rule, promoting religious tolerance, cultural exchange, and even setting up a common legal system and postal service. And they were all about trade and commerce across their vast territory. Then there's the Spanish Empire, one of the first global empires in history, which reached its peak in the 16th and 17th centuries. The Spanish colonized large parts of the Americas, Africa, and Asia, exploiting natural resources and labor forces, spreading Christianity and Spanish culture, and introducing new crops, animals, and diseases.

These empires didn't just have political and economic ramifications; they also had deep social and environmental impacts. So, what do these empires tell us about globalization? You could argue that they were more about coercion than consent, extraction than exchange, homogenization than diversity – I mean, we're talking about violence, oppression, exploitation, conversion, assimilation, and the like. But on the flip side, they could also be seen as sources of integration rather than fragmentation, cooperation rather than conflict, and hybridization rather than purity, as they involved negotiation, adaptation, resistance, syncretism and creolization.

II. Industrial Research Lab

The second ingredient is the Industrial Research Lab – that modern bastion of innovation where great minds gather to push the boundaries of technology and knowledge. The thesis makes sense, since it is how we created some of the greatest innovations of the 20th century, from Bell Labs to the semiconductor world to maybe even the modern giants. Their impact was stark.


Four percent of Americans had flush toilets at home in 1870; 20 percent had them in 1920, 71 percent in 1950, and 96 percent in 1970. No American had a landline telephone in 1880; 28 percent had one in 1914, 62 percent in 1950, and 87 percent in 1970. Eighteen percent of Americans had electric power in 1913; 94 percent had it by 1950.



But before we had these shiny temples of science, there were precursors and antecedents that can be traced back to before 1870 too. And if we’re to be critical of the specific organizational structure too, scenius formation happens time and time again, informally, across the globe, from Baghdad to Paris.

Let's rewind the clock first though and take a look at the early European workshops and laboratories that served as hives of knowledge and innovation. Among these were the Renaissance "studios" where master artists and their apprentices would collaborate and experiment with new techniques and materials. These studios not only produced breathtaking works of art but also enabled the cross-pollination of ideas between different disciplines, such as painting, sculpture, architecture, and engineering. Just think about Leonardo da Vinci's workshop – a veritable playground of creativity where art and science intertwined.

There were "cabinets of curiosity" that popped up in the 16th and 17th centuries. These collections, often owned by wealthy individuals, were like proto-museums and featured all sorts of exotic and unusual items – natural specimens, archaeological artifacts, scientific instruments, and more. The inquisitive minds of the time would gather around these collections to study and discuss the objects, leading to new insights and discoveries. These cabinets of curiosity were, in a way, the intellectual salons of their time. Much as we gather together to create clubs and analyze GPT-4, so did they.

This changed as we moved into the world of the "scientific societies" that began to emerge in the 17th and 18th centuries. The Royal Society of London, for example, was founded in 1660. This learned society was dedicated to the pursuit of scientific knowledge and brought together like-minded thinkers who shared their discoveries, conducted experiments, and published their findings. The Royal Society not only provided a platform for collaboration but also helped establish standardized methods and practices that laid the groundwork for modern scientific research.

Is the difference that these are primarily arenas for learned scholars to debate ideas, but not necessarily to create technology? For many things, craftsmanship necessary to make telescopes or machine tools for instance, this would seem unfair, like we’re drawing a line in the sand.

As we enter the 19th century, we find the birth of the modern research university. Germany was at the forefront of this movement, with institutions like the University of Berlin (founded in 1810) and the University of Göttingen (founded in 1737, but with a major reform in 1807) that focused on the integration of teaching and research. These universities housed research laboratories where professors and students would work together on groundbreaking scientific projects. The German model was soon adopted by other countries, and by the late 19th century, the research university had become a key player in the advancement of science and technology. Surely this matters!

So, what do these historical nuggets of wisdom tell us about the evolution of the Industrial Research Lab? Well, for one, they show us that the spirit of collaboration, experimentation, and cross-disciplinary thinking has been alive and well for centuries.

Furthermore, they reveal that the development of the modern research lab was a gradual and organic process, shaped by a diverse array of institutions and practices that evolved over time. And finally, they remind us that the pursuit of knowledge and innovation is a timeless human endeavor – one that has been nurtured and celebrated in various forms and settings throughout history.

The famous Bessemer steel didn’t emerge from an industrial research lab, and was rather quickly followed by others who improved the method further. This is a discovery disseminating through the network, and getting improved at every turn, because in improving it there exists the tantalizing prospect of fame and riches. The same that has tempted all men throughout history. As Delong himself writes


For thousands of years steel was made by skilled craftsmen heating and hammering wrought iron in the presence of charcoal and then quenching it in water or oil. In the centuries before the nineteenth, making high-quality steel was a process limited to the most skilled blacksmiths of Edo or Damascus or Milan or Birmingham. It seemed, to outsiders—and often to insiders—like magic. In the Germanic legends as modernized in Wagner’s Ring cycle operas, the doomed hero Siegfried acquires a sword made by a skilled smith. Its maker, the dwarf Mime, is in no respect a materials-science engineer. His brother, Alberich, is a full magician.7 That changed in 1855–1856, when Henry Bessemer and Robert Mushet developed the Bessemer-Mushet process.



The industrial research lab is a success but borne of the fact that it is in the bringing of people together to attack thorny problems have always been successful. It’s the scenius that’s important, not the format of the lab.

So let’s not forget the rich tapestry of history that has shaped the world of research and innovation we know today. What we have today is the successor to a reasonably well understood format that’s changed and evolved through time.

In fact now, in the 2020s, we see the ossification of old industrial research labs and are desperate to find new outlets. We scoff at the large extant R&D departments even within the historically profitable Googles of the world, even as the development comes from upstarts who no longer need depend on the largesse of the mothership to get funding to try their crazy experiments.
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III. Modern Corporation

The Modern Corporation, that seemingly immortal beast that dominates the global economic landscape. The corporate megafauna that we look at as a marker for clear success. Even here, lest you think it's a product of recent times, I invite you to take a stroll down history's winding path to explore the antecedents and precursors of this omnipresent entity.

This is also the weakest part of the triad. While I understand why communication and transportation can be said to have kicked off globalization, and why the industrial nature of technological research changed the format from scholarly pursuit of scientific research in salons in the industrial research lab, corporations are a legal fiction we’ve seen evolve to generate capital and create wealth through centuries.

The corporation is used in the book mainly as a way to disseminate the great technologies that the industrial research labs created. A sort of diffusion engine. But this just isn’t the case when you look historically!

Before the age of the Modern Corporation, there existed a plethora of organizational structures that contributed to the evolution of this complex creature. Let's embark on our historical journey and pay homage to the ancient Roman institutions that laid the groundwork for corporate organization. In the Roman Empire, we find the "societas," a partnership structure that allowed individuals to pool their resources and engage in commercial endeavors, as well as the "collegia," guild-like associations of artisans and merchants. These early arrangements had their share of fragility, but they demonstrated the power of collective action and foreshadowed the emergence of more sophisticated organizational forms.

Moving forward to the medieval period, we encounter the "guilds" – associations of craftsmen and merchants that played a significant role in shaping the economy of European cities. Guilds fostered cooperation and mutual support among their members, regulated quality and pricing, and even provided social services. While these organizations had their limitations and often fell victim to rent-seeking and protectionism, they were a testament to the importance of trust and reciprocity in a world of uncertainty and opacity.

Or let's fast-forward to the dawn of the joint-stock company – the ancestor of the modern corporation. The Dutch East India Company, founded in 1602, was among the first of its kind, allowing investors to pool capital and share risks while pursuing trade and exploration in the far reaches of the globe. The joint-stock company was an ingenious innovation that harnessed the power of risk-sharing and limited liability, enabling enterprises to undertake ambitious and capital-intensive ventures. As with any human invention, it had its share of unpredictability and unintended consequences, but it laid the foundation for the rise of corporations that would come to dominate the global economy.

As we delve deeper into the 18th and 19th centuries, we witness the emergence of the industrial revolution and its profound impact on the organization of businesses. Factories and mills, driven by new technologies and powered by steam, brought forth the need for large-scale coordination and capital investment.

As a result, the corporation began to assume its modern form, with hierarchical management structures, centralized decision-making, and a focus on efficiency and growth.

These early iterations of the modern corporation were not without their flaws and fragilities. They were prone to the same pitfalls that we encounter in our complex, interconnected world: concentration of power, short-sightedness, and susceptibility to shocks and disruptions. But it's crucial to recognize that these entities evolved and adapted over time, drawing on the lessons of history and the ingenuity of the human spirit.

The story of the modern corporation is a tale of trial and error, of innovation and adaptation, all unfolding against the backdrop of a complex and uncertain world. The antecedents and precursors of the modern corporation serve as a reminder of the rich history that has shaped the economic landscape we inhabit today. And as we strive to navigate the unpredictable and ever-changing future, we would do well to draw on the wisdom of the past, embracing the principles of risk-sharing, cooperation, and adaptation that have enabled the corporation to endure and evolve.

What this tells us is also that the modern corporation is the latest way in which we’ve decided to structure ourselves so we can do the really hard things like convert sand into M1 chips and create a magic rectangle that lets us read each other's innermost thoughts and watch cat videos.

The older organizations did incredibly hard things too. The East India Company conquered a continent, and created an empire. They did this though disadvantaged by populace, time, often money and the lack of any meaningful coordination or communication ability. They didn't have Slack!
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So when we think about the rise of the modern organization, whether that’s Henry Ford’s assembly line or IBM’s mainframe business creating software, their shape is more an indication of the complexity of what they’re working on, more than a particular innovation.

Wherein the Grand Narrative starts to look a convenient fiction

From previous sections we see that if we consider the triad that holds up the Grand Narrative, it starts to look a bit shaky. But that’s okay, grand narratives are built on shaky grounds, since that’s why Wittgenstein called it nonsense. It’s as if we’re figuring out what an elephant is by touch alone.

But us today, in 2023, indelibly live in the times after the supposed boom, when once great organizations suffer from a surfeit of goodness and have been foie-graed to stupor. Is this due to a lack of globalization, a reduction in the industrial research lab, or indeed a lack of the modern corporation? No. The FDA stands right at the top of the global order. It’s preeminent and highly prestigious. What about its users? The pharma companies too have the largest and probably most successful research labs in the world, in fact to their detriment because they can’t handle it. And as modern corporations they are unsurpassed in both their profitable success and their impact on the world.

But the success they wrought by being the force that industrialized a particular form of inquiry and knowledge is somehow not enough to get them to either speed up the drug discovery process or the regulatory oversight process.

Which means that the long century died not because we weren’t able to do the Polanyian redistributive justice, but because success brings new challenges, and one of those challenges is the ability to deal with scale!

The progress we have had is because we bridled our most mercenary selves and put it to work trying to make the collective world a better place. “Hey, you want to get rich and famous,” it says to us, “why don’t you try and do something?” Occasionally this means doing Tiktok videos, but occasionally it also means discovering mRNA vaccines.

The fact that this drive can have a negative consequence isn’t indicative of the fact that the drive in itself is evil, it’s that when you harness the mercenary instinct and push full throttle, at some point the machine eats itself. We can stave it off by setting up a welfare state or taking care of those disenfranchised a bit more, but it’s still the same beast.

In fact, Delong mentions this several times. The absolute miracle of the Permian age which gave us cheap coal which got brought closer to the surface as the glaciers retreated, giving an abundant energy source for the late 1700s industrial miracle.

At which point you have to wonder. If we


	Had the beginnings of an enlightenment and knowledge revolution, bringing together ideas from far and beyond!

	Had the beginnings of an industrial revolution, complete with machining and energy usage, not to mention steam!

	And had the energy source in abundance from which you could construct machines!



Is it a surprise specifically that they combined at *some point* in the creation of an economic miracle that outstripped historical productivity? The knowledge allowed us to harness the energy which allowed us to build machines which allowed us to serve the same needs of others we knew all along - food, shelter, clothing, war, communication - and spread like water on the sidewalk filling every nook and crevice it could find!

Delong argues by 1870 the world had already seen multiple large mercantile and military forces that took over and traded with large swathes of the world.
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But as we’ve seen, 1870 feels much like the continuation of a trend long since underway. The fact that an exponential curve has a hockey stick moment says more about our pareidolia than about reality.

The book feels in some ways like the antecedent to The Great Stagnation, by Tyler Cowen. It lays out what we had, so that we may lament what we lost. But in focusing on the specifics of what gave us the age of plenty - globalization, the lab and corporations - it also misses the fact that we have all three in abundance today, much more so than we ever had in the 1870s or 1900s. But it turns out to be not enough, because it’s only part of the story.

For the other vignette, what about the Global South? Much of it was under colonial siege during this long century, and the colonisation in many ways was entirely subservient to the political ideologies at home.


Europe—or, rather, Spain and Portugal—started building empires in the 1500s. It was not that they had unique technological or organizational powers compared to the rest of the world. Rather, they had interlocking systems—religious, political, administrative, and commercial—that together reinforced the reasons to seek power in the form of imperial conquest. Empire building made political-military, ideological-religious, and economic sense. Spain’s conquistadores set out to serve the king, to spread the word of God, and to get rich.



This was similar with the Portuguese, later the Dutch, French and even the English. Delong’s account shows that by the 1870s empires were no longer so prosperous, because the logic of cheap labor and captive markets weren’t needed for economic prosperity.

But India remained under imperial rule until the mid 1900s, the crown in British Empire. Egypt declared bankruptcy in 1876 and later the British troops came in and occupied it. China suffered the Taiping Rebellion, and were economic weaklings with limited ability to even enforce the levies they were charged with for much of the early 1900s. In fact the success story in Chinese mining in the early 1900s was Herbert Hoover, who despite being besieged under the Boxer rebellion, got the Kaiping mine as a British flag enterprise under his personal control, and did remarkably well.

None of this is the market’s invisible hand, nor is it the modern industrial methodology that spread the globe. This is the old fashioned way of smart industrialists taking advantage of some form of chaos and working things out for themselves. At worst we see the Adam Neumanns of the world doing the same, and at the best we have a working mine!

There is no simple, straightforward, compelling narrative that can place the entirety of the 20th century in perspective. History is notoriously multi-threaded, and the century when all of us got connected with each other and our inventiveness exploded is perhaps the worst century to try and do this in!

Wherein the markets are absolved of some of their sins

A bigger problem, however, is the role that the antagonist in the book plays. The Mammon who makes us slouch, which is our overwrought love for the markets.

Hayekian markets vs Polanyian equitable distribution is a convenient way to structure the narrative, a history of the most turbulent part of human history thus far, but it doesn’t hold up. It’s rather simple to say there are two sides - one that thinks about how we can grow the pie and another that thinks of how to apportion the pie - but once you’re done marveling at that rhetorical move, it doesn’t quite make sense. This is the melancholic heart of the book:


But Karl Polanyi responded that such an attitude was inhuman and impossible: People firmly believed, above all else, that they had other rights more important than and prior to the property rights that energized the market economy. They had rights to a community that gave them support, to an income that gave them the resources they deserved, to economic stability that gave them consistent work. And when the market economy tried to dissolve all rights other than property rights? Watch out!



This is the reason Delong thinks we’re only slouching towards utopia. Our love for the market forces have created natural obstacles in front of us, which in our blind embrace of them have led us astray.

But is it really the markets that have caused the slowdown of our progress towards utopia? They’ve had problems, we’re reeling from one as we speak, not to mention the regular financial and economic crises we’ve seen every decade or so, but that’s not a slowdown per se. In the last three decades, at the height of our market based decadence, we’ve seen the best of technological innovation flourish - from mRNA vaccines to the transformer restarting the AI summer. Enough so that there are legitimate worries about how this will end the world!

It’s not just the markets, but rather it’s the apparatus we’ve built around the markets, to manage the markets, which we ossified. In the deluge of information we’ve basically made each of our governing bodies into relatively unchanging oracles. Congress doesn’t really pass laws anymore, FDA approvals are slow, drugs tested don’t pass enough, and we put unreasonable demands to build a house, much less a nuclear reactor.

None of which are the market’s fault! All of which are the fault of our response to the market failures - both real and imagined. As Ramez Naam said in his talk, whether it’s on clean energy or elsewhere, it’s no longer economics that’s the obstacle, nor technology, it’s NIMBY-ism and permitting.

In the financial markets, we see the efforts required from thousands of people to help keep it functioning - we need the prices to be accurate, we can’t have insider trading, we need the public to have reputational belief, we need custody services, we need regulations to protect the gullible and regulations to curb the overenthusiastic. It’s the job of many lifetimes to get a functioning market.

There is no blind love for it in many places outside of an academic setting or a polemical discussion. In fact what there is, is a sort of measured respect.

Another way to think about this is are democratic movements and regulations aimed at apportioning the pie part of Polanyian distribution question, or a time-adjusted Hayekian market question (to change the apportioning is to enable larger market movements in the future)?


That last is a puzzle: communications and transportation around the entire globe was SO much easier in 2010 than it has been in 1870. So why then was the world a more unequal place, looking across countries, in 2010 than it had been in 1870? Nay, not just a more unequal place, but a grossly and extraordinarily more unequal place.



Is this true? The inequality inherent in the world can be seen in two ways - one is to note that if any part at all of humanity, even a lost tribe in the Amazon, keeps to the living standards or lifestyle of the medieval ages, the inequality would doubtless increase because teh “best we can be” is now Bill Gates.

However another way to see it is by looking at the medians or averages of the life we now live, which is one where China (China!) decreased the population living in dire poverty by 600 million in the last few decades. That is unprecedented, and isn’t just societal largesse or redistributive justice. That is the benefit of a globally resurgent technology-led economic force which can bring the best of humanity even to those the worst-off.

The missing link here is that the book doesn’t conceptualize why these three factors came up in the first place.

All three, as we saw, were underway for a while. But given abundant energy and a larger market the ideas could now collide with each other and people could actually create all the amazing stuff you see around you.

We found two major ways to collect ourselves in this time to do things better. Organizations we set up to govern ourselves, and markets we set up to figure out how to transact with each other.

The best argument to this is a book by Howard Bloom called The Genius of the Beast. Howard was a music publicist in the 70s and 80s for some of the most popular singers and bands, including Billy Joel, Michael Jackson, AC/DC and Prince. He has one of the most incongruous sets of books ever published by one man - a book on Islam, an autobiography and three books on human evolution, of which this is the first.

And his thesis in The Genius of the Beast is simple: there exists a superior force that forces people to create things that other people want, which is capitalism. Shorn of all the anecdotes and all the illustrative stories, the thesis is that the process of exploration and then exploitation of the possibilities in front of us is best done through the power of capitalism, which pushes us to figure out what someone else wants and to give it to them. Even if it’s bad for them (though that’s the part he doesn’t say).

The world grows through the creation of new scenes, and the scenes affect the world through a) internal processing, and b) more integration with the way information flows.

Wherein the true remarkable giant of progress, technology, is unpacked


Hitherto it is questionable if all the mechanical inventions yet made have lightened the day’s toll of any human being. John Stuart Mill



The magician’s trick in Delong’s account however is an error of omission. In moving the “innovation” behind the ideas of industrial research labs and making scientific discovery mere routine. The lab to make discoveries routine and the corporation to make deployment routine, with globalization as the lubricant to deploy them everywhere. The what, who and how of progress.

This is a huge deal! Scientific discovery existed for centuries, if not millennia. If you look at the progress of innovations over time, it looks like a steady accumulation that results in an explosion. The explosion is meaningless without an account of an accumulation, since they are of the same trend!

Delong also thinks about our technological progress post 1945 as a sort of skill amortization game, where exceedingly high-skilled engineers and designers put in the hard work upfront, which then gets used and amortized by lower skilled machine operators.

This is supposed to have increased the process of outsourcing and offshoring, and in general seeing those who do things as replaceable cogs. However this isn’t true. It falls prey to the notion that the equilibrium was stable before, rather than the fact that almost all corporations, Henry Ford included, wanted to reduce costs and were constantly on the lookout for methods to do so, using both soft technologies (timecards, rotas, production line) or hard technologies (robotic manufacturing and specialized machining) where they could!

There is no simple explanation for why technological progress happened the way it did! There are accounts asking why we didn’t do it before, even for simple things like cycles, and there are accounts explaining ‘twas always thus’, an inevitability. The truth is that no matter how we map the historical progress of technology, we keep seeing things that should’ve been invented earlier but weren’t, and that some things could have only been invented after others.

Whether there is instrumental convergence or convergent path dependency requires someone much smarter than me to map out, but we can at least make some observations in the meanwhile.


	Technology is often, if not always, built on top of others

	Adjacent possible, as Kaufmann wrote, shows where we might expect new technologies to emerge

	We often need to combine multiple strands to create a true new innovation



If you combine all three then you must also answer the question - what if the 1870s were an especially good time for technologies to interplay with each other, such that we could get explosive growth! I know Anton Howes is probably better served to talk about this in more authoritative detail, perhaps in an upcoming book, but until then informed speculation must suffice.

So I looked at all the innovations I could find historically, across all domains, and mapped them together in one chart. That’s here.
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And here’s the second chart where this is mapped by the number of innovations per year, and the population.
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The second is what shows a kink in the curve somewhere towards the late 1800s, as per Delong’s observation. But the first shows that the growth in the number of inventions was steady. The prosperity in the 1800s was the result of the work that came before. Once we had machining tools and better communication and global markets to sell into, we could use the economic machine we’d constructed, in the form of capitalist enterprise, to make all our lives better!


… stock of useful ideas about manipulating nature and organizing humans […] shot up from about 0.45 percent per year before 1870 to 2.1 percent per year afterward, truly a watershed boundary-crossing difference.



The question is why this happened. What changed in the actual increase in the rate of increase of stock of useful ideas? Well, new consumers and new producers used old ideas and often new ideas to satisfy their own needs.

Here’s one hypothesis. If all inventors are connected with other inventors, sufficiently such that their ability to create new ideas and inventions are higher, whether due to ideas having sex or because entrepreneurship is a contagious disease, then naturally we’re going to get a higher hit rate. Similarly, if we create large bureaucracies which reduce the speed with which this can happen, for all sorts of well-meaning reasons, it reduces. Or even if it’s because the low-hanging fruit’s been eaten and we haven’t found another pasture nearby!

This could very well be the reason why we might see some slouching and progress towards utopia. But it doesn’t really get covered much in the book.

The Inventor's Paradox

Which brings us to the inventor’s paradox, which is the core exploration that’s lacking in Slouching Towards Utopia. Which is the question ,if indeed it is technological invention that helps us escape the Malthusian trap, by helping us sell to each other and pull humanity up by its bootstraps, then what took us so long!

We had merchants, inventors, kings with large purses, scenius-style communities with the explicit intention to make cool things, but languished. As we saw we had guilds and funded merchants and explorers and scientific collectives. What did they lack?

The world has always had inventors and merchants. If someone could make a buck by making something for someone else, they would. And they have done this throughout history. The famous story of Crassus cornering the market for fire-fighting services by buying up houses in flames and putting out the fire with his private brigade of slaves should show us that this instinct isn’t something new and emergent in the late 19th century!

Sounds like a great match right? But this too doesn’t have a happy ending for him.

I submit that the century makes a lot more sense if you could look at it from the perspective of an individual, and ask what he needs to reach his potential.


	In the year 1200, his potential might have been snuffed out as education was hard to get, resources were hard to get, time was hard to get, which meant the level of extra output beyond survival would’ve been miniscule at best

	In the year 1700, his potential would’ve been slightly easier to catch a flame, as education got a tad easier since books existed, time was still hard to get, and resources equally so, which meant the extra output we could’ve expected from him goes up a tiny bit, but not much

	In the year 1900, his potential would’ve been much higher, as education was a lot easier, time started being more abundant, resources started becoming available, and the extra output we could expect could’ve then become the down payment for getting the resources!



This gets further complicated based on whether you’re based in colonized Calcutta vs cosmopolitan London. This changes based on whether you’re a black man attempting this in the 1950s US south vs someone in Silicon Valley in the 1990s.

This story of Tesla, for instance:


The year 1881 finds Nikola Tesla working in Budapest for a startup, the National Telephone Company of Hungary, as chief electrician and engineer. But he would not stay for long. In the very next year he moved to Paris, where he worked to improve and adapt American technology, and two years after that, in June 1884, he arrived in New York, New York, with nothing in his pockets save a letter of recommendation from engineer Charles Batchelor to Thomas Edison: “I know of two great men,” Batchelor had written. “You are one of them. This young man is the other.” And so Edison hired Tesla.



But the core of it is that an individual’s attempts to try and do the best they can is what we’ve unlocked through the power of progress. Organizations help, including the industrial research lab and modern corporations. But they’re not sufficient. They are ways we’ve organized ourselves so far, in order to try and make sure that collectively we’re serving that lovely economist phrase - Aggregate Demand - and in doing so enriching ourselves. Enriching not just with money, but with ability and with time.

For instance, the structure of the society revolved around the degrees of freedoms people had. If you look at housewives, Delong writes:


Perhaps a third of American households in 1900 had boarders, almost always male and unrelated, sleeping and eating in the house. It was the only way for the housewife to bring income directly into the household. It also multiplied the amount of labor she had to do. Much of it was manual.



To get sufficient labor from her required such advancements that she could spend only a few hours in child-rearing per day, rather than the supermajority of her time.

From this lens if we could look at details, we could see how the blockers to an individual's efforts are varied, both positively and negatively through time. Delong looks in detail at how specific events happened but less about how they changed over the decades or centuries.


	We build things that others want, and use whatever we can see around us, and whatever we can create, because in doing so we get richer ourselves

	The blocker to this helping everyone is a) the speed of dissemination of knowledge between people, and b) coordinated processing of the new knowledge that came in

	When left uncontrolled, the natural state for this enterprise is to end up in is unequal distribution and stasis -> that’s Hayek’s daemon according to Delong, which Polanyi helps assuage



What could help an individual achieve their optimal success seems to be the right way to approach the question of how we managed to construct a society where we can collectively achieve the optimal success.

For someone to come up with an idea to help someone else requires both an innate sense that this is something they are allowed to do, knowledge of something they can do, and the ability to reach more people once it’s done. If they are also the recipient of more ideas, or indeed enmeshed in the network of others who are thinking similarly as Anton Howes has written, there is an increase in the stock of ideas. If they are part of a larger market they can access, which increases the size of the prize, they are more likely to come up with more ideas and attempt to capitalize on them.

It’s also a narrative that helps put the crazy convolutions that we societally went through in the last few centuries into place. We can ask and answer questions like:


	What type of organizations did we stand up and why!

	The scientific and technological inventiveness and how they got unleashed

	Why did we change how we find, train and reward talent



And the way we can do that is through distilled knowledge. Ultimately we land in the arena of talent creation and education where, as Erik Hoel has written, we’ve chosen mass industrialisation as the method instead of individualized instruction.

Perhaps it was our luck that the conjunctive factors came together, energy, knowhow, talent and material abundance, that together enabled us to conquer this Mammon and step out of our Malthusian trap. But it is the ultimate question that needs to be answered. What does it take to create a scenius? How much control do we have over our surroundings, and how can we create the environment to help foster an increase in our ability to break the slouch? As Tony Freeth writes about the Antikythera mechanism


It was not until the 14th century that scientists created the first sophisticated astronomical clocks. The Antikythera mechanism, with its precision gears bearing teeth about a millimeter long, is completely unlike anything else from the ancient world. . . . As for why the technology was seemingly lost for so long before being redeveloped, who knows? There are many gaps in the historical record, and future discoveries may well surprise us.



Rarely has a book this ensorcelled me in its grip, or thrown up so many avenues of exploration simultaneously. What it reminds me most of is Mokyr’s A Culture of Growth, and Robert Gordon’s The Rise and Fall of American Growth, in both the scope of ambition and the breadth of subject matter covered. Slouching Towards Utopia is a work of political economy, taking us through the long 20th century and explaining the major events. It’s the first audiobook I have ever listened to, and listened to partially with my son. It’s special, you should read it. It has the same quality the best books do - the questions it generates are much more valuable than the answers it provides.


Things fall apart; the centre cannot hold;

Mere anarchy is loosed upon the world …

That twenty centuries of stony sleep

Were vexed to nightmare by a rocking cradle,

And what rough beast, its hour come round at last,

Slouches towards Bethlehem to be born?






So Good They Can't Ignore You by Cal Newport

Cal Newport's pragmatic pessimism

Reading Cal Newport's So Good They Can't Ignore You was a confounding experience. I generally agree with his central premise that "follow your passion" is bad career advice, and that "skills trump passion in the quest for work you love," but there's also a lot I disagree with along the way. More importantly though, Newport's dissection of how to achieve conventional success is predicated on the continuation of the status quo. Fundamentally, this is a book about how to make the best deal you can under the system that we've got. That may be a pragmatic point of view, but it's one I find somewhat disheartening.

I begin this essay with a few specific points of disagreement with Newport's factual claims, then dive into some more philosophical differences.

Nits to pick

Newport's main mission is to convince us not to follow our passion when choosing a career, but instead to develop our "career capital" (aka "rare and valuable skills",1 p. 482) in an area to the point where we'll be able to command a job we love. Does he succeed in this argument? Mostly, I'd say, but I have a few points of contention.

1. Debunking the "passion hypothesis"

Newport's first task is to refute what he calls the "passion hypothesis," that trite conventional wisdom that career satisfaction can only be found by figuring out exactly what it is you are truly passionate about, and then finding a job that lets you completely immerse yourself in it. Instead, he advocates amassing career capital by continually sharpening your skills, then using that career capital as leverage to build your dream job (either in your current position, or by switching to a new one). He dedicates a few chapters to this; there's one point in particular that bears greater scrutiny.

As part of his literature review,3 Newport looks at a paper from Amy Wrzesniewski.4 Wrzesniewski's paper proposes that "most people see their work as either a Job (focus on financial rewards and necessity rather than pleasure or fulfillment; not a major positive part of life), a Career (focus on advancement), or a Calling (focus on enjoyment of fulfilling, socially useful work)." The part Newport is most excited about is a survey of college administrators, who were split roughly evenly between those three categories when surveyed. Newport's prized result here, in his own words, is that "the strongest predictor of an assistant seeing her5 work as a calling was the number of years spent on the job." (p. 16–17) Aha! Work hard, put in the time to get good, and you'll end up satisfied—that's Science™ now, baby! Well… not so fast. Newport fails to mention that this involved a grand total of 24 respondents; in Wrzesniewski's own words "the results for our small sample of administrative assistants cannot have more than heuristic value." More importantly, I think Newport is overlooking a far more plausible explanation: if you hate your work, eventually you'll quit!

Specifically, my money is on a type of survivorship bias: remember, this survey is only capturing a snapshot of people employed as administrative assistants at the time of the survey. Newport claims that since the study observed that the more tenured assistants were more likely to label their work as a calling (in Wrzesniewski's parlance), his model is supported by the data. But think back to that good ol' passion hypothesis again. In this model, on the day that somebody starts a new position, they have a pretty good idea of whether it's a job, career, or calling for them, and that feeling never changes (it simply arises from their passion, or lack thereof, for the position). Assuming the passion hypothesis is true, what would we expect Wrzesniewski's survey results to look like? Well, among newer hires, there's probably a mix of job, career, and calling types (some are true believers, others just needed any job they could get). But if this is just a job to you, you're more likely to quit, since you're less personally invested in the position. So as job tenure increases, we might also expect respondents to be more likely to be in the calling camp (again, because no dispassionate people end up with such a long tenure; they've already quit before then). …hey wait a minute, that's what the survey data showed!

In short, I don't think the design of the Wrzesniewski survey allows one to distinguish between Newport's model and the alternative he is trying to discredit. (And that's assuming you surveyed enough people for it to be meaningful, which, again, the primary author notes is not the case!) I'd love to see a study that surveys a group of people who just started the same job, then follows up with the exact same people years later—that would give us a much better way to distinguish between our two competing hypotheses.

2. Refuting "the argument from pre-existing passion"

In his second of four "rules," Newport distinguishes between "the craftsman mindset, which focuses on what you can offer the world," and "the passion mindset, which instead focuses on what the world can offer you" (p. 39, emphasis original). Newport advises that you throw off the yoke of the passion mindset, adopt the craftsman mindset (which involves extended, deliberate practice), build up your career capital and become "so good they can't ignore you." But to do this, Newport needs to rebut a counterargument he's heard many times. These objectors propose that precisely because the craftsman lifestyle can be so grueling, those that willingly subject themselves to it (for their chosen domain) must already harbour some innate passion for the pursuit. This would upend Newport's vision; rather than craftsmanship simply being a switch one needs to decide to flick, we're right back to "find your passion then pursue it relentlessly"—the exact passion hypothesis Newport is arguing against. He dubs this argument "the argument from pre-existing passion," and sets about refuting it two ways.

First, Newport argues "…let's dispense with the notion that performers like [accomplished guitarist] Jordan Tice6 or Steve Martin are perfectly secure in their knowledge that they've found their true calling," because "…one of the first things you notice is their insecurity concerning their livelihood." (p. 40) In particular, "Steve Martin was so unsure during his decade-long dedication to improving his routine that he regularly suffered crippling anxiety attacks." (p. 41) Newport claims Martin persisted because he knew that by continually honing his material, he would one day achieve success.

Let's recap Newport's view: a young Steve Martin dispassionately surveyed the field of possible careers, selected comedy arbitrarily, then endured ten years of rocky mental health, secure in the knowledge that a good job was waiting for him at the end of it. If passion isn't a factor here, it seems Martin could've saved himself some hardship by majoring in, say, accounting—frankly, it's hard to believe Newport could ever recommend going into entertainment when the risk-reward ratio is so much more favourable in other industries.

Come on! Of course Steve Martin wasn't going to become an accountant, he was born to be an entertainer! It's in his blood! Sure, maybe his commitment to the "craftsman mindset" led him to succeed where others failed, but what Newport needed to show here is not "the craftsman mindset will lead to success," it's "passion is not a prerequisite for the craftsman mindset." I don't think picking Steve Martin as his example helps his case!

Newport's second counter-argument is "more fundamental" (his words), namely: "I don't really care why performers adopt the craftsman mindset." (p. 41) Uh, I think you should care! Many of your claims depend on your ability to disarm this argument! Now rather than trying to actually defend his position, Newport attempts this judo flip:


	It's unclear why some top performers choose to adopt the craftsman mindset.

	Regardless, adopting the craftsman mindset has instrumental value—it will help you get your dream job—so you should do it anyway.



But this simply assumes the conclusion—in Newport's own words on the previous page, the crux of the argument from pre-existing passion is that "the craftsman mindset is only viable for those who already feel passionate about their work." The whole point of the argument from pre-existing passion is that it might not be possible for everyone to simply adopt the craftsman mindset for any given domain. That's what Newport needed to disprove here, but he again fails to do so: maybe it really is the case that Steve Martin levels of practice are only possible if you feel Steve Martin levels of passion!

Where does this leave us? I don't think this is fatal to Newport's position, but I end up at a somewhat different conclusion than him. Rather than completely dispensing with passion, I think of it as the fuel to start the fire: find something that a) you like (not necessarily love!), and b) has reasonable career opportunities. Then, work your little tuchus off (following the craftsman mindset) to get good at it, by which point you'll be able to command a job you truly enjoy. But what if there's nothing you like that much? What if there's no subject that could ever interest you more than the siren song of the TikTok algorithm? Unfortunately in that case, I don't have a good answer for you—and neither, I suspect, does Newport.

3. Repeatability

One of the career profiles Newport offers in support of his thesis is that of Alex Berger, a successful TV writer. In Newport's telling, Berger recognized that his career would live or die by the quality of his script writing, and therefore practiced his craft relentlessly—writing day and night, and seeking every possible opportunity to get feedback. In the end, it paid off, and he loves what he does; good for him! What bothers me though, is Newport's summary (p. 68):


What this story lacks in pizazz, it makes up in repeatability: There's nothing mysterious about how Alex Berger broke into Hollywood—he simply understood the value, and difficulty, of becoming good.



There's a very strong empirical claim implicitly being made here (hard work → success), and scant evidence on offer. Give me a thousand would-be Alex Bergers, track every minute of their time, then check if hard work was the only predictor of their success—personally, I have my doubts. It's undeniable that personal characteristics such as race and gender have limited the careers of entertainers in the past, not to mention the blind, uncaring pronouncements of chance.

Fundamentally, I just don't buy this story. I'm not doubting that Alex Berger worked hard, it's just that Newport's telling smacks of the lottery winner's TED Talk.
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"Survivorship Bias," by Randall Munroe__, is licensed under CC BY-NC 2.5

Philosophical disagreements

With those object-level claims out of the way, allow me to wax poetic about some of my more fundamental differences with Newport's views.

Doing good better, according to Newport

There are cases where Newport thinks you should not apply the craftsman mindset and instead walk away, such as when "the job focuses on something you think is useless or perhaps even actively bad for the world." It was that criterion that allowed him to "confidently delete these [high-paying Wall Street] offers as they arrived." (p. 57) Fair enough, but here's a project that really excites Newport—courtesy of "cleantech venture capitalist" Mike Jackson (p. 70):


The idea was simple: You give money to Mike, he does complicated transactions that only he and a few other energy regulation wonks really understand, and then he offers you certification that you've purchased enough carbon offsets for your business to be deemed carbon neutral.



Look, I want to assume the best of Mike. I truly, feverishly hope that his keen insight lead to increased sequestration of carbon, slowing the warming of our planet—but when the mechanism is VCs organizing "complicated transactions that only he and a few other energy regulation wonks really understand" leading to "certification," I start to get a little nervous. I'm not under the illusion that being a bond trader is a noble order, but I suspect it generally involves less temptation for greenwashing.7

How do we value people’s skills and labour?

On this point, Newport does not equivocate: when trying to formulate a rule for when one should opt to take more control of their day-to-day duties, Newport interviews Derek Sivers, who offers advice such as "Do what people are willing to pay for", and "money is a neutral indicator of value." (p. 137) That's right kids, pushing opioids and flavoured Juul pods are certified a-okay by The Market; but maybe give up on that non-profit of yours that doesn't seem to be going anywhere? To be fair to Newport, this is immediately followed by "This isn't about making money", but I find it hard to reconcile the two. As always, there's certainly some truth to this—if your hobby doesn't pay your bills, it's not likely to be a good career!—but I think Newport takes it too far.

(Also: Newport claims that "[Sivers] is more or less indifferent to money, having given away to charity the millions he made from selling his first company" and began "living off the smallest possible amount of interest allowed by law." Those are both basically true statements, but with further context I find them misleading. In the interest of space, I'll relegate that discussion to a spicy endnote.8)

I'm also not sure how to apply this reasoning to highly creative fields. How many of history's great artists went unappreciated in their own time? Would our human history really be richer had they forwent their art in favour of a more profitable skill? This is the bare, brutal logic of markets. I don't mean to push back against that logic too strongly—we all need to eat, and markets can be an invaluable tool for coordinating all of the messy activity required to make that happen. I only wish that Newport took the time to recognize that both underwater welding and underwater basking weaving have their place in the tapestry of human activity, even if the latter commands a lower market price.

What the heck does Cal Newport know, anyway?

After Newport's taken you through his four rules for achieving career nirvana, you're directed to exit via the innocuously-named Conclusion. You'd be forgiven for assuming that this might simply summarize those rules and throw in an extra nugget or two of wisdom, but that is not the case. Instead, Newport drops the reverse-uno card he's had up his sleeve the whole time: he's just beginning his own career!

Newport explains that he started dreaming up this book as he was finishing up as a postdoc and applying for academic jobs; he mentions this in the intro (which I had completely forgotten about). Spoiler alert: happily, he was successful, and "signed the deal for this book only two weeks after accepting [his] Georgetown offer." (p. 201) Good for him! He uses the conclusion to demonstrate how he applied his four rules to his own job search.

That's all well and fine, but for a book full of career advice, I was hoping it would be more… grounded in personal experience? Newport's academic career trajectory is impressive, but it is also short and quite different from the public- or private-sector paths most readers are following. I suppose the many "case studies" in the book of other people's careers are intended to fill in this gap.

Of course, none of this necessarily means that Newport is wrong, but it feels funny to me for someone so early in their career to proffer themself as a guru. Kinda like that time when I took ice skate advice from the bespotted teen at the sports store and only noticed I bought myself women's skates when I got home.9

If you can't make your own career capital, store-bought is fine

There's another part of the conclusion that rubs me the wrong way. Newport describes how he and a friend started up a web design business in high school which earned them a nice chunk of change and some press coverage; he credits this with playing a large role in his admission to an elite university. How exactly did the business work? Page 204 explains: "Most of these contracts paid between $5,000 and $10,000, a healthy chunk of which we passed on to a team of Indian sub-contractors, who did most of the actual programming work" (emphasis mine).

Gah!

There's nothing wrong with this, per se. It certainly shows some entrepreneurial savvy on his part, and if those Indian sub-contractors earned more than they otherwise might have on the local market, that's great—a win-win, even! Except… doesn't it feel a bit strange that Mr. Career Capital got his start by, well, not misappropriating, but perhaps enlisting someone else's career capital? Newport's message is work hard, follow the craftsman mindset, and you're destined for success—but what if you happen to be born in South Asia? Should you be satisfied being the engine of value for some American teen's geo-arbitrage biz? How have demographic, geographic, and political factors beyond your control limited your ability to offer your career capital on the labour market? On these questions, Newport remains demure.

Purple Cows and bullshit

I know, I know—two criticisms of the conclusion and I'm still going; don't worry, we're nearly there.

To explain the importance of marketing your personal mission, Newport uses Seth Godin's analogy of "brown cows" and "purple cows." Brown cows are so utterly ordinary that you look right past them without thinking; conversely, if you saw a purple cow, you'd surely take note. Furthermore, purple cows don't just happen by accident; they're the result of deliberate marketing. Newport is practicing what he preaches here: "the book you're holding was conceived from the very early stages with the hope of being seen as 'remarkable.'10" (p. 191)

Newport correctly identifies that you need some measure of attention to "succeed," at least in that legible, achievement-oriented way. Just being correct, true, or good is not enough; you can have the world's smartest cow and no one will notice unless it's purple. But this is a slippery slope: if you get really good at dyeing cows—something for which you'll be rewarded!—you might end up being "successful" without actually being good or right. (See: pretty much every self-help book ever.)

The single best example I can give comes directly from Newport's website.11
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The Duality of Email. (My RSS reader doesn't find a feed for the blog.)

I haven't read A World Without Email, and I'm sure Newport has a way to square this circle. (Maybe rather than completely abolishing email, you check it once a day at 5pm to avoid interfering with your "deep work.") But still. How can this come across as anything other than disingenuous?

Fine, let's do the motorcycle book

In many ways it seems to me that Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance (by Robert Pirsig) is the antithesis of So Good They Can't Ignore You.

For the uninitiated: I claim no deep understanding of the nuances of the former, but it is undeniably an extended meditation on the definition and meaning of "Quality." For the gory details, consult the original, but for our purposes I only want to draw out one concept it highlights: arete.12 Arete is an ancient Greek concept that can be roughly translated as "excellence" or "virtue;" living up to your full potential and making the most of all your abilities is a perfect display of arete. More specifically though, arete isn't performative, or done for the sake of praise, it is done for one's self—it looks not outward, but inward.

In So Good They Can't Ignore You, I don't see Newport as valuing arete. To him, quality is a means to an end, not the goal itself—quality is just the seed you water with external attention to cultivate a legible success; the success is what he's really after. That's not a knock against him! He seems to know what he wants, and he appears to be quite effective at getting it.

But personally, I feel differently. I don't dislike success of course; nor dare I deign denigrate it, but simply put: if you force me to choose between the up-and-coming VC luminary and the modest Linux kernel hacker toiling away simply for the love of the craft, my sympathies are with the latter.

My takeaways

So, where does that leave us?

Overall, I'm glad to have read So Good They Can't Ignore You. I think it does have some good (and actionable) advice for me; it might for you as well. Autonomy is crucial for liking your job—if you don't have it now, figure out a way to get it!

That being said, I trust Newport a little less after having read this. There's some genuine pearls of wisdom here, and likely in his other stuff as well, but his prioritization of success over truth makes me worry I might have to sift through manure to find them.

At the end of the day, I don't think Newport's big idea is wrong: pick something that marginally interests you with some career opportunities, get good at it, sprinkle a little puffery on top, and—assuming there are no structural constraints limiting your opportunities—you can build a satisfying career for yourself. So sure, maybe skills really do trump passion.

What I don't understand is how Newport is perfectly willing to just leave it at that. He'll teach you how to play the game like a pro, but he never stops to contemplate how the rules came to be, or if we should try to change them. Personally, I find that myopia a little depressing, but I won't dispute its effectiveness.



1Interestingly, Newport never mentions one's personal connections/network as being important in finding a job you love. Frankly, I find this dumbfounding, since I think of this as being some of the most commonly-offered career advice. I think Newport overlooks it because he's very focused on legible measures of personal success (e.g., getting great test scores; we'll get into that later).

2The page numbers I'm providing are for the edition with ISBN 978-1-4555-0912-6.

3It's not exactly extensive; by my count there are three references to academic literature in this section of the book (and as we'll see, Newport's summary of that research can be… selective). This is more interviews 'n' anecdotes territory. Of course, that doesn't stop the publisher from describing this as "an evidence-based blueprint for creating work you love" (reverse flap; emphasis mine).

4Wrzesniewski, Amy, Clark McCauley, Paul Rozin, and Barry Schwartz. 1997. "Jobs, Careers, and Callings: People’s Relations to Their Work." Journal of Research in Personality 31 (1): 21–33. Or at least, that's what the library website spits out for me.

5Newport's language; the paper seems to stick to "administrative assistants"/"respondents."

6Newport uses Jordan Tice and Steve Martin as examples of people employing the craftsman mindset; the book's title is taken from a quip by Martin. Interestingly, Tice's website mentions he's worked with Steve Martin—either I missed where Newport mentioned that, it's a weird coincidence, or Newport happened upon the connection as well?

7Although in the era of green bonds, perhaps not?

8First of all, kudos to Sivers for seemingly being totally transparent with this whole arrangement. In a blog post from 2009, he clearly explains that he transferred the company he founded to a self-founded charitable trust for music education; when his company was later sold for 22 million bucks, the proceeds went to the trust. Furthermore, while he is alive, that trust "pays out 5% of its value per year to [him]"—so, a cool $1.1 million per year to start? (In the comments on that post, Sivers notes that "5% is the minimum payout required by law" for such a trust—okay, but it didn't have to be this kind of trust, right?) To be clear, I emphatically do not mean to disparage this kind of giving—wanting to donate a lump sum while preserving some kind of income stream is a-okay in my books—but uh, at a 5% annual drawdown, is this really sustainable? Obviously you can invest the trust's assets (Sivers notes this as well), but I'd be very interested in seeing the trust's financial statements from 2009 up to now. So, yeah; "living off the smallest possible amount of interest allowed by law"—technically true, but a seven-figure stipend seems pretty comfortable nonetheless.

9It's fine! It's fine. I'm a mature, enlightened man, and wearing women's skates, emblazoned with "ALEXIS ICE" and the breast cancer awareness ribbon in no way threatens my sense of masculinity. I just… might have picked something else if I had realized. I am not a clever man.

10Don't sweat the quotation marks on remarkable; Newport's just using them to mean "the literal sense of compelling people to remark about it" (p. 190), rather than a second sense, which he subsequently discusses.

11This screenshot was taken at the time of writing; as I edit this some time later it appears the website has undergone a redesign. I believe my point stands.

12Quoting from Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance (p. I-don't-actually-own-this-book-and-just-found-a-sketchy-pdf-online):


"What moves the Greek warrior to deeds of heroism," Kitto comments, "is not a sense of duty as we understand it… duty towards others: it is rather duty towards himself. He strives after that which we translate 'virtue' but is in Greek areté, 'excellence'—we shall have much to say about areté. It runs through Greek life." There, Phaedrus thinks, is a definition of Quality that had existed a thousand years before the dialecticians ever thought to put it to word-traps. Anyone who cannot understand this meaning without logical definiens and definendum and differentia is either lying or so out of touch with the common lot of humanity as to be unworthy of receiving any reply whatsoever. Phaedrus is fascinated too by the description of the motive of "duty toward self" which is an almost exact translation of the Sanskrit word dharma, sometimes described as the "one" of the Hindus. Can the dharma of the Hindus and the "virtue" of the ancient Greeks be identical? Then Phaedrus feels a tugging to read the passage again, and he does so and then—what's this?! -- "That which we translate 'virtue' but is in Greek 'excellence.'"

Lightning hits!

Quality! Virtue! Dharma! That is what the Sophists were teaching! Not ethical relativism. Not pristine "virtue." But areté. Excellence. Dharma! Before the Church of Reason. Before substance. Before form. Before mind and matter. Before dialectic itself. Quality had been absolute. Those first teachers of the Western world were teaching Quality, and the medium they had chosen was that of rhetoric. He has been doing it right all along.



13For you, the particularly dedicated reader, let me prove that I actually read this thing by offering a couple of typos in this (unlinked) endnote.


	On page 82, elite chess players are "pouring" over books, which tends not to be good for the books' longevity;

	On page 222, we learn of Esther Duflo, "who won a MacArthur 'Genius Grant' for her work evaluating ant-poverty programs" (emphasis mine). Now, I fact-checked this one—her research focus seems to be anti-poverty programs, but this being an EA-friendly space, it was worth confirming. If only FTX was still around—there are a lot of ants, after all…






Space Forces: A Critical History of Life In Space, by Fred Scharmen

PART 0: THE SPACE CADETS

“I don’t give a damn about space. I’m not one of those space cadets.”


	Richard Nixon, 1971, while considering canceling the human spaceflight program.



In a quiet swamp at the southernmost top of Texas, there’s a jumble of squat tents and hurriedly built buildings. Walk through one of them - affectionately known as “the prop shop” - at any hour of the day, and you’ll hear the latest on the Mexican musical charts and the screech of metal cutting as engineers and technicians labor over thousands of tubes, from the size of a pinky finger all the up to big enough to slide through.

On the wall in one of the building’s two makeshift conference rooms, there’s a poster from a 1950s sci-fi magazine, with cigar-shaped steel spacecraft hurtling past Jupiter. Liners of the Stars, says the title, with the authority of a tabloid newspaper headline. The people in the ship - because, naturally, it has an open glass deck - are excited and determined, eyes locked on the future. Those in the prop shop rarely have a spare moment - many of them live on site, only a few hundred feet away, and all of them are working like their lives depend on it - but every so often, you can catch one of them glancing at the poster and drawing energy from it.

Outside, one hand-welded tube at a time, real-life starships rise out of the swamp.
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Scale is tough here, so: that starship is so large that when something breaks at the top of the payload bay, you need to hire rock-climbing harness teams to climb up from the bottom of the payload bay. Photo credit: Trevor Mahlmann.

If you asked the people in the prop shop why they were doing what they were doing, you’d get a mix of answers. All of them would recite the standard lines about the applicability of space technology back on Earth. And all of that is absolutely true. In reality, space is a place the way that the ocean is a place, and people go there to do things. Spacecraft are the backbone of climate modeling, disaster response and global logistics. They spot pandemics, methane leaks, and incoming solar storms. They deflect asteroids and provide in-flight wireless internet and put a little blue dot on your Google Maps.

But none of those things were the ones getting these people to get up after another eighteen hour day. One of them realized that getting humanity to Mars was his destiny in middle school, powered through high school and college in six years, and moved to Texas to get started. Another wasn’t originally planning on aerospace as a career at all, but found that there was a new energy in it, after fifty years of waiting, that promised: this is somewhere important, this is going to change everything. All of them had something burning in them, something indefinable, that motivated them to throw their lives at this problem, which the average person might consider insane. Something that seemed to come from somewhere deeper, somewhere hard to even articulate. For some small percentage of the population - call them the Space Cadets - space is inexplicably, impossibly motivating.

Space Forces: A Critical History of Life in Space, is a book that tries to answer why.

PART 1: THE MYSTICS

“We are made of star stuff. We are a way for the cosmos to know itself.”


	Carl Sagan



When those SpaceX engineers calculate the rocket impulse necessary to hurl that rocket into orbit, they’re using an equation developed by a cosmist mystic living in a log cabin in Tsarist Russia as part of a plan to convert all of the matter in the world to living intelligence.

It’s not surprising that Space Forces starts its narrative with Konstantin Tsiolkovsky. Amongst the space-faring crowd, he is known as a benevolent founder, a sort of great-grandfather of space, laboring in obscurity to lay the groundwork for what would come later. Born in 1857 in Izhevskoye, Russia, he was the son of a Polish man deported to Siberia. At the age of sixteen managed to get sent to Tsarist Moscow to get further educated, but, finding that his deafness made it hard to attend traditional classes, he instead spent his meager money on home-made experiments and frequenting the Chertovski Library, where he met the Russian philosopher and occasional mystic Nikolai Fedorov. Immediately, he was hooked.
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Maybe he read a bit too much Jules Verne, seeing as he ended up looking like exactly the sort of rich eccentric who would star in a Verne novel shooting himself to the moon.

Source: ESA.

Fedorov, as Space Forces writes, “liked to work from first principles, and to extend them to the most extreme scales possible.” He identified the fundamental conflict in the world as between the random ‘blind force’ of the universe and the ‘conscious being’ of humanity. In his vision, humanity had a “Common Task” - to develop mastery of the world for consciousness, from nanotechnological manipulation to stellar-scale engineering. Ultimately, this was to not only eliminate crime, war, hunger and illness, but also end death and ultimately resurrect every human that had ever lived.

The young Tsiolkovsky, raised on a diet of Fedorov’s lectures and a healthy reading of Jules Verne, began to frantically write. Although his professional career was not very influential - he ended up teaching high school in Kaluga - he persisted in his initial interests. Ultimately, working off of no reference material and receiving little but scorn from the scholarly establishment, he would develop the technical principles behind nearly every element of the modern space age, from those key to modern exploration to those that still lie in the future: spacesuits and airlocks, multi-stage rockets, thermal regulation systems, space elevators, closed-cycle life support - and of course the famous Rocket Equation that bears his name.

The story carried on from this - by the USSR and space historians since - is one of quiet genius, driven by what seemed at the time an impossible dream. Space Forces agrees, but has one thing to add, a caveat that will become the book’s calling card as it progresses through history: Tsiolkovsky also wrote science fiction.

In many ways, Space Forces points out, Beyond the Planet Earth, written starting in 1896 and published only in 1920, after the Bolshevik revolution rocked Russia, is a book of its time. It is “didactic, full of the same performative competence that defined the work of [Tsiolkovsky’s] idol Verne.” As his characters explore and ultimately settle space, they constantly pause to explain the technical feasibility of what they are doing to one another. First, they build greenhouses on their spaceships to sustain life; then they begin to mine asteroids to create massive, free-flying space stations. The space stations have optimized climates for crop production and optimized atmospheres for human life. Each step brings their human environment further under control, pushing back the forces of uncertainty and chaos.
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He also had that particular 19th-century power of spectacular cursive.

Image Source: Heritage Auctions

Ultimately, as Tsiolkovsky wrote in fiction and nonfiction writing, the goal was to bring that same efficiency back home. Since - in an extension of Fedorov - sentient life was the highest aspiration of any matter in the world, humanity was committed to creating as many humans as possible. Once the asteroids were being used so efficiently, Earth, still full of human suffering and inefficiency, would be, by comparison, a ‘house of agony.’ The solution would follow as simply as the creation of space stations had.

Drafting into service the people of the ‘tropics’, who are ‘unable to make use of the paradise bestowed on them and lead pitiful, improvised lives’, he envisioned a steamroller of development, eliminating all unnecessary plant and animal species, leveling all unnecessary terrain, filling in all the oceans with floating platforms, and encircling the Earth itself with a greenhouse roof, so as to provide the optimal climate and support the maximum possible number of humans. Once that was done, humanity would be free to expand through the universe, doing the same to the rest of it: “Imperfect worlds,” he wrote,  “will be eliminated and replaced with our own population.”

Space Forces hesitates to fully lay out the implications, but they’re obvious to the reader. On a first read, the Father of Modern Rocketry reads a lot like the evil aliens resisted by the plucky heroes in a typical science-fiction story, or like a paperclip-maximizing AI, optimizing relentlessly for the Total Amount of Conscious Experience at all costs.

But the specifics of his vision are relentlessly ignored or glossed over by typical space history. To the space cadets, what matters is that he was driven to incredible feats of engineering by an all-consuming, powerful vision - one that was powerful precisely because it came back home.

Change space, in other words and you change Earth.

PART 2: THE STORYTELLERS

“The opinions expressed in this book are not those of the author.”


	Title page of Childhood’s End, by Arthur C. Clarke



As Space Forces continues on, it becomes immediately clear that this isn’t quite a history book - instead, for the most part, it’s literary analysis in disguise. One by one, a motley crew of thinkers and writers are brought forwards and the vision they have for a human future in space is examined. The book shines when it is in the full swing of comparative literature, mashing together the visions of a series of wildly different writers and exploring their common tendencies.

The first common theme comes in the push-back against Tsiolkovsky’s totalizing uniformity as a goal.

Starting out of the gate, and staking out a position of libertarian freedom, is Edward Everett Hale’s bizarrely quaint Brick Moon. Written only four years after the US Civil War (!) and set contemporaneously, it has a delightful premise, in which some entrepreneurs decide to launch a satellite to help aid ship navigation, using giant water wheels to squirt it out into space like a gigantic NERF dart. Before the launch, one of the entrepreneurs sees fit to spend the night inside the moon with his family, friends and years worth of supplies, when - alas! - a flash flood launches them into space ahead of schedule.

Having irreversibly arrived in space, the group, in extremely post-Civil War American fashion, sets about making a hardscrabble frontier life for themselves. Their friends on Earth, understandably concerned that they will fall into barbarism, helpfully shoot some history and law books after them, but the books miss, and - with a tone you can hear through the page - the leader of the Brick Moon signals back to “go to thunder with your law-books”, since their society has succeeded from such trappings of Earth society the same way it has succeeded from the planet itself. Ultimately, Hale’s characters imagine taking this process to its natural extreme. “I did have just the faintest feeling that IF - if if - it should prove that the world had blown up into six or eight pieces, and they had gone off into separate orbits, life would be vastly easier for all of us, on whichever bit we happened to be.”
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The brick moon with a ring of law books. Not pictured: Earth being torn apart by a cataclysmic explosion.

Source: NASA MSFC Archive, via Wikipedia

Where Tsiolkovsky envisioned a future in space that was a supervillain caricature of perfect control, uniformness and stasis, Hale is the super villain caricature of the opposite - chaotic - ‘well screw you, I guess I’m leaving’ - style independence, delivered by incompetence, happenstance, and explosions.

Meanwhile, in the new Soviet Union, the space-loving seed Tsiolkovsky had planted had fallen into fertile ground. Alexander Bogdanov, writing the novel Red Star in 1908, is one of the first to develop that most classic early 20th century trope, the first contact with a civilization of Martians. The scientist-surgeon-resistance fighter protagonist Lenni, having been contacted by a mysterious stranger, soon finds himself in the position of an ambassador to an advanced Martian civilization.

Mars, having an older civilization than Earth, is, naturally, a socialist world government; by contrast, Venus is an untamed paradise. Mars is quietly utopian, having solved such pedestrian issues as interspecies war, want for resources, or disharmony. But it is also, in classic Martian form, slowly dying. The proximate cause is the failure of Mars’s plate tectonics, but the more abstract reason is clearly a failure of dynamism - the Martian society is too homogeneous and too static to survive. Although the story’s villain presses Mars to survive by invading Earth, sounding disconcertingly like Tsiolkovsky in his argument that “there is but one Life in the Universe, and it will be enriched rather than impoverished if it is our socialism rather than the distant, semi-barbaric Earthly variant that is allowed to develop…” the hero and his Martian love interest ultimately manage to convince the punitive invaders that: “these forms are not identical with ours: the history of a different natural environment and a different struggle is reflected in them; they conceal a different play of spontaneous forces, other contradictions, other possibilities for development.”

Here, despite a surface-level play for an opposing ideology, is a more subtle version of the same themes as Brick Moon. The distance of space is a source of intellectual diversity - and through that, ultimately, vitality. Past, present and future are arranged next to one another as three planets - but rather than being opposed, they can survive best by learning from one another.

Meanwhile, there’s another current of opposition to Tsiolkovsky’s vision, one that argues with Tsiolkovsky’s ultimately explicable universe.

Space Forces here first singles out Arthur C. Clarke. The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction identifies him as the writer who is “most closely identified with knowledgeable, technological ‘hard’ science fiction” - and indeed Clarke is credited as being the first to propose the placement of communications satellites in geostationary orbit - but they also point out that he was “strongly attracted to the metaphysical, even to the mystical.” His stories, famously including 2001: A Space Odyssey, portray a world that is cool, unsympathetic, and potentially beyond human understanding. Humankind is uplifted to sentience by aliens - but, having learned of this, they must physically travel to somewhere else, a monolith orbiting Jupiter (or Saturn, in the books) in order to ascend.
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The monolith, busily being cool and unsympathetic.

Source: 2001: A Space Odyssey Film Still



In this section, as before, the book travels back across the Iron Curtain to bring up other authors - Stanislaw Lem’s Solaris, and the Stugatskys’ Roadside Picnic.

In Solaris, cosmonauts travel to an alien planet and encounter a planet-wide intelligence that may be entirely beyond them. The protagonist complains: “We don’t want to conquer the cosmos, we simply want to extend the boundaries of Earth to the frontiers of the cosmos.” The universe is large - and it’s full of things that cannot be understood by anything within an Earthly context.

In Roadside Picnic, by contrast, aliens visit Earth, leaving behind a mess of mysterious artifacts. A scientist near one of those zones, having heard of dead bodies rising, is unimpressed: “What? On, no, that’s merely puzzling. How can I put it - at least, that’s imaginable.”

The point here seems to be that the whole real world that we have daily access to has become imaginable - that fiction and science and the human mind together, being able to visualize any possibility, need what author Iain Banks called an ‘outside context problem’ to ever be genuinely challenged - which, one way or another, needs to come from somewhere different. For these authors, space is a way to find wonder and fear both - but, one way or another, to find things that would genuinely challenge humanity.

There are many more authors discussed, too many to fully enumerate in this review. Taken together, they present a broad spectrum of reasons to go to space - visions of nearly every possible political ideology, trajectory of human history, and even emotional tone. But Space Forces isn’t done yet. For all their impact on people’s minds, few of these thinkers directly shaped the exploration of space. For that, a different kind of thinker was needed.

PART 3: THE SALESMEN

“Not too long after Stalin’s death, [Sergei Korolev, Chief Designer for one of the USSR’s main rocket design bureaus], came to the Politburo meeting to report on his work.  I don’t want to exaggerate, but I’d say we gawked at what he showed us as if we were a bunch of sheep seeing a new gate for the first time. When he showed us one of his rockets, we thought it looked like nothing but a huge cigar-shaped tube, and we didn’t believe it could fly. Korolev took us on a tour of the launching pad and tried to explain to us how the rocket worked. We were like peasants in a marketplace. We walked around and around the rocket, touching it, tapping it to see if it was sturdy enough - we did everything but lick it to see how it tasted.”


	Nikita Khrushchev, Khrushchev Remembers, pp. 45-46.



Not all of the storytellers, however, were lost. A few of them understood sales.

Here Space Forces dips a toe back into history. Amongst all of the different visions of the spacefaring future and all of the jockeying thinkers, there are a few of them that seem to have made a major impact on the actual future of space. And - crucially - neither of them made it by saying what they really believed.

The first and foremost is that eternally frustrating, reluctantly-admired villain of the space cadets, Wernher Von Braun.

Raised in the heady early days of rocketry of the 1920s and 30s, Von Braun ended up getting involved in the Nazi rocket program - pummeling British civilians with V2 munitions and helping kill many thousands of prisoners in the Dora-Mittelbau labor camps where the munitions were built. When the war was clearly lost, he was found by American forces having a casual drink at a bar strategically closer to their lines than those of the USSR, ready to surrender.

Such a tainted person seems an improbable space advocate. But a chance encounter with the editor of Collier’s magazine at another bar, this one at a upper-atmospheric medicine conference in 1951, brought von Braun the opportunity he needed. As a gifted explainer of technical concepts, von Braun was soon a key contributor to a growing constellation of media products, from a path-breaking set of editorials in the magazine all the way to a Disney series that was watched by an entire generation of future space cadets.
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I certainly found those fifteen pages startling.

Source: Amazon location for buying copies of the magazine.

But - as Space Forces crucially emphasizes - von Braun succeeded at pushing this primarily because of how incredible he was at telling non-space cadets what they wanted to hear. A 1958 document entitled ‘Introduction to Outer Space’, and prepared for President Eisenhower, lays out four motives that argue in favor of space: exploration, prestige, defense and science. And “Von Braun was a figure who was especially skilled at moving between these four regimes, and code-switching between the different signaling modes they require.” He argued national security with generals, science with the universities, and prestige with Congress. All along, he tied each one in with what would later be called the von Braun paradigm for - as the magazine put it - The Conquest of Space! A series of multistage rockets would launch an increasing fleet of satellites, the cumulation of which would be a large space station serviced by a reusable spaceplane. And America more-or-less wholesale adopted this paradigm, ultimately putting him in charge of the Saturn V rocket that flew Americans to the moon.

Meanwhile, his actual motivation for the conquest of space remained more obscure. Space Forces takes delight in comparing two books on this front: Von Braun’s The Mars Project, written before his success with Colliers, and Planet Dora, a memoir of one of the victims of the camp, Yves Beon.

In The Mars Project, von Braun’s paradigm is alive and well - but a bit more malicious than he publicly presented it. Using nuclear-armed space stations, the US conquers the world and establishes the United States of Earth, with a capital - where else? - in Greenwich, Connecticut. Although small-minded third-world countries attempt to redirect resources to alleviating hunger and poverty, they are - unironically, by the author - declared foolish and the USE proceeds with a fleet of warships to confront the next threat- that of Mars.

In a twist of fate that’s almost hard to believe but is absolutely real, the Martians of von Braun’s novel are ruled by a leader named ‘the Elon’ and travel by hyperloop. Their underground civilization is currently peaceful - but as Space Forces points out, is also strangely similar in description to Beon’s description of the tunnels of Dora. And von Braun’s Martians are not shy about using the same rationalizations as the ones filling the camps. Slavery, they claim, is a natural part of the process of building a strong foundation for the state, and they have ultimately eliminated it only now that technology and the purification of the world have rendered it unnecessary.
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No, seriously. It looks even weirder on the page.

Source: The Mars Project, Screenshot/Highlight from Business Insider



Of course, von Braun’s Nazi past was not completely lost on America - but the specifics of his actual future vision mostly were. Instead, a narrative grew up around him, arguing that, in his 1947 testimony to the War Department, “given the nature of his work, he had no alternative but to join” the SS. Just like with Tsiolkovsky, a respect for the strength of his dream, for the quality of being a person pursuing a dream, grew up around him at the same time that the specific details of his dream vanished into thin air.

The result was a powerful movement which executed on what is perhaps the greatest engineering project in human history. But, stripped of that skill at execution, the space cadets were about to tumble to the ground.

PART 4: THE TRUE BELIEVERS

“…suddenly everybody started talking about how much everything cost. Was it really worth 20 billion to go to another planet? What about cancer? What about the slums? How much does it cost? How much does any dream cost, for Christ's sake? Since when is there an accountant for ideas?”

- Dr. James Kelloway, fictional NASA official, _Capricorn One_


In 1971, NASA administrator Thomas Paine was on top of the world. The entire planet was talking about the Apollo moon landings. Tom had gotten close with the Vice-President, and with all of his success was busily planning for the future. The NASA reference plan for the next decades involved a reusable space shuttle and a space station by the end of the 70s and humans landing on Mars by the 1980s. This vision for the future looked almost discomfitingly like von Braun’s picture of a future trip to Mars.

NASA’s grand ambitions, alas, ran headfirst into a nation that seemed like it was on a different planet. The general public had never been terribly enthralled by space exploration - even in the heyday of Apollo, more than half of the country did not think that the moonshot was ‘worth the cost.’ Beyond that, to many NASA represented a specific ideal, which was not necessarily theirs. As described well in Apollo in the Age of Aquarius, the seminal look at perceptions of space in the 1960s, the space program had been a fundamentally conservative project, a story of square-jawed white men proceeding bravely into the dark for God and country, as an opposed narrative to the leftism of the seventies. Meanwhile, for the campaigners for racial justice and against poverty in the 1960s, Apollo seemed to be a symbol of a state that was prioritizing nationalism and conflict over their concerns.

On the day before the launch of Apollo 11, Rev. Ralph Abernathy - the successor to Martin Luther King Jr as leader of the Southern Christian Leadership Council - showed up at Cape Kennedy alongside marchers from the Poor People’s Campaign, hoping to juxtapose the paucity of their demands with the Apollo program’s display of technological force. They were met by Tom Paine, who responded to Abernathy’s complaints saying  “if we could solve the problems of poverty by not pushing the button to launch men to the Moon tomorrow, then we would not push that button.” It was a good gesture in the moment - but it, and many like it - only served to highlight the gap in worldview between the true believers and the rest of the country.

When the excitable new NASA budget hit Congress, the result was chaos. NASA, locked in their own narrative world, had utterly misjudged the environment around them. In the House, Democrat Joseph Karth responded by overruling the judgment of the House Space Committee and proposing a budget amendment that would have zeroed out all funding for the space shuttle, space station, and gotten close to canceling the human spaceflight program in general - an amendment that was defeated by only a single vote in a Congressional session that barely enough people even showed up for to qualify for a quorum.

Belatedly discovering the opposition that stood against him, Paine began the work of building a coalition. NASA eventually saved the human spaceflight program by the bare skin of its teeth. The station was canceled for now; Shuttle was approved on an unsteady coalition of stakeholders that would prove to ultimately be its undoing.
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Side note: shuttle reference designs originally had stubby wings. The final delta-wing configuration substantially increased heating but allowed the DoD to plan a mission where the shuttle would fly one orbit over the USSR, take pictures of Russian nukes, land near Washington, and rush developed pictures to the President. This all felt very silly after digital cameras got good.

Image Source: NASA History Office

At its core, there was a failure of communication here. They were all clearly there because of the salesmen - they grew up watching Von Braun on their televisions. And NASA had no trouble parroting those lines: that space investment would push forward technology innovation, or safeguard national security, or make America proud. But as the Cold War thawed, those justifications became less urgent, and NASA ran aground. When the deeply silly 1978 thriller Capricorn One had a NASA official faking a Mars landing and threatening to kill the astronauts while spouting the standard space cadet platitudes, it didn’t seem too wild to some people in the audience.

The true believers saw something in the space program, something that they all shared wordlessly, obviously with one another. Something that they realized they could not communicate clearly when push came to shove, because they couldn’t quite name it themselves.

Space Forces aptly highlights the way that, in the end, NASA’s future was determined to a powerful extent by acts of world-building that it had never asked for, or understood it needed. A generation grew up on new science fiction, with shows like Star Trek promising a bold, happy future in space so powerful that a letter-writing campaign ultimately named the test Space Shuttle orbiter Enterprise. Meanwhile, campaigners like Nichelle Nichols  - the actress who played Lt. Uhuru on the deck of the original Enterprise - criss-crossed the US for decades, selling the promise of space to generations of people who hadn’t heard it from von Braun’s ilk.

Among all of these voices was Gerald O’Neill. Like von Braun, he was a consummate salesman, learning the language of ‘technological edge’ that was required to get spending approved on the Hill and arguing to Congress that a forest of solar-power satellites would ‘put the Middle East out of business’. But, perhaps also like von Braun, he had a vision he could articulate - in his case, a libertarian vision that borrowed from earlier authors, in which the spacefaring future would be full of small, independent space stations, each incubating a different cultural experiment.

Space Forces ends this section with a trip to the NASA Ames center, where paintings of O'Neill cylindrical stations - by Rick Guidice, who credits his career in commercial sales with being able to articulate the vision - hang on the engineering floor. One of those satellite engineers comes up and tells him how those paintings are her inspiration for working.
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One day, in the glorious human future, Matt Damon will crash-land on one of these while trying to get cheap universal health care.

Source: NASA Ames. Artist: Rich Guidice

For years, the space cadets survived like that - getting enough inspiration each decade from these visions to fuel themselves, the small minority that cared, through another period of low funding and motion.

But times are changing.

PART 5: THE NEWSPACE CONVERTS

“I believe a future where humanity is exploring space is fundamentally more exciting than one where it is not.”


	Elon Musk



Space Forces talks about a lot of speculative science fiction. But these days, science fiction is busily coming true.

In the last three years, humanity’s rate of launch into space has become flabbergasting. Rockets land; private citizens visit space; and an entire generation of young people is inspired to join in with the adventure. There are communities for space enthusiasts, fellowships and clubs and events, an entire nascent culture combing back together after the long years out in the cold.
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Objects launched to space per yet: talk about a fast takeoff.

Source: Our World in Data, via UN.

Why go to space? We need to understand an answer soon. NASA plans on landing humans on the moon in 2025; for the people working on the new rockets, Mars is coming shortly thereafter.

And yet, there’s still that hole here, a missing step. NASA still struggles to communicate its new program - most Americans still don’t know, not to mention care, that the ‘first woman and next man’ are landing on the moon in the coming years. SpaceX has been more successful at communicating a vision, with a strong visual language and a clear explicit goal of Mars settlement - indeed, as that story mobilizes, NASA has found it harder and harder to recruit. But Elon’s answer to why we ought to go to space, quoted above and front-and-center on SpaceX’s website, is still curiously empty. Why should we go to space? Because it’s motivating and exciting. Why is it exciting? Because it is. Fundamentally.

To the current and future space cadets, that is axiomatically true. To a large fraction of the population, it’s absolutely baffling. And Space Forces, having laid out a plethora of different visions, falls just short of explaining the hole at the center of them.

As far as Space Forces is concerned, all of this space work, from the dreaming writers to the DC policymakers, has been centered around creating stories of alternative futures. Space, and the narratives around it, have been a battleground between capitalism and communism, libertarianism and humanism, nationalism and internationalism and countless other isms besides. It shows that it was the postulation of alternative worlds that inspired people, from the first dreamers in the Russian steppe to the generations of boomers raised on Von Braun’s visions. It correctly points out that NASA - and now the New Space organizations taking up part of their mantle - depend for their very survival on telling a story of the future, of domed Mars colonies or diverse cocktail parties in space habitats.

But, in the end, Space Forces has a limiting and over-simplified answer for why these visions are powerful, why they have motivated real-world science and engineering and human toil. Despite the deep ideological diversity of the answers that it explores - many of its authors despise everything the others stand for -  it ends up falling back on saying that space is an opportunity for jealous utopianism, for making exclusive worlds that people like.

In its final chapter, the book goes back to Tom Paine’s promise. “He was”, he says, “drawing a hard line around technological categories.” The world of the rockets, technical and abstract, in his speech, was a different one than the world of the prosaic social problems. Space Forces appears to paint this as utopianism as a cover for dystopian behavior. “Utopia and dystopia,” it says, “… turn into one another and depend on one another. One group’s ideal world is another’s nightmare.” Tom Paine’s space program was a place he felt comfortable, a world of rockets and equations and proud white men, so of course he would use the technological aspect of space to segment it off from the parts of the world he was not happy to touch.
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Thomas Paine, center, looking uncomfortable.

Source: Associated Press, via NYT

Space Forces thus closes on a note of urgency. “The default mode”, it says, “if these inventories are not attended to and applied, is for space exploration and space settlement to end up captured by the forces that are already poised to define and shape them… the singular militaristic/capitalistic paradigm.” Instead, it argues that we must act quickly, to spread another type of politics - politics that it agrees with.

As it does so, right at the end, it brushes for a moment to the edge of the most interesting point before skittering off. Speaking of the utopian set of treaties currently governing space exploration, it asks, “these artifacts and the practices they express exist in order to give humans the ability to critique the status quo - to ask, if these practices can and should exist in space, why don’t they exist on Earth?”

If they exist in space, why don’t they exist on Earth? The same could be asked of this entire topic. Space Forces argues that space is a battleground of ideologies and visions of the future. But so is everything else, all of the time. And the very diversity of the voices that it cites belies any attempt to argue that space is only safe for some visions of the future.

If really all these visionaries wanted to tell stories about the things they were interested in - human progress and generational change, new governments and old mysteries - why did they feel the need to conflate those stories with rocket engines and asteroid colonies? For most of them, after all, the dream came first and the technological veneer came afterwards. Why, after having written his stories about the Common Task - which ultimately center around changing life on Earth - did Tsiolkovsky feel the need to get pen to paper developing his rocket equation?

And for the rest of us, those who are not genius writers or thinkers, but who still feel a thrill, a tangible rush at the rise of that rocket in the Boca sunset even if we cannot articulate exactly why - why aren’t we doing anything else with our time?

In other words: don’t ask why space, ask: why space?

PART 6: THE WORLDBUILDERS

“’If you can see a thing whole … it seems that it’s always beautiful. Planets, lives … but up close, a world’s all dirt and rocks. And day to day, life’s a hard job, you get tired, you lose the pattern. You need distance, interval. The way to see how beautiful earth is, is to see it from the moon.”


	Ursula K. Le Guin, The Dispossessed



Stories about travel through space go almost all the way back through human history. The Syrian author Lucian wrote A True Story, about a trip to the moon, in the second century AD. Francis Godwin, an English historian, wrote a book delightfully titled The Man in the Moone, or a Discourse of a Voyage thither, by Domingo Gonzales, sometime in the 1620s.

But they were rare. Most of the time, if an artist wanted to tell a story about a different place, where people lived differently, they had nothing but options. Nearly everybody in history had a world full to bursting with strange and different cultures, mystery and wonder. When enlightenment thinkers needed to have an outside perspective on their culture, they merely had to imagine an Ottoman, a Ming official, a Native American, to walk through their cultures and pass judgment. Other countries on the other side of the ocean could be contorted to mean anything - or even directly fictionalized, if it served the narrative purpose. And if needed, there were always islands. Thomas Moore’s Utopia and Gulliver’s worlds were always there as possibilities, right over the horizon, full of possibility and just waiting for a bold explorer to discover them.

But as time wore on, the fictional worlds moved farther away. The islands got more remote and distant. Lovecraft’s beasts lived in the wastes of Antarctica, increasingly the last region of the world not fully mapped. Over time, the thin pretense that any of these places could be real faded away.

And some people discovered that they still needed that tangibility. That it wasn’t enough to imagine something - they had to have some connection, however, tenuous, to their real lived experience.

For O’Neill, the new libertarian societies could not exist unless they were free to start again, from the beginning, somewhere out in the cosmos. For Bogdanov, the expanse of time and space was necessary to demonstrate his historicity - the primordial state of Venus, the historical moment of Earth and the socialist future of Mars had to be all present and seen at once. In Clarke, the transcendent mysteries of the monolith couldn’t simply arrive fully formed in our society - we had to at least believe that there might be a featureless black rectangular prism orbiting Jupiter.

In The Dispossessed by Ursula K. Le Guin, two habitable planets, Urras and Anarres, orbit one another. Urras is much like Earth - filled with different civilizations, soaring achievement and desperate poverty. Anarres is a quiet, planet-sized anarchist commune. Communication between them is rare - but for both of them, having another world, hanging above them each night, makes political change conceivable. For the people of Urras, Anarres is a utopia made possible by distance and yet tangible enough to be believable.

Astronauts speak of the Overview Effect, the shattering experience of seeing Earth from space - observing something that we all are taught from childhood to be true. But somehow, the tactile experience of it provides something new. There’s no new information there, but there is.

We have incredible tools of imagination, but we still want something else with our futures - to ‘do everything but lick it’, as Kruchshchev said. If it’s not real, yet, we create a conduit of plausibility to get there. Space - right now - is emptier, still outside our context, so we can fill it with our dreams. That’s why Tsiolkovsky constantly paused to reassure the reader that he knew what he was doing, why he spent his life doing the math to ground his vision - his equations were a conduit, a gossamer thread, longer and thinner than one of his space elevators, connecting his utopia with the real world.

And for the space cadets - the reason they can’t say what is exciting about space is that space is a vehicle for whatever it is that they are already excited about but cannot quite articulate, cannot quite make real. The very fact that it is a tool for literalizing - for putting that alternative anarchist utopia right up in the sky, to see and never forget - means that the things that it literalizes are by nature not clear, even to the person themselves, and would be completely inaccessible to them were it not for the conduit to reality that the hope of space provides.

For a while, supposedly, at SpaceX, new interns went out to lick the rocket. That doesn’t happen anymore, for a lot of good reasons. But down in Boca Chica, Texas, when they get tired, they go out and look at it. There it sits, an improbable, science fiction vision. That rocket looks like something that you’d ride to somewhere else: into a sci-fi monolith to meet your maker, or to defend Earth from implacable threats, or boldly into a human future, or to a utopian colony on another planet. It is a gateway to dreams.

Those futures, those mysteries, those sources of hope and fullness and life, aren’t real yet, and may never be. And for every person who looks at it, they are different, and just distant enough that they remain intangible, inexpressible, just out of reach.

But the rocket - you can go up and touch it. And for now, for the humans that we still remain, that still makes all the difference.




Telluria by Vladimir Sorokin

Hybrid Warfare: A Russian Postmodernist Invades the Brain with a Hammer and Nail

Telluria by Vladimir Sorokin, NYRB Classics, published August 16, 2022
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A screaming dildo runs across the floor. A pair of wolf-human zoomorphs drink whisky and recite poetry at a campfire, snacking on the decapitated head of a felled soldier. An army of knights assembles in an ancient castle, waiting for nails of tellurium to be hammered into their skulls before they’re loaded into robotic exoskeletons and then catapulted to the front lines of a holy war.

These are just a few of the fifty scenes that make up Vladmir Sorokin’s 2013 novel Telluria, a gritty, weird, and frenetic collection of fragments recently published in English for the first time by NYRB, showing us a fractured world at war with its past, present, and future. Screaming phalluses and wolf-humans aren’t the only hybrids in this book of hybrids: there are also the hybrid materials of “self-generating” matter like fur or rubber or water, living paintings and tattoos; hybrid holograms that can interact with the physical world; hybrid renderings of atmospheres, histories, cultures, and nation-states; and between the covers of this novel, Sorokin’s thirteenth, each chapter presents new characters and new narrative voices in different registers, in different literary forms and traditions, to accumulate into a wild, mutant-headed hybrid that satirizes our world-historical addiction to power, especially as seen in the contemporary Russian state. “Putin isn’t just socialist realism,” Sorokin said in a 2022 interview, through his literary translator Max Lawton. “He’s a hodgepodge of our despotic past, of the Stalinist, medieval, and religious tendencies. He’s a hybrid of everything.”

It’s the hybrid form of Telluria that allows Sorokin’s absurd vision to apprehend, if not lampoon, such geopolitical tendencies, especially as they are born from the traditions of the Eurasian supercontinent. Indeed, tellurium refers not only to a rare real-world chemical element that makes up the nails hammered into the skulls of the novel’s many characters, but also, as the literary scholar Dirk Uffelmann noted in his monograph on Sorokin, to a “tellurocracy” or “tellurokratiia,” a theory of a land-based conquest and hegemony promoted by Aleksandr Dugin, an influential ideologue and philosopher in contemporary Russia who roots his geopolitical conservatism in the philosophies of 20th century thinkers as diverse as the Italian fascist Julius Evola, the Nazi Carl Schmitt, and the Nazi Martin Heidegger.
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Aleksandr Dugin in 2018

It was in Dugin’s Foundations of Geopolitics where he outlined and elucidated a dualistic worldview where land-power is set against the more fluid, liberal values of the West, characterized broadly as a “thalassocracy,” or the sea-based power exerted by the Atlantic countries. Where a tellurocracy needs a unified mass of land to maintain a central authority of reactionary politics, the world of Telluria is fractured by a preceding era of global troubles and a dissolution of existing national borders. And so accordingly, traditions aren't made from the time within the novel—somewhere around 2070, it seems—but borrowed from medieval ways of life and mythologies surrounding them. A prince and a count walk the forest, hunting elk, discussing the fall of Russia in the early 20th century. A group of carpenters—the novel’s term for the hammer-wielding administrators of nails of tellurium—dismounts from their giant horse to have a Chaucerian tea break of riveting storytelling, including what might otherwise be an anachronistic discussion of particle physics. Gnomes and trolls and giants live throughout the novel; many work jobs, or have gigs, or might be slaves, or might be homeless.

For Sorokin to divide the tellurocratic land is to shatter national tradition and the myth of coherence in any state ideology. As borders are moved, states are revised or erased, and new fictions are created. It’s in this disunity between physical place and time, between each chapter’s varying voices and predicaments, where readers find conflict. In fact, the main engine of conflict that animates Telluria is addiction, not just to the highs afforded by tellurium nails, but to the chaotic conquest of territories, bodies, and psychogeographies.

At the edges of the novel itself, history continues: A year after Telluria’s publication in Sorokin’s native country, Russia took over Crimea; in the year of its publication in the States, Russia invaded the rest of Ukraine. It’s in the fog of cultural war and actual war, where national identities are constituted by national acts, and national acts are constituted by national tradition, that Sorokin’s work has been the target of conservative nationalists in Russia, especially incensed by his forthcoming-in-English novel Blue Lard’s inclusion of a sodomy scene between Stalin and Khrushchev, blaspheming the old order of national identity and amounting to pornography, they claimed. This outrage prompted Sorokin’s prosecution, though the charges of disseminating pornography were dropped. But to be a dissident writer in Russia with opponents whose interests are aligned with Vladimir Putin’s means that his profile is raised for American audiences, thus raising his sustained aesthetic critique of the nationalist tradition, of the dominant order, both abroad and in his home country, where his opponents have called him a “marginal postmodernist.”

They’re not entirely wrong. The quality of his influence aside, Sorokin indeed traffics in a postmodern skepticism of narratives that define so much of contemporary rationality, technology, and literature itself. To challenge the narrative of rationality, how about a book where people nail drugs into their heads with hammers? To challenge the narrative of technology, how about a book where genetic engineering lets humans dehumanize humanity? To challenge a narrative of literature, how about a book of many voices resisting a coherent tale of recurring, complex characters?

As more of Sorokin’s work is translated into English, and as the Russian government continues its project of imperial expansion, his voice will only grow louder by way of his novelistic experimentalism, his public comments, and the waveform tendency that shock has both in the aesthetic marketplace and on the kinetic battlefield: the impact reverberates through time, weakening existing structures. In what could be a description of Telluria itself, Sorokin has described the invasion of Ukraine, some ten years after the novel’s original publication, as “a war between the 21st century and the 16th century.”

Like the dissonant barbarism that Sorokin sees in the Ukraine invasion, his characters might find themselves in dissonant mashups of medieval settings (such as a palace belonging to the Princess of Schleswig-Holstein) which are inhabited by futuristic technologies (such as the sentient dildo who is running away from the Princess of Schleswig-Holstein). The wandering eye and voice of Telluria has no true home, which makes escaping it impossible. Anyone who might be touched by the drug and the conflicts it generates is liable to appear before the reader, and so too are literary forms that have preceded this moment in futuristic history. Chapter by chapter we jump from classic third-person narration to spastic slang-pocked stream of consciousness to fairy tales to encyclopedia entries to a kind of parody of, among other things, Allen Ginsburg’s “Howl.”

This multivoiced form of the novel isn’t just a way of mirroring the fractured landscape of Telluria’s world, but is likely in harmonious dialogue with another Russian dissident writer, Mikhail Bakhtin, the 20th century literary theorist who philosophized stylistic potentials of the novel after studying its history from the Renaissance onward. Two of his theoretical contributions, heteroglossia and the carnivalesque, seem to govern much of the spirit of Telluria. The first is more obvious: the many separate tongues of the novel—including the sprinklings of Kazakh, Chinese, French, archaic Russian, and what the translator has rendered as Middle English—speak in multiple literary forms, across class and religion and race (literally, species), destabilizing any central authority of what we think of as a typical narrative voice and making for a subversive, disorienting, and grotesquely kaleidoscopic rendering.

For Bakhtin, several unities make up the novel: authorial narration, everyday narration, quasi-literary or rhetorical forms such as written letters, “extra-artistic authorial speech” like philosophy or science, and then the actual dialogue of characters within the novel. It was the uneasy combination of these unities, according to Bakhtin in Emerson and Holquist’s translation of his The Dialogic Imagination, that gives the genre of the novel its unique essence, its power. For Bakhtin, “the style of a novel is to be found in the combination of its styles; the language of a novel is the system of its ‘languages.’” Telluria takes this conceit and boils it alive.
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Mikhail Bakhtin in 1920

In his theory of the carnivalesque, Bakhtin saw the gritty physicality of the European cultural practice of a carnival as the chance for hierarchies to be subverted, an event where blasphemy reigns, where the total dissolution of the political order is nigh at hand. Though we do see a literal carnival early on in Telluria—what feels like a knowing wink—we see the blaspheming of history and culture running throughout the book’s episodes, like when a Russian princess wears a disguise in order to invite a horrific sexual violation from two rough commoners, or when one man gives another a handjob in the tourist trap of a Stalinist temple. For Bakhtin, the carnival is the collision of high and low culture, with catastrophic potential for the existing order. For Telluria, that point of collision is everything and nothing more.

The center of the book contains its highest physical peak, some of its most straightforward narration, and its core of geopolitical power—a mountain palace belonging to the president of Telluria, a remote republic in the Eurasian mountains that gained its strategic and economic power after the discovery of a cache of tellurium underneath its mountains. After waking up naked underneath a camel skin, Jean-François Trocard takes a cold plunge, piddles with a collection of rare coins, then skis down from his mountaintop of luxury until activating a jetpack, flying over a village, and then setting down to mingle among the adoring commoners. As Uffelmann and others have noted, this absurd scene echoes Vladimir Putin’s own absurd hang gliding with cranes in 2012, not long before Telluria’s initial publication. Putin’s stunt is more explicitly referenced by a character who reminisces about a long ago boyhood, remembering the “last rulers of Russia.”
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Vladimir Putin soars in 2012

Flying and birds become a kind of motif in the novel, allowing characters to transcend land and borders, yes, but also to transgress the boundaries of certain moral landscapes within which readers might place them. Some of these characters have names like Pigeon and Robin and Crow, all having different sense of ethical direction. But as the land of this future world is contested and divided into many pieces—too many to track—so too is the reader’s attention divided between these sometimes hilarious, bizarre,  heartbreaking, and/or shocking vignettes. What readers lose by not having one or a few protagonists through which to see and feel this world over time, readers gain in the sympathetic feeling of a constant disorientation and disruption that’s woven into the geopolitical fabric of Telluria’s world, just like it is into the consciousness of actual victims—and perpetrators—of actual war. Everyone is in conflict, yet there are no heroes, and therefore no heroic arcs. “Our world is impossible to describe with linear prose,” Sorokin said in the 2022 interview. “We need new forms of its description ... Telluria is an attempt to find this form.” The consequence of finding that form is that characters aren’t able to evolve, to change—to do so anyway is to admit some kind of telos in history, some bending of the arc toward or away from justice. Sure, characters might find bliss by sticking their face in the soiled sheets of a sexual assault scene, might relieve their conscience of a tellurium hammering gone very wrong, or might recover a prized piece of technology stolen by a touring troupe of Chinese acrobats, but rarely if ever does anyone end up better off than they began.

As a reader moving through the novel, the question of literary appetite comes up. One wonders, when finished, how long it could have gone on, had Sorokin merely felt like it. There is no resolution, but how could there be in a world that finds stasis in conflict? Instead of fifty chapters, could Telluria last a hundred chapters? A thousand? What goals do these characters have, if they survive their pursuit of the tellurium high or endure the high itself, if they achieve a dominant military position, or if they score the sex they seek? For the characters—addicts or not—perhaps their goal is simply more. And like a good postmodernist—marginal or not—Sorokin leaves us without tidy feelings of neat triumph or knuckle-cracking satisfaction. In this world, anyone resembling a hero is as inscrutable as any enemy, and a world without heroes fighting for victory might mean that any resolution of the novel is outside of it, in the realm of pure philosophy.

A father returning to his family after years away on a tellurium pilgrimage delivers a soliloquy on humankind’s pursuit of illusion:


“But tellurium . . . divine tellurium doesn’t produce euphoria, spasms of pleasure, a high, or a banal rainbow trip. Tellurium gifts you with an entire world. A solid and plausible world, a living world. And I ended up in the world that I’d been dreaming of since my early childhood. I became one of the disciples of Our Lord Jesus Christ ... I became one of the apostles. I was with Him, I walked through Palestine, I heard the Sermon on the Mount, I drank the wine of Cana in Galilee, I sailed across Lake Gennesaret, I saw the resurrected Lazarus emerging from a cave, saw the lepers cleansed and the herd of swine hurling themselves off of a cliff and into the sea, slept in the Garden of Gethsemane, wept impotently on Golgotha when the Roman pierced the side of the crucified Savior with his spear . . .”



Here is our deepest account of the drug’s most notable effect on a user throughout the novel, though we elsewhere hear characters talk about it and see its shallow reverberations in the lives of child soldiers, pedophiles, a centaur, elves, giants, cattle farmers, Orthodox communists, a donkey-lady, moonshiners, giants, and plain old normal Moscovians, who in various degrees enjoy the drug’s neurogenic effects, its delivery of fearlessness and libidinal energy, its opportunity for community, and its ability to show you who your friends really are. Tellurium can reveal all this and more, if it’s not outright fatal. But if a tellurium carpenter nails you just right (or if you’re crafty enough to DIY a nail to the head), you might get to hang out with Jesus, talk to your dead family members, or, of course, have sex with Plato. Tellurium collapses time for those living in a land that has itself collapsed.

It can be instructive to observe how an author describes nonexistent technologies and at what point they reign in their imagination, since, because it’s fiction, we’re only limited by the combination of words and the artfulness of authorly persuasion. For Sorokin, his fantastic yet understated vision informs the novel’s depiction of technological advancement. The gadgetry of Telluria—including the drug itself—is more or less amazing and seemingly world-changing, though the characters' relationships to it feel as banal and uninspired as we feel about the phones in our own pockets. The smartypants, a device kind of like a smartphone except that it can change forms and project solid holograms, recurs in the chapters as an everyday object in the lives of the more modern and westernized human characters. Despite its promise, characters still use it for entertainment, for navigation, for sex, and not, it seems, to change the world into something better. The smarty can wrap over a bed and project the hologram of a lover, or it can wrap around a skull and pinpoint the exact erogenous spot of neurological meat to be the bullseye of a hammered nail of sweet tellurium. The advances of magical consumer technologies and genetically engineered materials (and beings) still leave a world at war, and individual people in pursuit of pleasure, never having enough.

A recently married couple from Western Europe, Patrick and Engelbert, tour the Ultra-Stalinist Soviet Socialist Republic on their honeymoon. After arriving, Engelbert, a philosopher by training, remembers when he first met his husband at a technology fair that showcased a peculiar machine which transformed words—any words—into edible food. Being a philosopher, he spoke into the machine the word Dasein, a Heideggerian concept denoting the self-aware and situated quality of being that is particular to the human condition, which Alexandr Dugin, in his mystical-fascistic philosophizing on Heidegger and on Russia’s imperial expansion, has divided in two: a “Russian Dasein” and a Dasein for the West, a novel theory of ZIP code ontology, area code metaphysics.

When spoken aloud, Dasein produces from the machine a simple gelatinous cube. This device, cooked up in Sorokin’s postmodern imagination, has the potential to deliver readers to philosophical resolution in the way that technology is thought to deliver humankind to complete dominion over land and life and time. The philosopher eats the small cube while talking to the man who fate would make his husband for the rest of his life. For him, his husband’s image was “always connected with the taste of the cube: a light fish soufflé that melted pleasantly on the tongue.”






The Alexander Romance

Sometimes scholars go on a search for “the historical Jesus”. They start with the Gospels, then subtract everything that seems magical or implausible, then declare whatever’s left to be the truth.

The Alexander Romance is what happens when you spend a thousand years running this process in reverse. Each generation, you make the story of Alexander the Great a little wackier. By the Middle Ages, Alexander is fighting dinosaurs and riding a griffin-pulled chariot up to Heaven.

People ate it up. The Romance stayed near the top of the best-seller lists for over a thousand years. Some people claim (without citing sources) that it was the #2 most-read book of antiquity and the Middle Ages, after only the Bible. The Koran endorses it, the Talmud embellishes it, a Mongol Khan gave it rave reviews. While historians and literary critics tend to use phrases like “contains nothing of historic or literary value”, this was the greatest page-turner of the ancient and medieval worlds.

There is no single Alexander Romance. Every culture from Ethiopia to Russia added their own bits and adapted it to their own needs. The Persian version changes things around so that Alexander is secretly the descendant of the rightful Shah of Persia; the Jewish version adds bits about how Alexander knelt before the High Priest of Jerusalem and said that the LORD was the one true God. Someone from Syria added the bits about Gog and Magog; nobody knows who added the parts with the 36-foot-tall giants, the three-eyed lions, the sphere-people, or the headless men. This makes it hard to review “the” Alexander Romance - some historians describe it as more of a genre than a single story.

The outline below will be based on Penguin’s The Greek Alexander Romance, a pastiche of several versions keeping the skeleton of a 15th century Sicilian manuscript. Its history ensures that it’s wildly uneven; some parts seem to be mostly a real history of Alexander with a few embellishments; others are obviously completely imaginary. I’m going to assume you know Alexander’s real conquests and focus on the imaginary parts:

The Birth Of Alexander

Nectanebo was a pharaoh who was also a wizard. He ruled Egypt wisely; when enemies attacked, he would magically vaporize their armies from afar. One day he scryed some enemies approaching Egypt’s border (the Persian army of Cambyses?); when he tried to vaporize them, the magic didn’t work. He realized that the gods had decreed that Egypt must fall, so he fled to Macedonia, working as a magician-for-hire to make ends meet.

Queen Olympias of Macedonia couldn’t produce an heir, so she hired the local magician to restore her fertility. Nectanebo fell in love and wanted to have sex with her. So he told her that she wasn’t conceiving because the god Ammon had destined her to bear his demigod son; her problem was that she was having sex with her husband, King Philip, instead of Ammon. When Olympias was skeptical, Nectanebo cast a spell that made her have a dream where Ammon appeared to her and confirmed this was true. Convinced, she agreed to lie in wait for Ammon when her husband was away on campaign. Nectanebo cast a spell to make himself look like Ammon and had sex with her, and she became pregnant.
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I knew Ammon had a ram’s head, but for some reason this still doesn’t look the way I imagined it.

King Philip came back from campaign and was angry, so Nectanebo transformed into a giant snake, slithered up to Olympias at a state event, kissed her, then transformed into an eagle and flew away. Everyone accepted this as proof that Olympias had been chosen by a god, and King Philip withdrew his complaint.

Nectanebo then became the court doctor, advising Queen Olympias on when to give birth. As her labor began, he advised her not to push, because the astrological chart was less than perfectly ideal. For hours, the poor woman tried to hold it in, as Nectanebo became increasingly agitated about improper positioning of Mercury or whatever. Finally, Nectanebo cast the horoscope and found that the destiny of someone born at that exact moment would be to rule the world. He told Olympias to push, the baby came out immediately, and they named him Alexander.

Alexander And Darius

Alexander grew up and headed out to conquer Persia. As he advanced, King Darius of Persia sent him increasingly insulting letters, to which Alexander sent back letters with dazzlingly witty responses to the insults. For example, from Darius, heavily edited for length:


The king of kings, the race of the gods, who rises in heaven with the sun, the very god Darius, to Alexander my servant: I order and command you to return home to your parents, to be my slave and to rest in the lap of your mother Olympias. That is what suits your age: you still need to play and be nursed. Therefore I have sent you a whip, a ball, and a chest of gold, of which you may take what you prefer: the whip, to show that you still ought to be at play; the ball, so that you can play with your [friends] . . . I have enough gold and silver to fill the whole world, [so] I have sent you the chest of gold, so that if you are unable to feed your fellow bandits you can now give them what they need to return each to his country.



Alexander back to Darius:


Why did you write to me that you possess so much gold and silver? So that we should fight all the more bravely to win it? If I conquer you, I shall be famous and a great king among both Greeks and barbarian for conquering a ruler as great as Darius. But if you defeat me, you will have done nothing outstanding - simply defeated a bandit, as you wrote to me . . . you sent me a whip, a ball, and chest of gold to mock me, but I regard these as favorable omens. I accepted the whip, so as to flay the barbarians with my own hands . . . the ball, as a sign that I shall be ruler of the world, [which is] spherical like a ball. The chest of gold you sent me is a great sign: you will be conquered by me and pay tribute.



Darius then tried sending Alexander several more letters, all of which have a vibe of “yeah, well the jerk store called, and they’re out of you”.

When Alexander was camped outside the Persian capital, he (at the instigation of the god Ammon, or maybe Hermes) tried a crazy gambit: he pretended to be “Alexander’s messenger to Darius”, and went into the Persian capital to deliver a generic message. Darius invited him to stay for dinner, and all the Persians were awed by the godlike appearance of this “messenger” (also, the text offhandedly mentions, then never brings up again, that Alexander was only four feet tall, and everyone was surprised by this).

During the dinner, Alexander kept pocketing the gold and silver dishes in his cloak. Someone complained, and Alexander made a big show about how when King Alexander gave banquets in Macedonia, he always let guests take the dishes home as souvenirs, and he assumed the custom in Persia would be the same, but if they’re so stingy that they won’t even let him take a few dozen solid gold plates, then fine, he’ll just have to report that back to the Macedonian people. At this point the Persians started to feel like he was putting them on, one former ambassador recognized Alexander and sounded the alarm, and he had to get out quick. Luckily, Alexander outran everyone in Persepolis, slipped through the gates, and made it back to his own camp. Also, his camp was across a river that froze and melted in an alternating cycle once every few days, and he ran across it just at the moment it melted, so the Persians were stuck on the other side and couldn’t pursue him.

The next day, Alexander ordered battle against the Persians. The Macedonians were outnumbered but won easily; King Darius fled back to his city, plotting to raise another army and get revenge. However, two Persian traitors, hoping to be rewarded by Alexander, murdered Darius, then ran off. Alexander reached the city just as Darius was dying. With his last few breaths, Darius admitted Alexander had always been the better man, and that he was deeply happy Alexander would rule Persia from then on, and voluntarily relinquished the kingship to him, and declared Alexander must marry his daughter. Alexander wept bitterly over Darius’ death, and vowed to rule Persia wisely and marry Darius’ daughter.

Then he went back to the crowd and said that the people who killed Darius should come forth so he could reward them - “I swear I will raise them up and make them conspicuous among men.” Darius’ killers came forth, and Alexander crucified them atop Darius’ tomb, explaining that he hadn’t broken his oath because he had literally raised them up and made them conspicuous.

Alexander In India

Perhaps you have heard that Alexander tried to conquer India, but his troops mutinied, and he had to turn back. This is a vile lie. His troops tried to mutiny, but Alexander talked them down with a brilliant speech. Then he challenged Porus, King of India, to single combat, and won.
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Alexander At The Ends Of The Earth

India was the easternmost part of the known world, so Alexander got curious what was east of India and decided to march there and find out.

His first night east of India, he was attacked by a triceratops. At least this is how I interpret the odontotyrannus (“tooth-tyrant”), a three-horned monster bigger than an elephant that killed 26 Macedonian warriors. In the Syrian version, it took 300 men to drag its body out of a river; in the Armenian version, 1,300.
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Next, Alexander encountered peoples with various combinations of body parts. One arm and three eyes! Three eyes and one arm! Five legs, two noses, seven ears! All of these kind of blend together to me. Highlights are the giants (36 feet tall, killed 100 Macedonians), the spherical giants (with “expressions like lions”), the fleas as big as frogs, the men with hair all over their bodies, and the 30 foot long donkeys.

Here is a picture of Alexander encountering approximately the only group of people east of India who have normal human height and the correct number of eyes and limbs:
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Next, they came to an ocean, where many soldiers were eaten by giant crabs. Alexander was fascinated, and invented the diving bell so he could see what was underneath the ocean. After a series of dives, he got down 460 feet before a fish ate his diving bell, then vomited him up on dry land. Alexander interpreted this as a sign from God (who in this version is singular, and who Alexander totally believes in) to stop trying to plumb the depths of the ocean.
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Next, they came (how? isn’t the ocean in the way?) to a land of total darkness. In the middle of the land was the Fountain of Youth (how did they see it?) Alexander’s cook tried to boil dried fish in Fountain-of-Youth-water, but the fish came back to life. When he noticed, he suspected it might be the Fountain of Youth, so he drank the water himself and kept a jar for later (but for some reason didn’t tell the rest of the army). Later he gave the extra jar to Alexander’s daughter Kare. Still later, when they were too far away to return, Alexander heard that they had learned the secret of immortality and not given him any, and he cursed them. The cook went off to become an immortal water spirit, and Kare an immortal desert spirit.
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Finally, Alexander reached the end of the world, “where the sky meets the earth”. It was inhabited by griffins (other sources say big white birds that ate carrion). He ordered his men to capture two of the griffins and starve them for a few days until they were very hungry. Then he attached them to a chariot, sat in the chariot with a fishing rod attached to a piece of meat, and dangled it above them. The griffins started flying as hard as they could, lifting him into the air. Higher and higher Alexander went, until “a creature in the form of a man” approached him and said:


“O Alexander, you have not yet secured the whole earth, and are you now exploring the heavens? Return to earth as fast as possible, or you will become food for these birds. Look down on the earth, Alexander!” I looked down, somewhat afraid, and behold, I saw a great snake curled up, and in the middle of the snake a tiny circle like a threshing-floor. Then my companion said to me, “Point your spear at that threshing floor, for that is the world. The snake is the sea that surrounds the world.” Thus admonished by Providence above, I returned to earth.
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Alexander And The Naked Philosophers

Alexander heard that there were some wise naked philosophers in India and decided to test their wisdom. Slightly edited:


“Who are the greater in number” . . . he asked, “the living or the dead?”

“The dead are more numerous”, they replied, “but because they no longer exist they cannot be counted. The visible are more numerous than the invisible.”

“Which is stronger, death or life?”

“Life, they replied, “because the sun as it rises has strong, bright rays, but when it sets, appears to be weaker.”

“Which is greater, the earth or the sea?”

“The earth. The sea is itself surrounded by the earth.”

“Which is the wickedest of all creatures?”

“Man.”



Then they criticized Alexander for being too proud and starting too many wars. Alexander answered:


It is ordained by Providence above that we shall all be slaves and servants of the divine will. The sea does not move unless the wind blows it, and the trees do not tremble unless the breezes disturb them; and likewise man does nothing except by the motions of divine Providence. For my part I would like to stop making war, but the master of my soul does not allow me. If we were all of like mind, the world would be devoid of activity: the sea would not be filled, the land would not be farmed, marriages would not be consummated, there would be no begetting of children. How many have become miserable and lost all their possessions as a result of my wars? But others have profited from the property of others. Everyone takes from everyone, and leaves what he has taken to others: no possession is permanent.
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There is a weird echo of this story in, of all places, the Talmud, although here Alexander is interviewing the sages of Israel, who we assume are clothed. Taken from here, slightly edited:


The [Talmud] relates that Alexander asked the [sages of the Negev Desert]:

1. Is the distance from heaven to Earth greater or the distance from East to West? They answered him from East to West is further and they brought a proof that when the sun is in the East everyone can gaze at it, similarly, when the sun is in the West everyone can gaze at it. However, when the sun is directly above, you cannot gaze at it. This proves that the distance from East to West is greater than the distance from Heaven to Earth. The [other sages] disagreed and claimed that the distances between them is equal. They brought a proof from a . . . verse. As to why you cannot stare at the sun when it is directly above they answered that it's because when it's in the West or East there are mountains and hills and other obstructions that block the searing brightness of the sun. However, when it is above there is nothing obstructing the glare of the sun.

2. Alexander then asked, "what was created first, the Heaven or the Earth?" They answered him that Heaven was created first based on another [verse].

3. He then asked them "what came first light or darkness?" When they saw where this was leading, they distracted him and answered that of this they do not know. They were concerned lest he ask them what is above and what is below; what was before and what is after? Questions that are prohibited to discuss.

4. Next, he asked them "who is called wise?" And they answered him, "one who considers the consequences of his actions."

5. The next question was "who is considered strong?" Citing Pirkei Avos, they responded "he who subdues his personal inclination."

6. "Who is called wealthy?"  They answered "he who is happy with his lot"; another quote from Ethics of the Fathers.

7.  "What should a person do to live?" They responded "he should humble himself."

8. "What should a person do to die?" "He should raise himself, then people will give him the evil eye (out of jealousy) that will eventually harm him and cause his death."

9. "What should one do to gain favor in people's eyes?" They told him, "stay away from high positions, Kings and officers. Because when people see that you're consorting with the high class, they will become jealous and despise you." Alexander responded, "my idea is better than yours. By being around the kings and nobility, you can help people with their needs and they will like you."

10. "Is it better to live on the land or the sea?" They answered: "the land, because a person traveling on the oceans is not at peace with himself, he is concerned about mishaps while traveling. When he arrives home back on land, he is settled and has peace of mind."



Alexander Binds Gog And Magog

Alexander came to the Caucasus Mountains and learned that the nations beyond the Caucasus Mountains - especially two called Gog and Magog - really sucked. Just utter trash nations. You would not believe how terrible these nations were:


They used to eat worms and foul things that were not food at all - dogs, flies, snakes, aborted foetuses, dead bodies and unformed embryos . . . Alexander, seeing all this, was afraid that they would come out and pollute the inhabited world.
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There was a place where the Caucasus Mountains narrowed to an 18 foot pass. Alexander stopped before this place and prayed very earnestly, and God heard him and pushed the mountains closer together. Then Alexander built a giant gate in between the mountains, and he planted brambles for 3000 miles in every direction, and watered them so the brambles made a giant mass of thorns that covered the mountains for 3000 miles, so that the unclean nations could never get through.
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In case you’re wondering, in addition to Gog and Magog, this saved us from the nations of “Anougeis, Aigeis, Exenach, Diphar, Photinaioi, Pharizaioi, Zarmatianoi, Chachonioio, Agrimardio, Anouphagoi, Tharbaioi, Alans, Physolonikaioi, Saltarioi, and the rest.” I recognize two of these: the Sarmatians and the Alans - as real steppe tribes. The others are probably made-up steppe tribes meant to represent how big and scary the steppe was in the Mediterranean imagination.

The Caspian Gates of Alexander are sometimes identified with the real-world Caucasus fortification of Derbent:
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The Alexander Romance And Popular Literature

The Alexander Romance is, in many ways, not a very good book.

Obviously it’s bad history, bad geography, and bad science. But it’s not even consistent with itself. Alexander, we are told, isn’t the son of the god Ammon, but of the Pharaoh Nectanebo. But when he goes to the Oracle of Ammon in Libya, the god says he is his son, and charges him with founding Alexandria. But when he gets to Alexandria, he learns the city has been foreordained by the god Serapis, almighty ruler of Heaven and Earth. But by the time he’s in the Caspian, he makes a prayer worthy of any saint to the Judeo-Christian God, who answers his plea with a miracle. Some of these contradictions are the effect of dozens of different versions haphazardly combined by Penguin Classics, others by the ancients themselves.

Alexander’s character shifts rapidly based on whatever lets him make the wittiest comment at that exact moment. Sometimes he plays the humble sage, talking about how nobody can know the movements of Providence. Other times pagan gods literally appear to him and tell him that his endeavors will be successful, and he responds by doing them with maximal flair since they can’t possibly go wrong. Sometimes he spares the lives of his enemies with flowery speeches about the importance of mercy, other times he kills people for seemingly minor infractions. Sometimes he displays superhuman genius, other times he needs to be rescued by wise old men who know the ways of the world. The only constant is that he is always the best at everything (at age 15, Alexander entered the Olympics and won the chariot race so completely that all of his opponents literally died).

The other characters are no better. Darius is a sneering villain until the moment of his death, when he gives a lovely speech about how great Alexander is and how much he deserves his victory. King Philip, Alexander’s step-father, makes a similar heel-face turn in his dying moments. The authors are clearly writing under a constraint where Alexander needs enemies or else he can’t demonstrate his superiority, but also they can’t have somebody die without having admitted that Alexander is better than they are. The result is a lot of deathbed confessions.

You can see the zigs and zags where one culture seizes control of the narrative, then gives it up. Alexander spends a while standing on the site of Alexandria, talking about how it will be the greatest city in the world by far and extend until the end of time and its patron god Serapis is the true god of the universe, then leaves and basically never thinks about either of them again. There is a version written by Persians where Alexander is the son of a Persian Shah instead of an Egyptian Pharaoh, and a version written by Jews where Alexander kneels before the High Priest in Jerusalem and agrees that Judaism is the true religion. After Alexander’s death, the generals read out his will, which begins with effusive and totally-unrelated-to-anything-that-has-happened-before praise for the city of Rhodes, its people, and its glorious history; in the footnotes, the editor writes “one may suspect a Rhodian had a hand in the addition of the first four paragraphs”.

And the prose can best be described as “overwrought”. Here’s Alexander’s death after being poisoned:


When Alexander [said his last goodbye to his horse Bucephalus], the whole army howled, making a tremendous noise. The treacherous slave who had prepared the poison and who had plotted against their lives thought that Alexander was dead, and came running to see. When Bucephalus saw him, he cast off his morose and dejected look, and, just as if he were a rational, even a clever man - I suppose it was done through Providence above - he avenged his master. He ran into the midst of the crowd, seized the slave in his teeth, and dragged him to Alexander; he shook him violently and gave a loud whinny to show that he was going to have his revenge. Then he took a great leap into the air, dragging the treacherous and deceitful slave with him, and smashed him against the ground. The slave was torn apart; bits of him flew all over everyone like snow falling off a roof in the wind. The horse got up, neighed a little, and then fell down before Alexander and breathed his last. Alexander smiled at him. Then the air was filled with mist, and a great star was seen descending from the sky, accompanied by an eagle; and the statue in Babylon, which was called the statue of Zeus, trembled. When the star ascended again to the sky, accompanied by the eagle, and had disappeared, Alexander fell into his eternal sleep.



So it is not a very good book. Still, I will say this for it: I finished it in a day, when better books have taken me months.

We divide “high culture” from “mass culture”. High culture, those books that plumb the depths of the human spirit, go from the Iliad through the great Greek tragedies through Dante and Shakespeare and so on to Tolstoy, Proust, and Knausgaard. Mass culture - those books that the average person finds entertaining - might also start with the Iliad, but ends up at Dan Brown, J.K. Rowling, and Batman comics.

Mass culture follows somewhat different rules than its more prestigious relative: War And Peace sits perfect and untouchable in the temple of genius, but Batman is invented anew every few years. Really Batman is less of a specific book or movie and more of a genre. The genre has some conventions: the protagonist must be a man named Bruce Wayne with a secret identity as a bat-themed superhero; he should be accompanied by a butler named Alfred and a sidekick named Robin; he should live in a city called Gotham. And it has some suggestions: if you need a villain, how about the Joker? If you need a style, how about dark? Beyond that, anything goes. You can write a story of his origin only tangentially related to anyone else’s, you can add in new adventures, you can shift the tone from gritty to campy and back.

Many of the things that happen to Alexander the Great in The Alexander Romance have also happened to Batman. Alexander invented a submersible to explore the ocean depths, and so did Batman. Alexander discovered the Fountain of Youth, and so did Batman. Alexander sealed evil nations behind a magic door, and so did Batman. Alexander fought dinosaurs; and so did Batman.
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Left: Alexander the Great in his makeshift submersible. Right: the Batsub, only $39.99 from Lego!
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Left: Alexander the Great fights an odontotyrannos. Right: Batman fights a tyrannosaurus.
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Left: Nectonebo, father of Alexander, a pharaoh who is also a wizard. Right: Amenhotep from the Marvel universe, also a pharaoh who is also a wizard.

The Alexander Romance is bad in exactly the way comics are bad, and for the same reason. The absolutely bonkers plotlines, the hopelessly bungled continuities, the confusion about its own theology and metaphysics, even the tug-of-war adaptations by cultures trying to claim the hero as their own . . .
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. . . are all what happens when a character is too popular to stay trapped in a single presentation, and breaks loose into the collective imagination.

Alexander the Great wasn’t the first superhero. That title must go to Hercules, or Gilgamesh, or someone completely forgotten. But he might have been the first superhero to get the full treatment, complete with his own extended universe.

Also the first to have his own theme song (end of page 187, “Iambic lines on Alexander”):


King Alexander, ruler of the world

Olympias’ son, the fair-bloomed rose

Baptized with drenchings of the blood of kings

The mighty hero, noble, like a lion

Whose sword affrighted even the fiercest nations

Whose javelin made the Persian army tremble,

Who swept the barbarians like a hurricane

Where they dwelt in the four corners of the earth;

He was illustrious among the Macedonians

Alack. He died untimely, and was hidden

Like a brilliant light beneath a bushel.



The ending needs work. But the core is there!






The Art of Doing Science and Engineering, by Richard Hamming

“They performed his signs among them, and miracles in the land of Ham.”

—Psalm 105:27

Who was Richard Hamming, and why should you read his book?

If you’ve taken computer science courses or messed around enough with scipy, you might recognize his name in a few different places—Hamming error-correction codes, the Hamming window function, the Hamming distance, the Hamming bound, etc. I had heard of some of these concepts, but didn’t know anything concrete about him before I started reading this book.

His brief biography is as follows: Richard Hamming (1915–1998) studied mathematics at the University of Chicago, earned a PhD in three years from Illinois, and then started as a professor at the University of Louisville… in 1944. He was almost immediately recruited for the Manhattan Project, where he worked on large-scale simulations of imploding spherical shells of explosives, and generally acted as a “computational janitor” for various projects.

In 1946, he moved to Bell Telephone Laboratories, “arguably the most innovative research institution in the country,” and worked there until 1976. During his time at Bell Labs, he was involved in “nearly all of the laboratories' most prominent achievements” (Wikipedia), and was rewarded with such accolades as the third-ever Turing Award (essentially the Nobel Prize for computer science) and the IEEE Richard W. Hamming medal. (You know you’re successful when someone else names an award after you!)

After he retired from Bell Labs, Hamming went on to go teach classes at the Naval Postgraduate School. This book—published in 1996, just before his death—is based on the capstone engineering class he taught there, which attempted to prepare students for their technical future by conveying the “style of thinking” necessary to be a great scientist and engineer. Stripe Press calls it “a provocative challenge to anyone who wants to build something great” and “a manual of style for how to get there,” while the foreword calls it a “tour of scientific greatness” which prepares “the next generation for even greater greatness” while challenging them to serve the public good.

I was excited to read this book because:

(1) Hamming was present at arguably the two most successful scientific institutions of the 20th century—the Manhattan Project and Bell Labs—and so was witness to more innovative scientific discoveries than almost anyone today. So if anyone has a shot at teaching how to be an effective scientist, it’s Hamming.

(2) The interface between academic science and real-world advances seems to be one of the most broken elements of the modern research ecosystem, and I was interested to see what Hamming, as a self-proclaimed scientist and engineer, had to say on the subject.

(3) It’s a first-hand account of the creation of the most important field of the past century—computer science—and thus a way to witness, albeit second-hand, the important process of scientific branch-creation.

(4) The book is a chance to see computing, and computer science, as it was before the implications and importance of the field became obvious, and thus a way to understand what a promising area of research looks like without the benefit of hindsight.

(5) This is a chance to read frank and honest reflections from someone who both was a great scientist and was adjacent to a huge number of other great scientists, and thus learn about the culture of successful science (especially successful science in the mid-20th century, which might be different than the science of today).

1. What’s In The Book?

The Art of Doing Science and Engineering is not a conventional textbook, but neither is it a self-help book, a memoir, or a guide to personal strategy. The two books that remind me of it most are Godel, Escher, Bach, by Douglas Hofstadter, and Zero To One, by Peter Thiel. All three books are composed of various pseudo-independent chapters which, in isolation, could likely function as essays, but which echo certain themes over and over again in a way that makes the whole greater than the sum of its parts in a hard-to-summarize way.

Hamming’s goal in structuring the book this way is clear, and explicitly stated: he doesn’t want to teach object-level facts, because the facts needed to succeed in any discipline will inevitably change over the course of time. Instead he seeks to teach the patterns of thought which will enable anyone to succeed in an evolving technical landscape. To do so, he uses a mix of first-person stories, historical reflections, mathematical proofs, and graphs, all with the goal of teaching something that’s essentially incommunicable: style. I quote:


I will show you my style as best I can, but, again, you must take those elements of it which seem to fit you, and you must finally create your own style. Either you will be a leader or a follower, and my goal for you is to be a leader. You cannot adopt every trait I discuss in what I have observed in myself and others; you must select and adapt, and make them your own if the course is to be effective.



Despite Hamming’s insistence that there is “really no technical content” in the book and that any mathematics is only “window dressing,” I found that my lack of background knowledge made several chapters—particularly those on digital filters—quite difficult to understand.

2. Representative Anecdotes

In keeping with Hamming’s desire to convey the “style of thinking” rather than actual object-level scientific ideas, I’ll share a few anecdotes, insights, and quotes in an attempt to reproduce the style of his writing.

2.1 The Second Mouse Gets The Cheese

Hamming recounts the invention of interpreters and compilers and then reflects on how hard it was for early computer pioneers to think of computers as “symbol manipulators and not just number crunchers,” observing that often the first people in a field do not understand it as well as those who come after them. Why is this?


The reason this happens is that the creators have to fight through so many dark difficulties, and wade through so much misunderstanding and confusion, they cannot see the light as others can, now the door is open and the path made easy…. in time the same will probably be true of you.



This is a nice observation, and perhaps explains the value of startups: incumbents in a market can be inefficient not only for bureaucratic reasons, but also because they’re intellectually less suited to see new opportunities—the young can see the status quo more clearly than those who’ve had to create it. This also explains why “really new ideas seldom arise from the experts in the field”—experts always bring their expertise when looking at something new, which makes them more likely to be correct, but also disincentivizes new ways of thinking and thus creates a sort of status quo bias.

2.2 Order-of-Magnitude Changes

Many people, faced with early computers, dismissed them as simply a faster way to do rote calculations—which seems silly in hindsight, but was a real barrier for early computer pioneers to overcome. Hamming argues “a single order of magnitude change (a factor of ten) produces fundamentally new effects” in any piece of technology, and immediately thereafter reflects on how it’s difficult for people to accept something new:


People always want to think that something new is just like the past—they like to be comfortable in their minds as well as their bodies—and hence they prevent themselves from making any significant contribution to the new field being created under their noses. Not everything which is said to be new really is new, and it is hard to decide in some cases when something is new, yet the all too common reaction of “it’s nothing new” is stupid.



I had previously attributed the idea that ten-fold improvement creates a fundamentally new product to Peter Thiel (Zero To One, pp. 48–49), but it seems Hamming (as usual) got there first.

2.3 Intuition In High Dimensions

Since most complex problems occur in high-dimensional spaces, Hamming illustrates a few ways that our 2D or 3D intuition can fail us.

One particularly nice thought experiment is this: take a square with side length 4 and divide it into four squares, each containing a unit circle. Now draw a circle in the middle of the square, such that the circle just touches each of the four unit circles. Realizing that the distance from the center of this circle to the center of each unit circle must be √2, and that the radius of the unit circle is, of course, 1, we can see that the radius of the inner circle must be √2 - 1 ≈ 0.414.

Now, we can perform the same mental exercise for a cube with side length four, and find that the analogous inner sphere has side length √3 - 1 ≈ 0.732. More generally, as we extend this exercise to higher dimensions, we find that the radius of the inner n-dimensional hypersphere is √n - 1, which is bizarre! For instance, in ten dimensions, the inner sphere has radius √10 - 1 ≈ 2.162, meaning that it reaches outside of the surrounding cube:


Yes, the sphere is convex, yes it touches each of the 1,024 packed spheres on the inside, yet it reaches outside the cube! So much for your raw intuition about n-dimensional space, but remember the n-dimensional space is where the design of complex objects generally takes place.



This sort of intuition is difficult to obtain, but Hamming gives a few examples. One that stuck with me was the claim that, in high-dimensional shapes, almost all of the volume is on the surface—so “almost surely the optimal design will be on the surface and will not be inside, as you might think from taking the calculus and doing optimizations in that course.”

2.4 The Fast Fourier Transform

Here’s a memorable story from Hamming’s life:


You have all heard about the fast Fourier transform [FFT] and the Tukey-Cooley paper. It is sometimes called the Tukey-Cooley transform or algorithm. Tukey had suggested to me, sort of, the basic ideas of the FFT. I had at the time an IBM Card Programmed Calculator (CPC) and the “butterfly” operation meant it was completely impractical to do with the equipment I had. Some years later I had an internally programmed IBM 650 and he remarked on it again. All I remembered was that it was one of Tukey’s few bad ideas; I completely forgot why it was bad—namely because of the equipment I had at the time. So I did not do the FFT, though a book I had already published (1961) shows I knew all the facts necessary, and could have done it easily!

Moral: when you know something cannot be done, also remember the essential reason why, so later, when the circumstances have changed, you will not say “It can’t be done.” Think of my error! How much more stupid can anyone be?



Later in the book, Hamming puts forward the following “old statement” about experts:


If an expert says something can be done he is probably correct, but if he says it is impossible then consider getting another opinion.



2.5 The Mixed Blessings of Jargon

Hamming emphasizes the importance, as an interdisciplinary scientist, of mastering the language of the field in which you’re working, but warns against embracing jargon too much. Why? Jargon serves “to facilitate communication over a restricted area of things or events… [but] also blocks thinking outside the original area it was designed to cover.” So jargon makes intra-domain communication easier, but makes inter-domain communication harder.

More philosophically, jargon is a consequence of how “we have been mainly selected by evolution to resent outsiders,” and thus the “instinctive use of jargon” is a base instinct that must be consciously resisted.

2.6 Optimal Components, Suboptimal Systems

Hamming discusses the field of systems engineering, which he defines as “the attempt to keep at all times the larger goals in mind and to translate local actions into global results” (emphasis original), and coins the first rule of systems engineering:


If you optimize the components, you will probably ruin the system performance.



This point is illustrated with a few examples. One of these examples is the progressive optimization of calculus and linear algebra classes in college, where “we have stripped out anything not immediately relevant to each course,” leading to “large parts of any mathematical education being omitted in the urge to optimize the individual courses.” Only when the proper goal of a mathematical education is taken into account—producing well-trained students with a firm grasp of math and the ability to apply it to important problems—can the constituent courses sanely be optimized.

I found this idea pretty insightful, and have thought about it a lot since reading this book. For instance, one can see many researchers as over-optimizing for “publishing papers” or “winning grants” rather than working towards maximizing total scientific progress. (Alex Danco has a great piece discussing the same ideas in the context of the Canadian tech ecosystem.)

2.7 Learning Should Be Difficult

I like this story so much I’ll just reproduce it in its entirety:


When I first came to the Naval Postgraduate School in 1976 there was a nice dean of the extension division concerned with education. In some hot discussions on education we differed. One day I came into his office and said I was teaching a weightlifting class (which he knew I was not). I went on to say that graduation was lifting 250 pounds, and I had found many students got discouraged and dropped out, some repeated the course, and a very few graduated. I went on to say thinking this over last night I decided the problem could be easily cured by simply cutting the weights in half—the student in order to graduate, would lift 125 pounds, set them down, and then lift the other 125 pounds, thus lifting the 250 pounds.

I waited a moment while he smiled (as you probably have) and I then observed that when I found a simpler proof for a theorem in mathematics and used it in class, was I or was I not cutting the weights in half? What is your answer? Is there not an element of truth in the observation that the easier we make the learning for the student, the more we are cutting the weights in half?



This story reflects a key belief of Hamming’s: that creativity and talent in technical disciplines are not innate traits given only to rare geniuses, but trainable skills which anyone can hope to acquire and improve at, given the appropriate training regimen. In Hamming’s worldview, staring at a confusing math problem is not a sign that you’re a failure, but the process by which you become successful.

2.8 The Importance of Presentation

Hamming emphasizes that being able to “sell” one’s ideas is a key part of being a scientist:


All [methods of conveying ideas] are essential—you must learn to sell your ideas, not by propaganda, but by force of clear presentation. I am sorry to have to point this out; many scientists and others think good ideas will win out automatically and need not be carefully presented. They are wrong; many a good idea has had to be rediscovered because it was not well presented the first time, years before! New ideas are automatically resisted by the establishment, and to some extent justly. The organization cannot be in a continual state of ferment and change, but it should respond to significant changes.



In this view, a certain degree of institutional conservatism is necessary to avoid being swept up by any new fad (in machine learning terms, we might say that organizations need to limit their learning rate), and so you alone must convince your peers that your insights are the real deal and deserve to be taken seriously.

Hamming then extends this idea to needing to sell your abilities more broadly:


You do not hire a plumber to learn plumbing while trying to fix your trouble; you expect he is already an expert. Similarly, only when you have developed your abilities will you generally get the freedom to practice your expertise, whatever you choose to make it, including the expertise of “universality,” as I did.



My experience within science is that most people are a bit allergic to the idea of “selling” themselves or their research—with the exception of a few people who become almost addicted to it. Hamming (who never shies away from quoting a Greek philosopher) would probably think that there’s an Aristotelian mean between these two extremes: the ideal scientist/engineer recognizes that self-promotion is a necessary means to an end, but never engages in self-promotion absent a higher goal.

3. Overall Themes

I would summarize Hamming’s key themes—those leitmotifs which pop up time and time again in the book—as the following:

3.1 Fundamentals Are Key

Wherever possible, try to understand the intellectual underpinnings of a field as well as possible, rather than the surface-level results. If you do so, you will not only understand the field better than most of its practitioners, but also be better at transferring knowledge between fields. Perceiving “the essential unity of all knowledge rather than the fragments which appear as the individual topics are taught” allows one to quickly access relevant information to the problem at hand, no matter the field of origin.

Hamming frequently points out the failings of domain experts to perceive the fundamental underpinnings of their knowledge:


Lo and behold, the famous transfer function is exactly the eigenvalues of the corresponding eigenfunctions! Upon asking various electrical engineers what the transfer function was, no one has ever told me that! Yes, when pointed out to them that it is the same idea they have to agree, but the fact it is the same idea never seemed to have crossed their minds! The same, simple idea, in two or more different disguises in their minds, and they knew of no connection between them! Get down to the basics every time! (emphasis original)



Not only is a good grasp of fundamentals important for understanding your own domain, it also helps with creativity. Hamming argues that creative insights come from the subconscious, and that “flexible access to pieces of knowledge” is the most important way to give the subconscious the tools it needs to solve a problem. This flexible access arises from “looking at knowledge while you are acquiring it from many different angles,” making sure to capture its key features rather than simply memorizing the aspect relevant to the task at hand.

(The idea that creativity comes from the subconscious is pretty common—see, for instance, Nisbett and Wallace’s article “Telling More Than We Can Know,” which argues that basically all higher order cognitive processes are subconscious.)

3.2 Gain Insight Where Possible

No matter the task at hand, Hamming argues that the correct immediate step is always to gain insight about the situation, and then go from there. He uses the example of Planck and the “ultraviolet catastrophe” to illustrate how crucial insight can be:


Max Planck (1858–1947) fit the black-body radiation experimental data with an empirical curve, and it fit so well he “knew” it was “the right formula.” He set out to derive it, but had trouble. Finally he used a standard method of breaking up the energy into finite sizes and then going to the limit… Fortunately for Planck the formula fit only so long as he avoided the limit, and no matter how he took the limit the formula disappeared. He finally, being a very good, honest physicist, decided he had to stop short of the limit, and that is what defines Planck’s constant!

[another historical paragraph omitted]

Before going on, let me discuss how this piece of history has affected my behavior in science. Clearly Planck was led to create the theory because the approximating curve fit so well, and had the proper form. I reasoned, therefore, if I were to help anyone do a similar thing, I had better represent things in terms of functions they believed would be proper for their field rather than in the standard polynomials. I therefore abandoned the standard polynomial approach to approximation, which numerical analysts and statisticians among others use most of the time, for the harder approach of finding which class of functions I should use.



This episode demonstrates how insight can arise from a simulation, and enable future work (like, in this case, all of quantum mechanics), and also illustrates how the manner in which one performs simulations can make it either easier or harder to obtain underlying insights about the problem. Hamming emphasizes this point with a few stories from his time at Bell Labs, and argues that there are times where more computational power is actually counterproductive:


I have often wondered what would have happened [in the Nike guided missile project] if I had had a modern, high-speed computer. Would I ever have acquired the feeling for the missile, upon which so much depended in the final design? I often doubt hundreds more trajectories would have taught me as much—I simply do not know. But that is why I am suspicious, to this day, of getting too many solutions and not doing enough very careful thinking about what you have seen. Volume output seems to me to be a poor substitute for acquiring an intimate feeling for the situation being simulated… doing simple simulations at the early stages lets you get insights into the whole system which would be disguised in any full-scale simulation. (emphasis original)



This point—that simulation is not the same as understanding—is not unique to Hamming (see inter alia Roald Hoffmann on the subject: 1, 2, 3), but hearing this from the father of scientific simulation certainly drives the message home!

3.3 Vision Matters

Hamming goes to great lengths to emphasize the importance of having a vision for your life:


It is well known the drunken sailor who staggers to the left or right with n independent random steps will, on the average, end up about √n steps from the origin. But if there is a pretty girl in one direction, then his steps will tend to go in that direction and he will go a distance proportional to n. In a lifetime of many, many independent choices, small and large, a career with vision will get you a distance proportional to n, while no vision will get you only the distance √n. In a sense, the main difference between those who go far and those who do not is some people have a vision and the others do not and therefore can only react to the current events as they happen… having a vision is what tends to separate the leaders from the followers.



This theme permeates his discussion of systems engineering: a successful systems engineer must, at all times, keep the overall vision and purpose of the system in mind, so as to optimize in the right direction. It also motivates what problems you must choose:


If you do not work on important problems, how can you expect to do important work? Yet direct observation and direct questioning of people show most scientists spend most of their time working on things they believe are not important and are not likely to lead to important things.



In Hamming’s view, it seems the precise vision one follows is less important than the simple act of having a vision at all. Forcing oneself to decide on goals and then strive to fulfill them will naturally lead you to excellence, even if the goals you choose aren’t the same as the one Hamming would have chosen:


The chief gain is in the effort to change yourself, in the struggle with yourself, and it is less in the winning than you might expect. Yes, it is nice to end up where you wanted to be, but the person you are when you get there is far more important. I believe a life in which you do not try to extend yourself regularly is not worth living—but it is up to you to pick the goals you believe are worth striving for.



4. Should You Read This Book?

I began this book review by claiming that The Art of Doing Science and Engineering isn’t a textbook, or a self-help book, or a memoir, but failed to offer a positive vision of what it was. I now reveal my true opinion: The Art of Doing Science and Engineering is best viewed as a modern example of “wisdom literature,” in the style of ancient scriptures.

Why is this? Wisdom literature frequently has the curious property that it’s accessible only to the wise. For instance, the book of Proverbs is ostensibly written to convey wisdom to those who seek it, but this hardly seems compatible with the following passage (Proverbs 26:7–9):


Like a lame man's legs, which hang useless, is a proverb in the mouth of fools.

Like one who binds the stone in the sling is one who gives honor to a fool.

Like a thorn that goes up into the hand of a drunkard is a proverb in the mouth of fools.



If proverbs are useless—or worse than useless, a thorn in the hand of a drunkard—to those without wisdom, then what is the point of proverbs? If only the wise can understand your book of wisdom, why bother writing it at all?

There are several ways to resolve this tension (one being “the book of Proverbs is stupid”), but I think the right answer goes something like this: wisdom is accessible to those who seek it, but simply reading through a book of wisdom isn’t sufficient to make one wise. Rather, the search for wisdom requires discipline and vigilance—one must meditate on wise sayings, appreciate the underlying principles, and learn to discern what’s right even in complicated circumstances. So, wisdom literature can help us on the journey to wisdom, but ultimately we will have to take the intellectual burden upon ourselves if we hope to get anywhere. (This is roughly how Protestant theologian John Piper interprets Proverbs.)

Viewing Hamming’s book as essentially modern wisdom literature makes sense of his focus on the “style” of thinking, his insistence that the reader must rediscover much of what he’s saying for themselves, and his admonitions not to accept what he’s saying blindly but to think it over at length:


You the reader should take your own opinions and try first to express them clearly, and then examine them with counterarguments, back and forth, until you are fairly clear as to what you believe and why you believe it. It is none of the author’s business in this matter what you believe, but it is the author’s business to get you to think and articulate your position clearly. (emphasis original)



If we view this book—Hamming’s guide to future scientists and engineers, his magnum opus as a teacher and mentor—as wisdom literature, it implies that wisdom, not any specific technical skill, is rate-limiting for technical progress. This is very encouraging, because wisdom, unlike innate intelligence, is an acquired trait, and one which we can all cultivate in ourselves. We can’t all be Ramanujan or von Neumann, but (at least as Hamming tells it) we can all be Hamming.

Thus far, I’ve mostly given reasons why you should read this book. Why shouldn’t you read this book? One reason is that this book is aimed at scientists and engineers, and furthermore it seems primarily aimed at people with an interest in the “hard” sciences—much of the advice assumes some contact with simulation, math, or physics. So a reader without at least a glancing interest in these topics might struggle to find some of the content relevant. [But maybe the act of extending his advice to other domains would prompt deeper consideration of the fundamental principles at play, and thus serve to cultivate wisdom!]

Another reason you shouldn’t read this book is that it’s very much framed as a personal guide—it addresses the needs of an individual scientist, not ideas for how science writ large could be improved. So aspiring metascientists might be disappointed by Hamming’s perspective; he dedicates a lot of time to thinking about how one can navigate imperfect organizations, and much less time to thinking about what a perfect organization would look like.

The strongest reason for reading this book, though, is that the world Hamming hopes to write for is almost exactly our world today. Hamming anticipates “the inevitable and extensive computerization of your organization and society generally,” a world in which scientists are frequently overwhelmed by the “rate of innovation and change of the dominant paradigm,” and a world where there is “not time to allow us the leisure which comes from separating the two fields” of science and engineering. From my perspective, this almost perfectly captures the feeling of working in science or tech today.

And so Hamming’s message—the vision of scientists “trying to achieve excellence” through making “significant contributions to humanity” on important problems—seems more relevant today than ever. If you yourself work in a scientific field, and want to know how to have the greatest positive impact on your own character and on society, then Hamming’s wisdom is for you: but not without some struggle

A transcript of Hamming’s talk “You and Your Research” (a shorter exposition of some of the ideas discussed above) is available here__, and The Art of Doing Science and Engineering can be purchased from Stripe Press here__.




The Bomb by Fred Kaplan

From the ages of about nine to fourteen, I felt a powerful stab of fear whenever I noticed more than one contrail in the sky at the same time. I thought it meant nuclear war had begun, that the annihilation of me, my family, and everyone else in the world was upon us.

When I was nine, I timidly watched from behind my older brother as he viewed the film On the Beach for school. I absorbed images of the last part of humanity living in Australia after a nuclear war, waiting for a world-straddling radioactive cloud to come kill them and their families. I saw one of the film's heroes tearfully poison his children to spare them death by radiation poisoning.

The final scene seared into my mind so intensely that I am frightening myself typing this 25 years later. The camera shows a series of shots of lifeless streets and a last haunting image of a banner meant to bring comfort in the final days of humanity: "THERE'S STILL TIME . . . BROTHER."

Nuclear war should scare us, but not just because it might destroy humanity. It should scare us because optimal nuclear strategy is a game that practically cannot be solved. This is partly because the politics of nuclear strategy are impossible to control over the decades-long timespan necessary to implement a coherent plan, but also because the pure logic of the game itself does not have a perfect (or even, really, a good) solution. It does have better and worse solutions, and maybe that’s the cruelest part of all: thinking about it and planning for it might make the difference between a Really Bad Day for humanity and its extermination.

So, let’s think about it.

Fred Kaplan's 2020 book The Bomb covers the chronological evolution of nuclear strategy, with a focus on presidents and leading generals. It's a wonderfully told story, with enough detail on pure strategy to understand the big debates and enough colorful vignettes to get the key personalities and decisions that led us to today.

In this review, I will recap his narrative by telling the story of each individual president of the nuclear age and what we can learn from their efforts to impose stability on the most dangerous game in history.

I. Truman

A. Man Born in 1884, Selected for Stability, Makes a Valiant Attempt at Peace

Among the presidents of the nuclear age, Truman seems among the least enthusiastic about nuclear weapons.This might seem strange—he’s the only world leader in history to order a nuclear attack. But he was also a plain, decent man, born in 1884 and evidently uncomfortable with this new kind of war.

Kaplan’s description of Truman in one planning meeting in 1948 is one of his best-written moments. In Kaplan’s telling:


“I don’t think we ought to use this thing unless we absolutely have to. It is a terrible thing to order the use of something that”—and here, Truman looked down at his desk reflexively—”that this is so terribly destructive, destructive beyond anything we have ever had.” He continued:

“You have got to understand that this isn’t a military weapon. It is used to wipe out women and children and unarmed people, and not for military uses. So we have got to treat this thing differently from rifles and cannons and ordinary things like that.”



It is fascinating to hear Truman drawing such a sharp distinction between, say, the napalm used on other Japanese cities and the atomic bomb. And, of course, the fact that Truman didn’t shy away from the horrible reality of the atomic bombings speaks volumes about his willingness to confront difficult truths. If you need a refresher on how terrible those bombings were, watch this Japanese anime from 1983 based on eyewitness accounts (warning: it is extremely graphic and disturbing).

Truman’s emphasis on the non-military nature of atomic weapons wasn’t just rhetoric. He originally kept nuclear weapons under the exclusive civilian control of the Atomic Energy Commission. The Air Force had to get AEC permission to load bombs onto their planes! Truman also restricted production of the bomb for two years after Hiroshima, waiting for the UN to ban nuclear weapons. Only when it was clear the UN wouldn’t and the Soviets were acting aggressively toward West Berlin did Truman authorize major expansion of the arsenal.

It is hard to judge how successful Truman was at nuclear strategy because he came first, before the rhythms of the game were understood. With the advantage of hindsight, we can say his faith in the United Nations to outlaw nuclear weapons was naive. If he had ordered the rapid production of nuclear weapons much earlier, he probably would have preserved America’s advantage for longer.

It’s worth pausing here to consider how lucky the world was that Truman was president at this particularly dangerous moment, the only period of nuclear hegemony in human history. He became president because he was vice president when Franklin Roosevelt died in office, and he was only on FDR’s 1944 ticket because the previous VP was viewed as too radical by Democrat bigwigs. So, Truman was basically picked to be decent, safe, and boring—exactly what you’d want in a man with that much power! Consider what might have happened if someone more Machiavellian (e.g., Nixon) or flat-out crazy (e.g., drunk Nixon) had been in power at that time.

Truman was an unusual man to become president, possibly to the benefit of humanity writ large. He did threaten nuclear war to achieve political objectives, like when he used nuclear weapons as leverage to help resolve the Berlin blockade. However, at every turn, he tried to limit the possibility of actual nuclear war.

B. The Limits of Nuclear Weapons

Stripped of all cultural baggage, nuclear weapons are just very powerful weapons. Having a very powerful weapon makes it easier to have “escalation dominance” over your opponent, especially if they don’t have similarly powerful weapons. That’s just a fancy way of saying that you can ultimately bully them into doing what your important factions want because if your two countries fought an all-out war, you know and they know that your country will win.

It turns out there are all sorts of practical limits on this. The weird underlying truth is that even nuclear weapons don’t ensure actual escalation dominance because the rest of the world can inflict sufficient pain on your country to deter the use of nuclear weapons without good cause. This is the basic framework for understanding why the United States did not attack the Soviet Union in, say, 1948. The potential costs were far higher than the conceivable benefit.

The United States throughout the Cold War was the wealthier, more advanced party. It could not in any meaningful sense become wealthier by attacking a poorer country like the Soviet Union, which was still rebuilding after World War II. If the U.S. conquered the Soviet Union, Washington could theoretically gain natural resources and tax the population like a gigantic colony, but that wasn't remotely feasible given the small size of the U.S. Army.

The only likely benefit would be reducing future threats. Even that might prove less decisive than it seems at first glance. While development economics is a tricky subject, rebuilding a destroyed society that was recently strong (e.g., Germany and Japan following World War II) seems far easier than creating society from scratch (e.g., Afghanistan). The Soviets had already rebuilt after a terribly destructive civil war and centuries of backwardness under the tsars. So, an all-out nuclear strike might only buy one-to-three decades of breathing room for the U.S.

The costs of such a strike would be vast. The attack would, presumably, alienate every other country on Earth. Eventually, in the decades following such an act, the rest of the world could challenge U.S. hegemony through trade restrictions or new alliances. The long-term effects of the radiation unleashed would be difficult to predict and could affect the U.S. and its most important trading partners.

II. Eisenhower

A. War-Weary General Tries to Convince the World He Would Nuke It

Eisenhower came to office in 1953 with the very unpopular Korean War winding down. While the war began in 1950 with wild swings of fortune, most of it was a bloody, unsatisfying stalemate. Almost 40,000 American soldiers died, and by 1953 defense spending took up a staggering 11.3% of GDP (for comparison, the record for the 21st century is 4.5% in 2010). American strategists realized that if communism needed to be contained, it could not be done through conventional wars fought on the periphery of the Soviet Union. This is the political prism through which we can understand Eisenhower’s massive retaliation strategy.

[image: ]

Implicit in the massive retaliation strategy is a willingness to use nuclear weapons in situations we today might find absurd. For example, in 1955, Admiral Radford told Eisenhower that if the U.S. ever got involved in Vietnam, we wouldn’t send over lots of soldiers; we’d just start dropping atomic bombs. In Kaplan’s words, Eisenhower “didn’t disagree.”

Eisenhower was not bloodthirsty, however. As the commander of western Allied forces in Europe in World War II, Eisenhower clearly knew combat and did not savor the prospect of a nuclear war. One briefing on the apocalyptic aftermath of an all-out nuclear war left him “visibly shaken.”

B. "Sunday Punch"/Massive Retaliation

The U.S. nuclear monopoly ended in 1949 when the Soviets successfully tested their first bomb. At that time, the U.S. didn't have spy satellites or other good reconnaissance options. U.S. planners quickly assumed (incorrectly) that the Soviets had a huge and growing stockpile of nuclear weapons to be delivered by bombers. Air Force planners, led by the pugnacious Curtis LeMay (much more on him later on), decided that the best attack strategy was to hit every target in the Soviet Union (and China, and Warsaw Pact countries) in a single attack right at the outset of hostilities. This was called the “Sunday punch”, a quick knockout blow that would end the U.S.-Soviet rivalry in a matter of days.

President Eisenhower basically endorsed a version of LeMay’s plan when he came into office in 1953, though he and his administration framed it as “massive retaliation”. The retaliation would come in response to a Soviet nuclear strike, a Soviet conventional invasion of Western Europe, or perhaps even just the threat of an attack. In any case, the plan was the same: total, immediate destruction.

The strategy was not without its benefits. First, it would allow the U.S. to save money by focusing on nuclear arms. No need for a big Army or Navy—just have bombers take out Soviet naval yards and bases in addition to their cities, factories, rail yards, etc. Second, there was theoretically no strategic ambiguity, and therefore no chance for misunderstanding. The Soviets would not wonder if they could get away with, say, conquering West Berlin. The second they made such a move, the U.S. would destroy them.

There were two big problems with this strategy. First, it did not actually meaningfully reduce uncertainty. Even with an all-or-nothing plan (perhaps especially with such a plan), it is hard to know exactly what would really trigger the “all” option.

Would the Soviet Union stamping out the small western enclave in West Berlin at the cost of perhaps a few hundred NATO soldiers cause the United States to launch a war that it knew would kill tens of millions of Americans? European allies correctly considered it unlikely the U.S. would risk its own destruction for them.

Second, the proto-rationalists of the RAND Corporation pointed out a subtler game theory problem with massive retaliation: it would destroy Soviet cities right at the start of a war.

Once Soviet cities were destroyed, the Soviets would have essentially nothing to lose, and would have no reason not to wipe out as many Americans as possible with whatever was left of their stockpile. The purpose of nuclear war, the RAND strategists underscored, was to achieve political ends. Therefore, Soviet cities should be spared for as long as possible in the event of war so that the U.S. would have something to threaten in order to get the Soviets to do what Washington wanted.

C. The Bottomless Parochialism of the Cold War Brass

In Kaplan’s telling, U.S. military leadership in the Cold War often ended up vociferously advocating for whatever strategy or policy change would most benefit their individual service. The devotion of Air Force generals to the Air Force and Navy admirals to the Navy seems absurd, particularly given how often it seemed to come before the common good of the country. If this sounds extreme, the participants in the squabble said the same thing!

To take one example from Kaplan: Admiral Arleigh Burke, a revered figure in the Navy for whom an entire class of ships is named, once was talking to an aide about the Air Force. The aide, trying to be conciliatory, noted that the Air Force leadership was doing what they thought best for the country. Burke replied, “You’re more generous than I am. They’re dishonest. They’re dishonest, and they know it. They have no feeling at all that they are responsible for anything but the Air Force. They will wreck the United States.”

It’s worth pausing for a second and wondering why the leaders of the U.S. military became so myopically focused on the good of their own services rather than the country writ large. Kaplan doesn’t really delve into this question, and I thought it was a glaring omission. Here is my best attempt to answer.

If you are a senior general in the Air Force in the 1950s or 60s, you likely fought in World War II. Friends of yours probably died bombing Germany, and you told yourself they died fighting the most important part of the war. To improve your chances of promotion, you had to toe every line, be more dedicated, clean-cut, and loyal than the competition. You had to believe not only in the utility of air power, but in its glory, which you were devoting your life to furthering. You spent your life moving your family from base to base, barely spending any time with your children.

When a politician asks, “What is the best way to attack the Soviet Union?”, you answer based on what you know. If you advise buying submarines instead of bombers, it will mean fewer commands to be filled by the younger men you’ve mentored. It will mean a less glorious role for your service. And, it will mean a less important role for you, after everything you’ve sacrificed.

So, you answer, “Bombers. Lots of bombers. No submarines.”

That’s my best guess, at least. What we do know from empirical evidence, captured beautifully by Kaplan, is that the Navy and Air Force especially went to absurd lengths to get their funding.

Perhaps the most blatant example came from the Navy during the early Cold War. In 1949, the Defense Department cut funding for ships in order to buy more bombers, and the Navy reacted with what has become known as the admirals’ revolt.

Several admirals condemned nuclear weapons generally as immoral and ineffective. One admiral testified to Congress that Air Force-style bombing of cities was “random mass slaughter”, “ruthless and barbaric”, and “contrary to our fundamental ideals”. One admiral (absurdly) testified that you could stand out in the open at one end of an airport, set a nuclear weapon off at the other end, and walk away “without serious injury”.

Just six years later, the Navy began production of the submarine-launched Polaris missile. It was inaccurate, so it could only target cities, but it was the Navy’s big contribution to nuclear strategy. Now that they had a chance to get a share of the nuclear funding bonanza, the admirals had no problem with the effectiveness of nuclear weapons or the morality of targeting cities.

Meanwhile, the Air Force spent roughly 15 years of the early Cold War beholden to Curtis LeMay. If you’ve seen the film Dr. Strangelove, the maniacal Air Force general trying to start a nuclear war with the Soviets to prevent water fluoridation is parodying Curtis LeMay.
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The real General LeMay with President Kennedy, left. His parody in Dr. Strangelove_, right._

In an earlier era, LeMay would have been the ideal general. He led from the front in World War II, often flying in the lead plane on bombing raids to ensure more pilots forged ahead to the target. He was the one who introduced the firebombing of Japanese cities, which dramatically increased the effectiveness of the campaign against Japan. Of course, those bombings also killed hundreds of thousands of civilians, including 90,000 in one massive raid on Tokyo, the single deadliest attack on civilians in history. LeMay himself said that if the U.S. had lost the war, he would have been tried as a war criminal.

In 1948, he was appointed to lead the Strategic Air Command (SAC), the Air Force unit in charge of planning and executing nuclear attacks against the Soviet Union. He quickly ordered a mass practice bombing attack on Dayton, Ohio. It went terribly, and he subsequently trained SAC into a much more effective outfit.

But LeMay was always, shall we say, forward leaning on the possibility of war. Without orders, he conducted illegal reconnaissance flights of the Soviet Union. He told friends that the U.S. should strike first with nuclear weapons while it had an advantage.

LeMay had one protege, General Tommy White, whom LeMay called a “sadist”, though it wasn’t clear if he meant it as a criticism. White famously objected when strategists at the RAND Corporation argued in favor of sparing Soviet cities to preserve bargaining power. “Restraint! Why are you so concerned with saving their lives? The whole idea is to kill the bastards! Look, at the end of the war, if there are two Americans and one Russian, we win!”

Another protege of LeMay’s briefed Defense Secretary Robert McNamara on a later version of the Air Force plan, which involved more or less destroying the country of Albania because a Soviet radar was there. When McNamara asked why destroying the whole country was necessary, the Air Force general said with a chuckle, “Mr. Secretary, I hope you don’t have any friends or relations in Albania, because we’re going to have to wipe it out.”

“Bombs Away” LeMay, as his subordinates called him, never missed an opportunity to push for more bombers. He was the architect of the “Sunday punch” plan described earlier. During the Cuban Missile Crisis, he pushed for an all-out attack on both Cuba and the Soviet Union.

LeMay’s final act on the national stage came in the 1968 presidential election, when he agreed to serve as running mate to segregationist candidate George Wallace. Even Wallace, quite the extremist and not one to blanche at cruelty, considered removing LeMay from the ticket because he found LeMay too gleeful and glib at the prospect of nuclear war.

III. Kennedy

A. Drug-Addicted, Cruel Nepo Baby Saves the World in Possibly Greatest Presidential Moment of All Time

It is truly impossible to predict when a terrible person turns out to be absolutely perfect for one specific challenge. In case you can’t tell, that’s Kennedy’s deal.

Let’s start with the bad. I don’t even know the right term for what he allegedly did to a White House intern (during the Cuban Missile Crisis!) Sexual assault? Harassment? Mind-blowing entitlement and cruelty, perhaps somewhat explained (but not excused) by the fact that he took a bewildering variety of drugs while in office?

Those were just the personal flaws. He also seemed terrible at foreign policy for much of his presidency. He campaigned in 1960 on the “missile gap”, the idea that the Soviets had far more intercontinental ballistic missiles (ICBMs) than the U.S., creating a dangerous situation where the Soviets might be tempted to strike first. It turned out there was no missile gap. In 1961, the Soviet Union had a grand total of four ICBMs, not the hundreds claimed by Air Force analysts (with an incentive to juice the numbers to justify more bombers and missiles). That same year, the U.S. had 57 ICBMs and 80 submarine-launched missiles.

By his own assessment, Kennedy performed poorly in the Berlin crisis of 1961, leading Soviet Premier Nikita Khrushchev to believe he could gain an advantage over the U.S. while Kennedy was in office.

Kennedy started the move toward flexible response (probably a positive, which we’ll discuss shortly), but he kept in place a particularly troublesome part of the massive retaliation strategy. Through the program started under Eisenhower, Kennedy allowed the stationing of U.S. missiles in allied countries, including Turkey.

Recall that one of the problems of massive retaliation is that allies don’t think you’ll go to nuclear war and risk your own cities for them. One solution was stationing U.S. weapons on allied territory, increasing the likelihood that the U.S. would retaliate for a strike on that ally. Under that program, the U.S. put some inaccurate missiles in Turkey that were useful only for targeting cities—completely useless in the flexible response/counterforce strategy, but enough to scare the Soviets sufficiently that Khrushchev then snuck similar missiles into Cuba, starting the Cuban missile crisis.

If you think to this point that I’ve been too harsh on Kennedy, here’s where I restore my objectivity. One could make a credible case that Kennedy’s performance in the Cuban Missile Crisis was one of the greatest moments in presidential history—perhaps the all-time champ.

When the missiles were discovered in Cuba, the military (and its civilian leadership) were vehement that the U.S. should attack. The State Department was not much less bellicose. Kennedy was seemingly the only one with a grounded take on the situation. He constantly searched for a reaction short of war, eventually settling on a "quarantine" to prevent the introduction of new missiles. This reaction was mocked at the time, but in retrospect was the perfect way to signal resolve without starting a war.

The military, especially Curtis LeMay, pushed for war. LeMay mocked Kennedy after meetings in the White House, and made barely-disguised jabs to the president about his father's role in appeasement before World War II.

When the Soviets offered to trade the missiles in Cuba for those in Turkey, Kennedy's advisors criticized the idea, saying the Turks would feel abandoned. Kaplan describes Kennedy perceptively grilling his advisors about whether they actually asked the Turks. When it turned out no one had, Kennedy reamed out his advisors and squelched a potentially good argument against withdrawing the missiles in Turkey.

Kennedy agreed to the trade, calling it a fair deal. In retrospect, he was absolutely right, and the military's preferred course of action would have ended in disaster. The missiles in Turkey were irrelevant to the U.S.’s counterforce strategy (more on that shortly), and certainly weren't worth a nuclear war. The Soviets had secretly placed 40,000 soldiers and dozens of tactical nuclear weapons on the island. A U.S. invasion might have been a bloody fiasco and probably would have triggered a nuclear exchange.
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Military leaders failing to convince Kennedy of the need for war during the Cuban Missile Crisis. General LeMay is sitting closest to him.

The only negative aspect of Kennedy's performance was his insistence that the Turkey trade be kept secret. This led a generation of American politicians and strategists to think standing up to the Soviets and tough rhetoric had saved the day, rather than a savvy trade. The Turkey trade remained secret until 1989.

B. The Obvious Incentive for Politicians to Hype Supposed Military Vulnerabilities

Imagine you are an American politician in the 1950s. What do you think is more politically advantageous: careful calibration of the precise level of Soviet threat, or loudly proclaiming the seriousness of the threat and your own willingness to pay any price to defeat it?

If you want a more morally complicated version of the same argument, consider all the noble things an American politician of that era might want to achieve—let’s start with achieving desegregation, ending Jim Crow, ensuring a strong social safety net, increasing educational opportunity, initiating environmental regulation.

What if you could pacify moderates who would otherwise resist those changes by merely promising to keep up defense spending and rein in the Soviets? How much money could you morally spend on defense to achieve those ends? How about an additional 1-3% of GDP every year for, say, 30 years? And by the way: you can get some conservatives to spend the extra money for defense on top of new spending on things like environmental regulation.

Given these circumstances, it shouldn’t be surprising at all that every president from Kennedy to Bush Sr. pushed for—at the very least—maintaining defense spending at heightened levels. The most popular presidents of that period increased defense spending.

C. How Much Would You Pay for a 40% Chance of Saving Civilization?

If attacking Soviet cities was counterproductive, the logical remaining target was the Soviet military. Specifically, you could attack Soviet nuclear weapons and delivery systems (a strategy called “counterforce”). A successful counterforce attack would mean that the U.S. could threaten Soviet cities to get what it wanted, secure in the knowledge that the Soviets would have few weapons left to threaten American cities.

Counterforce was part of a broader new approach called “flexible response.” Where the Eisenhower administration planned to cut back on conventional weapons by building a massive nuclear force, the Kennedy administration would build conventional forces so that the U.S. would have options other than all-out nuclear war.

The downside of counterforce was that it required the U.S. to spend a ton of money to improve the accuracy of its weapons and expand the size of its nuclear inventory. In fact, as Kennedy’s defense secretary noted, it required a potentially unlimited expansion of the nuclear inventory. The math is simple: if you want to take out one small, hardened target (like a Soviet missile silo), you need very accurate weapons, or you need to be willing to use multiple weapons.

Using basic algebra, you can figure out that if a generic nuclear weapon delivery system has an 80% chance of destroying a Soviet missile silo, and you want to be 95% sure of destroying the silo, you need to use roughly two warheads. If you want to be 99% sure, you need to use roughly three warheads.

To put the economic issue even more bluntly, every time the Soviets added one missile, the U.S. would have to add three. Now, the U.S. economy might just be so much more efficient than the Soviets that we could still afford to win that economic game, but it certainly isn’t easy.

You can mitigate some of the cost by making U.S. weapons more precise. If you can increase the accuracy from 80% to 90%, suddenly you only need 1.3 weapons to get 95% likelihood of destruction, 2 to get 99%. Of course, research and development of things like the GPS system aren't cheap, so to some extent you're just shifting money between the size and accuracy of the nuclear arsenal.

So, the downside of counterforce was a big economic burden, but all of this spending gave the world a chance at a miracle: a pause in nuclear war. The U.S. and the Soviet Union would have a chance to limit the casualties to perhaps a few million rather than hundreds of millions (or even billions, if the On The Beach-esque predictions of nuclear fallout turned out to be correct). Consider that scientists still disagree about whether an all-out nuclear war between two nuclear powers with tens of thousands of nuclear weapons could effectively destroy human civilization. How could it not be worth a trillion dollars a year to buy just the possibility of avoiding that?

IV. Johnson

Kaplan discusses LBJ very little, probably because LBJ was evidently not very interested in nuclear strategy. The one notable vignette Kaplan offers is LBJ being handed a literal script to read from at his first National Security Council. Johnson really attached to one line: “My view is simple: a nuclear war would be the death of all our hopes, and it is our task to see that it does not happen.” Not the deepest sentiment, but apparently enough to sum up his views.

LBJ does give us an opportunity to consider a president who had major ambitions elsewhere. His domestic agenda was remarkably ambitious and successful: the Civil Rights Act of 1964, Medicare, the Voting Rights Act, major immigration legislation, etc. He was also deeply involved in (unsuccessfully) trying to win the Vietnam War, which ultimately led him to withdraw from the presidential election of 1968. For a president like LBJ, nuclear strategy presented opportunities to satisfy important constituencies at little personal political cost.

A. Political Economy and Nuclear Strategy

Spending enormous sums to build a nuclear arsenal for use against the Soviet Union fit the politics of the age perfectly. The direct economic winners were in California and the Northeast: defense contractors, scientists, and laboratories. The parts of the country with the least to gain were the most dedicated to defense for patriotic and ideological reasons, notably the south and the Midwest. The Midwest was further mollified by all the big Air Force bases and missile silos on otherwise economically unproductive land.

So far, I’ve been discussing “defense spending” as a one-dimensional concept—more spending or less spending. In reality, legislators, like the military branches, have strong preferences about distribution as well as overall amount of spending. There are a disproportionate number of senators from the Midwest because the Constitution grants two senators per state, and those senators all wanted their Air Force bases and, to a lesser extent, fields of missile silos. The coastal states wanted naval construction, which in the nuclear context mainly meant submarines. This meant there was positive pressure for each individual leg of what came to be known as the “nuclear triad” (ICBMs, bombers, and missile submarines).

The triad logic goes something like this. ICBMs are fairly accurate and can hit basically anywhere in the world in 30 minutes. However, their locations are knowable by any enemy with decent spy satellites, so they would be the first thing taken out in an attack. Bombers can strike with high accuracy, but they are also vulnerable to being destroyed on the ground in a surprise attack. On the plus side, a leader can recall bombers mid-flight, allowing for a visible signal of de-escalation in the middle of a crisis. Missile submarines are difficult to communicate with but very hard to kill, so they’re good for ensuring you’ll be able to retaliate even after a devastating surprise attack.

All of these interlocking capabilities amount to two distinct benefits: diversifying risk and diversifying capabilities. ICBMs are relatively cheap and good for first strikes. Bombers are fairly flexible and good for signaling. The submarines are perfect for retaliatory strikes against cities.

There is active debate over which triad legs are still necessary, particularly the ICBMs. People who want to get rid of ICBMs note that submarine-launched missiles can now do everything ICBMs can with the added benefit of being very difficult to destroy. The most prominent counterargument is the “sponge” theory. If you got rid of ICBMs, there would only be about five obvious targets for nuclear weapons in the U.S.: a couple bomber bases and a couple submarine harbors. Maybe Russia or China would launch an attack on those five targets, leaving the U.S. with only however many submarines happened to be at sea. Would we retaliate with everything we had left at that point? Perhaps not. With the ICBMs, there are hundreds of targets, and no plausible way to take out enough before they retaliate.

Since we can only really fight a nuclear war once, we can’t really prove or disprove the utility of the triad. Kaplan doesn’t really weigh in on this debate, but it is worth noting in this section on politics that the triad ensured a diverse pool of winners for nuclear spending. While the Navy and Air Force argued about bombers versus submarines, legislators in both camps could rely on each other for votes on overall spending levels.

B. Countervalue: MAD for Bargain Hunters

Counterforce is arguably what the U.S. chooses to implement more or less to the present day, but there is one other intriguing strategic school of thought that has not really ever caught on: countervalue.

If you don’t really believe that U.S. and Soviet leaders could have a limited, counterforce-type nuclear exchange, countervalue targeting has a certain logic to it. Rather than build thousands of bombers and ICBMs in a vain attempt to knock out all the threatening Soviet weapons, just build enough submarines to guarantee that you can fire 40 submarine-launched missiles at all the major Soviet population centers. If the Soviets can’t destroy your submarines, and they know the submarines can wipe out all their significant cities, they are deterred at relatively low cost.

“Countervalue” is a much nicer way of saying “deliberately kill population centers.” Once you achieve mutually assured destruction (MAD), you can just use all the money you would have spent on some fancy strategy like counterforce to give people universal healthcare or functioning public transit systems or something.

Countervalue doctrine never really caught on, probably because it sounds terrible politically (kill civilians as efficiently as possible and we’ll save money!) and every defense lobbyist argues against it and its minimalist appropriations requests. Even the Navy stopped caring for it once a more accurate successor to the Polaris missile allowed the Navy to join the counterforce game. According to Kaplan, Johnson’s defense secretary, Robert McNamara, secretly believed in the countervalue strategy, but no president has ever openly embraced it.

V. Nixon

A. Paranoid Alcoholic Fails to Convince Anyone That He’s Crazy

Richard Nixon was a schemer. He and his secretary of state, Henry Kissinger, convinced South Vietnam to sabotage peace talks so that the Vietnam War wouldn’t end before the 1968 presidential election, which would have weakened Nixon’s chances. It should not be surprising that he had a scheme for nuclear strategy.

His big idea, which touched on both nuclear strategy and the Vietnam War, was the Madman Theory. He believed that if he could convince the Soviets that he was crazy enough (and sufficiently rabidly anti-communist), he could scare them into a favorable settlement of the Vietnam War. At various times, he had his subordinates leak that he was seriously considering using nuclear weapons in Vietnam. He also ordered massive training exercises for SAC that the Soviets might misconstrue as preparations for an attack.

The Madman Theory does make some logical sense, but it evidently didn’t work at all for Nixon. The Vietnamese did not budge from their negotiating positions, and neither did the Soviets. Soviet Foreign Minister Andrei Gromyko observed, “Americans put forces on alert so often that it is hard to know what it meant.”

Secretary of State Henry Kissinger, also spearheaded an initiative to diversify attack options available to presidents. The idea was that presidents should have some way of ordering a pre-planned “limited” attack that would signal the resolve of the United States without triggering an all-out war. This proved more difficult than one might expect. How do you launch a large enough attack to deter, but not so large as to demand an escalating response? Kissinger asked the military to come up with a prototypical “limited” response to a hypothetical Soviet invasion of Iran (which was still a U.S. ally under the Shah at the time).

The Air Force came back to Kissinger with a plan to strike targets across the Soviet Union with 200 warheads. In Kaplan’s telling, Kissinger exploded at the briefers. “Are you out of your minds? This is a limited option?”

A few weeks later, the generals came back with a plan to use three nuclear weapons to shut down the two major roads from the Soviet Union to Iran. Kissinger scoffed at this plan. Soviet leadership would think the president was a “chicken” if he offered such a paltry response. The lack of a Goldilocks solution to the question of a “limited” nuclear strike suggested the impossibility of the exercise.

Another Nixon initiative was the Strategic Arms Limitation Treaty—SALT. (The treaty was pushed across the finish line by Gerald Ford, his successor after resigning due to Watergate.) The treaty weirdly ended up spurring more missile construction because it set limits above current missile levels, and to avoid appearing weak, the U.S. then built up to that level. The agreement did also contain limits on anti-ballistic missiles, though those also proved somewhat irrelevant. The U.S. was allowed to build ABM systems around the capital and a single missile field under the terms of the treaty, but chose not to because of the economic logic outlined earlier in this review.

One last note on Nixon: by the days of Watergate, he suffered from severe alcoholism. His drinking exacerbated his already high level of paranoia. The idea of such a person having his finger on the button was genuinely frightening to his advisors, one of whom advised the Pentagon to ignore any commands to launch a nuclear attack if they seemed to come out of nowhere.

B. The Economics of Missile Defense and Civil Defense

Given that massive retaliation/Sunday punch and flexible response/counterforce have clear downsides, Nixon-era strategists tried to find ways around those basic options.

Missile defense is probably the best known of these ideas—it’s still part of the Republican Party’s national platform. It sounds like a great idea if you don’t think about it too hard. If there are missiles incoming, shoot them down. If the enemy knows you can shoot down their missiles, they won’t attack, and you win!

If you know a little more than nothing, you know that missile defense could never really stop every nuclear attack because there would always be bombers and cruise missiles. But maybe the idea still seems good if the system could potentially shoot down a meaningful percentage of ICBMs and submarine-launched missiles. That could, in theory, make a first strike more attractive because the missile defenses could perhaps stop the few straggler missiles that survived the first attack. You could also buy the idea that even if you couldn’t stop the 1985 Soviet Union with such a system, maybe you could stop a really half-assed ICBM attack by a crazy rogue state.

The problem with missile defense as a useful tool for deterring a Soviet attack was economics. For any plausible system, it would be cheaper for the Soviets to build more missiles than it would be for the U.S. to build a sufficient number of interceptors. This is similar to the counterforce math problem. If you are using missile interceptors (i.e., firing missiles to shoot down incoming warheads), you will almost certainly need more than one interceptor for each incoming warhead to have a high chance of shooting it down. When the RAND Corporation conducted detailed analyses, they found it was always far cheaper for the Soviets to build as many additional ICBMs as necessary to overwhelm missile defenses.

Another wrinkle: early missile defense systems depended on interceptors armed with nuclear weapons, which would allow the system to destroy warheads even with a narrow miss of the target. The problem with that plan is that the first weapon to detonate would throw out a tremendous amount of electromagnetic energy, disrupting the aim of follow-on missiles and nearby radar sites.

Knowing that the logic of anti-ballistic missiles led to this dead-end, the U.S. signed a treaty with the Soviet Union banning missile defense in 1972. The Reagan administration would stir the idea back up with talk of laser-based weapons in space (more on that later), but no one (except the Soviets!) seems to have ever seriously thought it would be possible to deploy that system on a scale sufficient to alter the nuclear strategy considerations of the two sides.

Civil defense was briefly a fad in the 1960s, as evidenced by the appearance of fallout shelters in buildings from that era. There was talk of spending hundreds of billions of dollars on civil defense as part of the counterforce strategy, a way of mitigating the danger of whatever Soviet weapons were left after a counterforce strike. Conceptually, civil defense was just a passive kind of missile defense.

Like ABM systems, civil defense was a losing economic proposition. Negating the value of civil defense required only the addition of extra warheads on the Soviet side. Consequently, federal interest in helping to pay for fallout shelters waned. Some Americans built their own fallout shelters, but those individual efforts were generally aimed at ensuring personal survival rather than seriously reducing national damage in a nuclear strike.

VI. Carter

A. Engineer Struggles When He Becomes a Manager

As Astral Codex Ten readers know, Jimmy Carter is a unique guy. He was a devout Christian who served on a nuclear submarine, and his ascent into politics was marked by a willingness to fool people into thinking he was a segregationist. It should be no surprise that his contributions to nuclear strategy were eclectic.

Carter was famously a micromanager ad absurdum—he personally oversaw scheduling of the White House tennis court.
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The infamous tennis court memo, complete with President Carter’s handwritten note.

His micromanaging extended to nuclear strategy. Unlike other presidents, he played himself in wargames. He would call impromptu evacuation drills, as if a nuclear attack were incoming. The first of these drills came on a random night just weeks into his presidency, and was a complete failure. He kept at the drills and even involved his vice president, Walter Mondale, which was an extremely responsible decision given the very real likelihood that a vice president would have to step in to administer a nuclear war after the first round of strikes killed the president.

Despite (or perhaps because of) his micromanaging tendencies, most of Carter’s actual nuclear strategy policy came as an ad hoc reaction to Soviet initiatives. The Soviets deployed a new medium-range nuclear missile, the SS-20, which led NATO allies to fear that the U.S. wouldn’t retaliate with its own ICBMs in response to an SS-20 attack on targets in Western Europe. This fear might seem silly, but it was persuasive at the time, leading Carter to deploy new American medium-range missile and cruise missile options in Europe.

A classic engineer, Carter focused on minute details that were under his control, but would have been better served to try to understand the grander forces at work. Great world leaders must turn circumstances to their advantage—they can’t always be the ones starting and controlling events. Inevitably, Carter’s attempts at reform were overwhelmed by forces outside his control.

B. The Dangers of MIRVs

Multiple independent reentry vehicles were a clever idea that wasn’t really worth the added danger to both sides. The idea was to allow one ICBM to detach a number of warheads (one U.S. design allowed for ten) that could then strike individual targets. This would, in theory, lower the cost of striking a certain number of targets. The problem with MIRVs is game theoretical: they dramatically increase the return of the other side trying a counterforce first strike.

To illustrate the problem, consider an unrealistic hypothetical: an American ICBM with a thousand MIRVs. The stupid move for the Soviets is to wait for the Americans to launch that weapon. The smart move for the Soviets is to launch a first strike, because you might be able to knock out a thousand weapons with 3-4 of your own. From that vantage point, if both sides have MIRVs, both sides should be more eager to start a nuclear war. This mutual logic led the Americans and Soviets to agree to strict limits on MIRVs.

Carter negotiated the SALT II agreement with Leonid Brezhnev, which limited overall numbers of multiple independent reentry vehicle (MIRV)-capable missiles. To get the military to agree to recommend the deal, Carter had to commit to funding a new missile program. The Soviet Union then invaded Afghanistan while the treaty was pending ratification in the Senate, so it never became law. Both sides adhered to the agreement anyway, so it was still something of a success.

VII. Reagan

A. The Price of Greatness is Risking Looking Like a Fool

Reagan’s nuclear strategy suggests an interesting dilemma about being a great leader. To be good, you should listen to conventionally wise advisors. You will rarely commit an absolutely horrible mistake by going with the consensus every time. To be great, however, you must at some point defy conventional wisdom and take a bold step that others think foolhardy.Of course, ignoring advisors doesn’t mean you will be great—it’s a necessary, not a sufficient condition. Just a few presidents ago in this review we saw Kennedy’s great moment, disregarding the bellicose advice of his military advisors during the Cuban Missile Crisis.

Reagan took two big swings at nuclear strategy, both of which ran against most expert advice. First, he proposed a high-tech system that would shoot down incoming ICBMs called the Strategic Defense Initiative (but mocked and then forever known as “Star Wars”). Most observers thought it was foolish. The necessary technology did not yet exist, and developing and deploying the system would probably cost far more than it would take for the Soviets to either overwhelm or defeat the system. Still, pushing SDI arguably worked out for the best because it spurred the Soviets to engage in their own costly defense spending at a time when they could not afford to do so.

The much bigger swing came after Reagan saw the 1984 made-for-TV movie The Day After, which increased his determination to rid the world of nuclear weapons. In 1986, Reagan met with Soviet General Secretary Mikhail Gorbachev at Reykjavik in hopes of hammering out an arms control deal. Recall that the SALT I and SALT II treaties, while significant, didn’t really affect the strategic calculus. Reykjavik was the closest the world has come to completely eliminating the threat of nuclear war.

Reagan was famously an “ideas guy”, not someone enmeshed in the details. A critic might suggest that is a polite way of calling him ignorant. A supporter might object that he could see the big picture far better than those who knew the details. Come to your own conclusion from the story of Reykjavik.

B. Ideas Guy Gets the Wrong Idea Stuck in His Head

Reagan proposed eliminating medium-range nuclear weapons from Europe, and Gorbachev agreed. Then the Soviets proposed eliminating 50% of “strategic missiles” (basically, ICBMs and submarine-launched missiles). Reagan countered with a proposal to eliminate all ballistic missiles within 10 years. Gorbachev replied that he would agree to ELIMINATE ALL NUCLEAR WEAPONS WITHIN A DECADE. (If I could bold text any harder than that, I would!) The only condition: SDI research must be confined to laboratories for ten years.

ALL NUCLEAR WEAPONS in exchange for giving up something that was impossible in the first place.

Reagan thought hard and declined. He wanted the U.S. to keep working on SDI.
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There are lots of smiling politician photos from Reykjavik, but this one seems to capture Reagan’s frustration.

In retrospect, SDI was far harder than Reagan thought. Accepting Gorbachev’s condition would have cost the U.S. basically nothing. The world could have ended the threat of nuclear war, but lost the opportunity because Reagan had a disastrously mistaken impression of how far along SDI research was.

At the same time, the Reykjavik summit would not have reached the point where such a magnificent achievement was possible without Reagan being willing to shoot from the hip. A more analytical, careful man would have wanted to consider the matter more deeply. A more Machiavellian man like Nixon probably would have thought the whole thing a trap. Only Reagan (probably) could have gotten to the point where eternal greatness was within his grasp, and only his ignorance stopped him from seizing it.

VIII. H.W. Bush

As we reach the post-Cold War presidents, I will devote less detail to them. This is partly because Kaplan devotes less attention to them, but also because after the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991, nuclear strategy became far less of a political focal point.

George H.W. Bush was far more analytical than Reagan. He did an admirable job wrapping up the Cold War when the Soviet Union fell. Kaplan argues that the complexity of that problem absorbed H.W. Bush’s attention, and he did not care much about nuclear strategy. He was reportedly content to know that if nuclear war came, the U.S. could destroy the Soviet Union.

However, H.W. Bush did have one notable achievement on nuclear strategy, courtesy of his defense secretary, Dick Cheney. For those of us who really came of age during or after the second Bush presidency, Cheney is much better known as a war-pushing vice president. During H.W. Bush’s administration, Cheney was much more of a technocrat, and he actually did his job admirably well!

Cheney pushed for details on nuclear attack options. In doing so, he discovered foolish mistakes in the military’s planning. Far too many weapons were devoted to civilian targets. There was ludicrous overkill, with nuclear weapons assigned to, for example, a tank factory, the steel mill that provided steel for the tanks, and the mine that provided the ore for the mill. By spurring the military to come up with more reasonable plans, the H.W. Bush administration was able to unilaterally cut U.S. nuclear weapons stockpiles from 12,000 to 3,500.

IX. Clinton and W. Bush

I am grouping these two presidents together because Kaplan’s main story about both has to do with North Korea, and it really only functions as one continuous story.

To summarize briefly, North Korea had started building a uranium reprocessing facility (a precursor to building an atomic bomb) in 1989. Through intense diplomacy, H.W. Bush managed to convince North Korea to abandon the effort by unilaterally withdrawing U.S. tactical nuclear weapons from South Korea and pledging economic assistance. North Korea allowed in international inspectors, installed cameras inside reactors, and locked up the fuel rods necessary for arms production.

Early in Clinton’s presidency, North Korea went back on all these commitments. Clinton tried to orchestrate international sanctions, but North Korea declared sanctions would trigger war. Clinton allowed Jimmy Carter to go to North Korea and talk to their leader, Kim Il Sung. Clinton’s aides made Carter promise not to negotiate on behalf of the U.S.

Carter immediately did exactly that. He negotiated an agreement whereby North Korea would back down on the inspectors and fuel rods, and the U.S. would provide fuel oil and two light-water nuclear reactors. The U.S. and North Korea ultimately agreed to the deal.

Congress never funded the reactors. Clinton apparently never successfully pressured them to do so. Further negotiations continued throughout the Clinton administration, but then W. Bush cut them off, declaring North Korea to be part of an “axis of evil” in 2002.

North Korea restarted its nuclear program. The U.S. confronted North Korea with evidence of the resumption, and the North Koreans admitted it. However, at the time (October 2002), the Senate was debating a resolution to give Bush authority for the Iraq War. The Bush Administration delayed revealing North Korea’s program until after the Senate passed the Iraq War resolution. Tensions escalated, and North Korea pressed on with its work. The U.S. made a lot of noise, but took no military action. Kaplan alleges that preparations for the Iraq War basically precluded preparing for another war against North Korea at the same time. Whether that’s true is hard to say, but what we do know is Bush never acted to stop North Korea from testing a nuclear weapon and becoming a nuclear power, which it did in 2006.

While Kaplan is clearly more favorably inclined toward Clinton, he seems to view Clinton and W. Bush as similarly short-sighted or ill-attentive to the problem of North Korean nuclear weapons.

X. Obama

In Kaplan’s telling, Obama was the anti-Reagan. He learned a great deal about the details of nuclear strategy, but he was too cautious to ever make any big moves. He considered declaring that the U.S. would never use nuclear weapons first in a conflict, but ultimately decided not to. Much of Kaplan’s discussion of Obama is a step-by-step account of how various advisors marginally shifted the president closer to or away from such a declaration.

Nine days before the end of Obama’s presidency, Vice President Biden announced that “the president and I strongly believe we have made enough progress that deterring—and, if necessary, retaliating against—a nuclear attack should be the sole purpose of the U.S. nuclear arsenal.” He noted, however, that “[t]he next administration will put forward its own policies.”

Obama considered ordering unilateral arms cuts, but ultimately decided against them. He negotiated a relatively unambitious arms control treaty that reduced the number of U.S. nuclear weapons to 1,550, and got the Senate to ratify it by funding a $5.5 billion nuclear weapons complex. He considered doing away with land-based ICBMs, then decided not to do that, either.

Caution is absolutely not a bad thing when dealing with nuclear strategy, but it did ultimately mean that Obama’s tenure did not change much. While Kaplan doesn’t speculate about why Obama was so cautious, it seems reasonable to guess that Obama didn’t want to be portrayed as weak on defense. Like Johnson, he also had other ambitious policy goals and probably did not want to use political capital on a secondary priority. He seemed content to play for a tie on nuclear policy.

XI. Trump

This was the dishiest section of the book, the part that doubtless drew many readers and press attention. I will relay the entertaining parts, then try my best to offer a neutral appraisal.


	
Trump claimed to be an expert on nuclear weapons because his late uncle, Dr. John Trump, had designed x-ray generators for cancer therapy. Trump claimed he had “discuss[ed] nuclear with him all the time.”



	
When the Pentagon briefed him on current nuclear strategy, they showed Trump a chart of the number of weapons in U.S. inventories over time. It showed a peak of 32,000 in 1969, which went down to about 2,500 today. They intended this to be good news, showing that we had reduced the cost and danger of the arsenal. Trump was instead upset that he didn’t have as many nuclear weapons at his disposal, and wanted to know why we couldn’t have that many again under him. After this meeting,  then-Secretary of State Rex Tillerson allegedly called Trump a “fucking moron”. He would later be fired.



	
Kim Jong Un agreed to negotiate with Trump rather than continuing provocative missile launches. In a summit with Trump, Kim agreed to “work toward complete denuclearization of the Korean peninsula” (a meaningless comment), and Trump canceled an upcoming U.S.-South Korea military exercise. This is the summit where Trump says he and Kim “fell in love”. Trump later added that Kim “wrote me beautiful letters.” A second summit achieved nothing. In Kaplan’s words, “The summit ended disastrously, without a closing lunch, much less a signing ceremony.”





Ultimately, these follies don’t seem to have amounted to much change in nuclear strategy, good or bad. Trump acted like an idiot in a bunch of meetings and didn’t figure out what to do about North Korea, but as we saw, neither Clinton nor W. Bush figured out North Korea either.

Whether one should feel fear at the prospect of Trump being president when a Cuban missile crisis-esque problem arises is another question. Given that he’s the leading Republican candidate for 2024, it’s a real prospect. Everyone has already made up their mind about Trump, so I won’t bother offering my view. Kaplan, to put it mildly, is not a fan.

Conclusion

What do we do with all this history? How should we think about nuclear strategy moving forward? Kaplan offers only the vaguest of suggestions in his exceedingly brief conclusion, which is actually just tucked into the chapter on Trump. He notes that there was a common fear during the Cold War that a “clever briefer” might convince an American or Soviet leader that there was a window of opportunity to win a nuclear war with a decisive first strike. The related concern about Trump is that he is prone to big, under-considered decisions. He seems precisely the type of president who might roll the dice on a first strike, particularly if a Steve Bannon-esque figure convinces him it’s a good idea. The obvious conclusion Kaplan is leading to is “don’t vote for Trump.”

Beyond criticizing Trump, Kaplan gets quite vague, and his writing quality declines precipitously: “The presidents who fell deep into this hole [the logic of nuclear strategy], who faced the abyss where the logic led, avoided its end point—avoided war—by scrambling out of the hole, snapping out of the logic, like snapping out of a bad dream.”

The very last paragraph is not very specific or clear:


The trick is to stay aware that, out of sight as it seems, the bomb is still here. The presidents who managed to keep it locked up, in the gravest of crises, did so not through ignorance or innocence but rather by immersing themselves in the bomb’s logic, scoping out the full depths of the rabbit hole, and comprehending, with calm urgency, the need to find a way out.



So, presidents should be informed about nuclear strategy, but only so that they can . . . feel more comfortable not thinking about it too much?

I think Kaplan is at his best in presenting fantastic vignettes that make you feel like you truly understand the key decisions made in the past. He is at his worst in giving any sort of actionable recommendation about the future. This might be, in part, because there are no good, specific recommendations. I will try to offer some that seem clear from his vignettes of the presidents of the nuclear age:


	
Be aware that there are no $20 bills sitting on the ground. If there was an easy solution to nuclear strategy, we already would have done it. Nixon and Trump both failed to grasp this.



	
Changing nuclear policy requires real political risks. You can choose to spend your political capital elsewhere like Johnson, but then you should focus on marginal improvement rather than big swings.



	
If you want to be bold, be bold in the direction of peace. Kennedy arguably did this and triumphed, and Reagan didn’t and fell agonizingly short of changing the world.





I haven’t fully rewatched On the Beach in more than twenty years because I remember it all like it was yesterday. What allows me to sleep on nights when I still lie awake imagining nuclear war is the knowledge that the worst parts of politics (lobbying, parochialism, etc.) militate in favor of preparedness, but not actual attacks. We might waste money, but nobody wants a nuclear war. All we need to survive is for people to act in a venal, but not cartoonishly evil or foolhardy way. That said, I still have nightmares.
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The Burnout Society by Byung-Chul Han

I

In The Burnout Society, Byung-Chul Han argues that Western societies have undergone a major transformation in recent decades, a once-in-an-epoch shift has given rise to nothing less than a new kind of human being. This New Capitalist Person, both blessed and burdened by freedom, conceives of their own life, not as a struggle or a mission, but as a project. They are middle managers of themselves, constantly tracking personal metrics and conducting performance reviews. They launch into this process of self-finessing automatically and compulsively from an early age, with no need for external coercion (only “support” and “guidance”). The process never ends. Well, until it does.

In Han’s telling, we long ago moved away from “the disciplinary society” described by Foucault. We are now living under a new kind of regime that he calls “the achievement society.”

As the name suggests, disciplinary societies are stern, pious, varyingly repressive, and full of overbearing institutions like prisons, hospitals, and the military. The laws are inscribed in stone and may god have mercy upon he who breaks them. The prevailing command is a negative one: thou shalt not!

Achievement societies are more permissive, relativistic, and open-minded. Individuals reign supreme, and so do the fitness studios, shopping malls, and therapist’s offices that help them fulfill their personal goals. The prevailing command is decidedly positive: yes we can!

Han calls the inhabitants of his two systems “obedience-subjects” and “achievement-subjects, respectively. Let’s just call them obeyers and achievers. Obeyers accentuate order, obligation, and rule-following. Achievers strive for freedom, self-management, and being the best possible version of themselves. Because of these differences in emphasis, the two regimes produce distinct ideas about success and even more distinct failure modes.

Han is especially interested in these failure modes. Much of the book is dedicated to the sicknesses that regimes like these inevitably produce.

In the disciplinary society, the exemplary pathologies are criminality and madness (i.e. deviation is measured against commonly accepted social norms). In the achievement society, they are depression, ADHD, and burnout (i.e. deviation is measured against an idealized self). Parents living in the former society worry their kid will become a lunatic delinquent who ends up behind bars. Parents living in the latter worry their kid will become a depressed loser who ends up never doing anything.

Why do achievement societies produce so many burned-out depressives who struggle to motivate themselves? Because the tyrannical voice (“the sneer of cold command”, as per Shelley) hasn’t gone away. Achievers have simply been tricked, under the guise of an endless project of self-actualization, into claiming the voice as their own. To adapt one of

There is no need to send anybody to Siberia in such a society because each of us carries a little labor camp around inside us:


This labor camp is defined by the fact that one is simultaneously prisoner and guard, victim and perpetrator. One exploits oneself. It means that exploitation is possible even without domination. People who suffer from depression, bipolar disorder, or burnout syndrome develop the symptoms displayed by the Muselmänner in concentration camps. Muselmänner are emaciated prisoners lacking all vigor who, like people with acute depression, have become entirely apathetic and can no longer even recognize physical cold or the orders given by guards. One cannot help but suspect that the late-modern animal laborans with neuronal disturbances would have been a Muselmann, too—albeit well fed and probably obese.



Achievers are essentially locked in a forever war with their own egos, and burnout is what happens when that war becomes too exhausting to carry on. Not having the energy to continue, the dispossessed achiever draws the blinds, develops unhealthy eating and sleeping habits, and sinks into a miserable animal-like state until something, external or internal, comes along to free them.

II

Han’s focus on disease gets more complicated. Our regime doesn’t only produce its own representative pathologies. It also has its own pathological paradigm. The past century, you see, was an “immunological age”, dominated by clear distinctions between "inside" and "outside," "self" and "other." This paradigm was particularly evident during the Cold War, with its militaristic and apocalyptic conceptions of geopolitics, culture, and everyday life. A society that thinks of itself in immunological terms requires a strong conception of “the Other”, which in this context pretty much means a clearly defined enemy driven by notably foreign values. If I understand him right, Han argues that the notion of "the Other" – so crucial to a disciplinary society – is slowly melting away in our current, globalised, post-Cold War era. This disappearance of foreignness leads to a focus on threats from within, which are not understood immunologically but rather as “neuronal” phenomena deeply embedded within the system and thus much harder to identify. The typical response to a neuronal disorder is not rigorous defensive action but passive self-hating resignation.

What is Han getting at here? It seems he’s saying that, in an age of slippery definitions, the very distinction between health and illness is under threat. There is no vaccine you can take to inoculate yourself against depression. There is no cure at all, only a continual and expensive process of management. The disorder, like narcissism and BPD (which Han also mentions), is so utterly woven into the social and spiritual lives of the afflicted, that we might do better to stop thinking about them as diseases of the mind and instead consider them as diseases of the self. Well, I guess we already have, which is what talk therapy is for. But the key thing about the achievement society is that it places a historically unprecedented and often crushingly earnest emphasis on the self. It makes the self the most real, the most riveting thing about an individual, more real than their body, their mind, and certainly more real than the larger community and social world they inhabit. The result is a society of individuals who feel constantly frustrated, inadequate, and unhappy, mainly because they are “equipped with an ego just short of bursting.”

Still, I’m not sure how convinced I am about the whole immunology argument. You can hardly find a more archetypically “immunological” historical event than 9/11 and its aftermath, which happened a decade after Han locates the immunological-to-neuronal transition. The main features are there: an external enemy with alien values attacks a self-described healthy system, and that system in turn reacts with triumphalist rhetoric (even many liberals found themselves chanting “USA! USA!” after Bin Laden was killed) and decisive violent action (Iraq, Afghanistan, etc).

Arguably, COVID-19 also follows this logic. An exotic threat was identified (from nature this time), swift society-wide action was taken, and a new form of triumphalism took hold, where the disease was cast as the main villain, and public health systems and frontline workers upheld as heroes. That humanity was also actually, literally, dealing with a viral pathogen surely further undermines Han’s case here.

Of course, these two events were more complicated than all that. Plenty of prominent people blamed the US itself for 9/11, which in Han’s terms seems more like a neuronal than immunological thing to do. Similarly, the whole “humanity vs. the virus” thing really only lasted for the first few months of the pandemic. After that, most of the conflict was ideological: “racism is the real pandemic”, the Canadian trucker protests, vaxxers vs. anti-vaxxers, and so on. Again, these look more neuronal than immunological. They are the kinds of things that emerge when society hates itself, but can’t decide exactly where the source of its hatred lies, so instead of actively rooting it out, it resigns itself to perpetual moping and bickering. That said, at the state level, both events showed that we are still capable of taking brutal and spectacular action to defend ourselves from external threats.

I don’t know. Maybe I just didn’t understand some crucial aspect of Han’s distinction between “immunological” and “neuronal”. But if it can’t shed light on the two most globally consequential events of my lifetime, then it doesn’t strike me as a particularly illuminating way to think about the world. The whole society/disease paradigm thing doesn’t even explain much when the thing that needs explaining is how a society responds to a widespread disease. So, I’m marking Han a D minus for this theory. The only reason I’m not failing him is because I’m pretty sure there’s some crucial element of the theory that I’m too dense or stupid to figure out.

Thankfully, though, the core of the book is not a hamfisted application of epidemiological metaphors to complex sociohistorical events. Rather, it’s a careful description of the weird psychic effects that emerge when millions of people live under a regime compelling them to be happy and successful at all times. Let’s get into that part.

III

Han isn’t really arguing that depression and ADHD and burnout syndrome are more pervasive today than they were in the past, though every study indicates that they are. He’s saying that the depressed subject is the most characteristic casualty of this kind of society.

In the same way that Foucault suggested that the madmen of the disciplinary society were really just victims of barbarous state power, Han is sort of casting depressives and losers as the tragic heroes of our social order – the ones who are most compellingly bedeviled by its confusing and harmful directives. Their lives are defined by refusal, and they suffer for it. They refuse to go make something of themselves. They refuse to be successful and happy. They refuse to be a well-integrated capitalist subject. What do they do instead? They do the one thing that the achievement society has no trouble castigating: nothing at all. As a result, most of them wake up each morning feeling like living corpses and many of them, succumbing to the worst version of this feeling, turn themselves into actual corpses.

Han crystallizes the achiever’s dilemma:


The late-modern achievement-subject does not pursue works of duty. Its maxims are not obedience, law, and the fulfillment of obligation, but rather freedom, pleasure, and inclination… The dialectic of freedom means developing new constraints. Freedom from the Other switches into narcissistic self-relation, which occasions many of the psychic disturbances afflicting today’s achievement-subject.



This blog is frequented by experts in psychology, psychiatry, and medicine, and no doubt many of you will take issue with a sociological interpretation such as Han’s. I think we can discard some of the more brazen assertions and ornate metaphors in the book without dismissing its fundamental value as a sensitive and occasionally brilliant attempt to account for the rise of modern diseases of the self.




The Case Against Reality

What Is Reality?

Have you ever wondered whether reality is real?  I mean, like, really real?  This question may not take up much of your time, but great thinkers since ancient times have pondered the nature of reality and our relationship to it.  Philosophers have advanced a variety of positions in this long-running debate, and quite a few have concluded that the world we perceive is primarily a construct of our own minds, rather than anything like objective reality.  The idea that our senses (or, indeed, those of any conscious agent) don’t disclose reality is the main idea of The Case Against Reality by Donald Hoffman, a cognitive scientist at UC Irvine, who argues that in addition to its ancient pedigree, this counterintuitive view of reality and perception is also supported by the latest science.

I thoroughly enjoyed this book, and I’d recommend it as both a refreshingly new approach to some age-old questions and a primer on the science of perception.  The book is filled with fun optical illusions, including quite a few in a full-color insert, and Hoffman uses them well to demonstrate that our minds construct the world we perceive in a probabilistic way.  I appreciate the boldness with which Hoffman presents his big ideas, and this book has certainly had an impact on my own thinking about these topics.  I like a lot of what Hoffman is doing here, but I think the book has some flaws in its argumentation that undermine its overall case.

The central argument of The Case Against Reality is based on evolutionary game theory, but Hoffman also assesses evidence from his own field, the science of perception, as well as recent discoveries in physics.  He presents these multiple lines of evidence as converging on a picture of the world as fundamentally a network of conscious agents interacting with each of us via the interface we call the physical world of space, time, and material objects.  This is a radical position for a modern scientist to take, but it’s not unprecedented in the history of philosophy, and I think it’s more plausible than it might initially seem.

Although Hoffman briefly discusses some of the philosophical precursors to his ideas, from Plato’s cave to Kant’s noumena, the book is pretty light on philosophy overall.  This isn’t necessarily a bad thing, but I think there are a few points where this book suffers from a lack of conceptual clarity.  I think Hoffman overstates his case with claims like “evolution by natural selection does not favor true perceptions—it routinely drives them to extinction” (Hoffman xv).  It seems much more reasonable to adopt pragmatic notions of truth and reality based on our experience as conscious agents, rather than making unnecessarily counterintuitive claims about our relationship to the world.

The Case Against ‘Reality’

The first place where things get a little slippery is the title, The Case Against Reality.  Strictly speaking, the book advances a realist position with respect to objective reality, rejecting subjectivism and solipsism in favor of an unorthodox metaphysics Hoffman calls “conscious realism” (Hoffman 185).  The word “reality” in the title is meant to indicate the familiar physical world of our senses, so the title is accurate insofar as the book does make a case that this world we perceive is not fundamentally real.  But again, this isn’t a case against reality, just a case that reality is not what we perceive it to be.

In Hoffman’s view the physical world isn’t exactly unreal or an illusion; it just isn’t what we think it is.  It’s not that material objects don’t exist, just that they only exist inside consciousness, as icons allowing interaction with a deeper reality.  These icons might not have a form that corresponds to any structure in the reality they represent, but they have content that corresponds meaningfully to some relevant aspect of this reality.  Like icons in a desktop interface, they tell us genuine truths about the things they represent and allow us to interact with the underlying system in a sensible way.

Frankly, I think the suggestion that one is not in contact with reality is a mild psychological stressor, and plenty of people have lost their grip on things already.  The phenomena of direct experience are undeniably real to the one experiencing them, and the world I experience myself as living in is real enough for me.  I may not perceive anything of the agent-independent structure of the world, but for all practical purposes that structure is just an abstraction.  Whatever reality really is, its nature is such as to manifest itself to me as the world of my experience.

The title itself may not be worth taking so seriously, but it gets the reader off on the wrong foot regarding the real substance of this book’s claims.  I was a bit perturbed by what I perceived as an anti-realist streak in this book: Hoffman makes plenty of assertions like “natural selection does not shape us to perceive the structure of [objective] reality,” and “as senses grow more complex, they have less chance to disclose any truths about objective reality,” and that the contents of our perception “need resemble nothing of objective reality,” even going so far as to say that “no perception is veridical” (61, 69, 86, 87).  While I agree with a lot of the points Hoffman makes in this book, I think statements like, “my perceptions can’t show me the truth,” are based on a misleading idea of what truth is supposed to be (176).  The fact that my senses give me the world from my perspective rather than the view from nowhere doesn’t mean my perceptions are not veridical.

The idea that the world is not as we naively perceive it has been elaborated in many different ways throughout history, and I think there are good reasons for believing that mind is more fundamental than matter, but I think Hoffman goes too far in asserting that our perceptions disclose nothing of objective reality.  In particular, I think he gerrymanders the definitions of terms like “truth” and “objective reality” to exclude facts about agents and their relationship to the environment.  This book uses evolutionary game theory to argue that organisms inevitably evolve sensory systems “that hide external reality and encode fitness payoffs” (101). In other words, we are sensitive to the opportunities and threats the world offers us rather than any agent-independent structure the world might have.

In this sense I completely agree with the basic argument, but I disagree with the way fitness payoffs are excluded from the definition of objective reality.  For a particular organism, it is objectively true that its environment offers certain fitness payoffs, which constrain the set of experiences and actions available to it at any given moment, and it is no less objectively true that the same environment might offer different payoffs to different organisms or even the same organism at different times.  What exactly these fitness payoffs are is not clear, however, and how they relate to the content of experience is another question altogether.

The Hard Problem

The Case Against Reality opens with a discussion of the hard problem of consciousness and the difficulties of searching for brain states that correlate with conscious experiences.  The first chapter cites a series of illustrious thinkers, including Leibniz, T. H. Huxley, and William James, expressing their astonishment at the possibility that consciousness could somehow emerge from the behavior of unconscious matter.  Hoffman himself had the privilege of discussing this problem with Francis Crick, while Crick was working on his book about the emergence of mind from matter, The Astonishing Hypothesis.  The exchange between these two thinkers is particularly entertaining, as Hoffman seems to be denying object permanence, which Crick finds hard to swallow.

Hoffman draws on his expertise in the science of perception to make a case that “seeing is an active, constructive process” that presents a visual world tailored to the mind of a particular observer, leaving us with “no direct knowledge of objects in the world” (Hoffman 40).  He strongly disagrees with Crick’s confident assertion that science will someday furnish a satisfactory explanation of consciousness in terms of the physical activity of the brain, and it’s easy to construe The Case Against Reality as Hoffman’s response to The Astonishing Hypothesis and the materialist paradigm represented by Francis Crick.

Hoffman effectively turns the hard problem of consciousness on its head, assuming consciousness to be fundamental and proposing that the physical world exists purely as an interface between conscious agents. This approach to the mind-body problem is radical for a modern scientist but, again, not unprecedented in the history of philosophy.  Hoffman mentions a few of the notable predecessors to his view, including the idealist views of George Berkeley and Immanuel Kant, and while he justifies his view primarily on scientific grounds, I also think his inversion of the hard problem is a good move philosophically.

Hoffman’s consciousness-first approach has the philosophical advantage of reversing the explanatory gap between third-person accounts of physical phenomena and first-person accounts of conscious experience.  As Hoffman says about the failure of physicalist theories to provide a workable explanation for conscious experience as a physical phenomenon, “I think the failure is principled: you simply cannot cook up consciousness from unconscious ingredients” (Hoffman 183).  While we may not be able to imagine any description of physical phenomena that can satisfactorily account for our experience of life as conscious agents, we can easily hypothesize conscious agents as the relevant causal powers behind any physical phenomena.  Besides being the norm throughout human history, this tendency to interpret the world in terms of consciousness and agency is seen in the magical thinking of children, and even educated modern people have the ineradicable cognitive habit of anthropomorphizing the world.  It seems that by default human beings relate to the world on personal terms, seeing it as made up of agents like ourselves.

This is a natural way to interpret the world because, starting with our experience of ourselves as agents, we can use the complex cognitive machinery of our own self-awareness and goal-driven behavior to make inferences about the behavior other people, animals, plants, and even inanimate objects by projecting onto them a system of beliefs and desires appropriate to explain the behaviors we observe.  This may very well be a quirk of our own minds with no deeper implications for the nature of reality, but The Case Against Reality suggests that people outside the frame of secular modernity are right to interpret the world as full of conscious agents.  This may sound silly, but I think it’s more sensible than it initially seems.

The Case For Consciousness

In his second book on free will, Freedom Evolves, Daniel Dennett has a little fun with the notion that the world is made up of conscious agents:


[Atoms] are just tiny places where there is happening, not doing.  But that doesn’t stop us from simplifying our vision of them by treating them as if they were agents—very simple, single-minded agents.  That carbon atom clings tenaciously to those two oxygen atoms, preventing them from wandering off, forming a persistent molecule of carbon dioxide—a modest task for a carbon atom.  Other carbon atoms play more exciting roles holding together gigantic mega-atom proteins, so that the proteins can do their thing, whichever thing it is (Dennett 55).



One remarkable thing about The Case Against Reality is that it really does make a case for atoms as “very simple, single-minded agents” or at least a simple interface between human beings and other agents of some sort.  Hoffman really does argue for the view Dennett calls “intentional systems all the way down” and characterizes not unsympathetically as belonging to “the childhood of civilization,” although Hoffman seems confident that modern science is on his side (ibid.).  Leaving aside for now the question of what an atom really is, it might still be reasonable to use the existence of consciousness as a starting point for understanding the nature of the physical world.  After all, no facts about the physical world can be known without first entering into consciousness in one way or another.  Whatever the ultimate nature of reality is, it must be the kind of thing that includes conscious experiences such as my experience of writing this right now.  Does it include other kinds of conscious experiences?

I can easily imagine that the people I interact with (and, indeed, all human beings) have conscious experiences analogous to my own, including your experience of reading my thoughts right now, but the case is a lot less clear when I consider the rest of the animal kingdom, let alone other kinds of living things like plants and fungi.  Animals clearly respond to their environment in ways that suggest some sort of awareness, and even plants are observed to act in their own interests as if driven by internal purposes.  Does this mean every living thing is a center of conscious experience and action the way I am?  Do the simpler patterns of behavior other organisms exhibit imply simpler forms of consciousness?  Hoffman argues that I have no grounds for denying that anything outside myself is conscious.  In his view, physical objects are icons in the human interface with the world, which is fundamentally a network of conscious agents, meaning physical objects are not conscious themselves but are icons that allow us certain kinds of interactions with the other conscious agents that make up the world around us.


The face I see in a mirror, being an icon, is not itself conscious.  But behind that icon flourishes, I know firsthand, a living world of conscious experiences.  Likewise, the stone I see in a riverbed, being an icon, is not conscious nor inhabited by consciousness.  It is a pointer to a living world of conscious experiences no less vibrant than my own—just far more obscured by the limitations of my icon (Hoffman 188).



The point Hoffman is making here boils down to the problem of other minds.  How do I know the people around me are conscious in the way I am instead of just moist robots that exhibit human-like behavior with no corresponding inner experience?  This has an interesting sort of resonance with an argument made by C. S. Lewis in an early chapter of Mere Christianity.  The original argument is about the existence of a universal natural law, but it applies just as well to consciousness:


There is only one case in which we can know whether there is anything more, namely our own case.  And in that one case we find that there is. . . . Surely this ought to arouse our suspicions?  In the only case where you can expect to get an answer, the answer turns out to be Yes; and in the other cases, where you do not get an answer, you see why you do not.  Suppose someone asked me, when I see a man in a blue uniform going down the street leaving little paper packets at each house, why I suppose that they contain letters?  I should reply, ‘Because whenever he leaves a similar little packet for me I find it does contain a letter.’  And if he then objected, ‘But you’ve never seen all these letters which you think the other people are getting,’ I should say, ‘Of course not, and I shouldn’t expect to because they’re not addressed to me.  I’m explaining the packets I’m not allowed to open by the ones I am allowed to open.’  It is the same with this question.



As Descartes demonstrated with his famous cogito, the existence of my own mind is a given, and the existence of the “objective” physical world must be inferred from certain aspects of my experience.  One of the commendable things about Hoffman’s backdoor approach to the mind-body problem is that he takes seriously the greater certainty we have in the existence of consciousness than in the existence of the physical world.  The Cartesian method of doubt may not be sufficient to prove the existence of a whole self, but I cannot dispute the reality of my ongoing experience.  I may be hallucinating my world, but my experience of the hallucination is no less genuine; regardless of the “objective” truth, I currently experience a particular, definite set of sensations – external, internal, and affective – bundled together into the phenomenological unity I call myself.  One further character of this (or any) experience is that I can respond to it with any of a number of actions and even anticipate some salient consequences of these potential actions.  I feel like this is all obvious to me by direct introspection, more clearly apprehensible than the words in front of me, and if you don’t share my intuitions, well, I’m sorry you had to find out like this but you might be a zombie.

Donald Hoffman, however, does share my intuitions on this point, and it is from this sort of bare-bones phenomenology that he constructs his “conscious agent model.”  This mathematical formalization of basic phenomenology is one of the most intriguing ideas presented in The Case Against Reality, and it is treated much more technically in some of Hoffman’s academic papers.  In summary, Hoffman’s notion of a “conscious agent” is defined by “a repertoire of experiences and actions” as well as a feedback loop by which the agent's actions affect its experiences (Hoffman, p. 125).  To complete this loop, the model includes a basic representation of the world as being in one of multiple states relevant to the agent and capable of changing from one state to another based on the agent’s actions.  Hoffman characterizes this “perceive-decide-act” (PDA) loop in very simple terms:


Based on its current experience, the agent decides whether, and how, to change its current choice of action. … The action of the agent changes the state of the world.  The world, in response, changes the experience of the agent… (ibid.).
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The life of a conscious agent thus proceeds from perception to decision to action to the consequences of action on perception via some change in the state of the world.  It assumes the existence of both conscious experiences and actions, but I find both of these categories to be phenomenologically given in a way that renders them absolutely undeniable.  We act, and we experience, and we come to understand stable aspects of the world via the regular patterns of perception and action afforded to us.  We need make no assumptions about the nature of the external world beyond the obvious one that our interactions with it engender particular patterns of experience that allow us to posit stable external phenomena such as physical objects.

Physical phenomena are, at some level, not observed directly but hypothesized to explain the regularities we do observe in the way actions modulate changes in experience.  Evidence for anything in the world must affect experience either directly through the senses or indirectly through the mediation of some instrument, and this is a fundamental feature of how we can know anything outside ourselves.  As Sharon Hewitt Rawlette writes in Psychology Today:


If we look carefully, we can see that all of the physical properties that science has so carefully measured and cataloged ultimately derive their meaning from the effects they produce on a conscious observer: the person who’s holding the yardstick or looking at the fMRI or gazing at the interference pattern produced by the double-slit experiment. Even the properties of the basic particles of physics derive their meaning from the ways that these particles ultimately affect the conscious observations we make of them. Scientific experiments cannot tell us what a photon or an electron is in itself. Science can only tell us that, when a photon or electron is present, our conscious experience of the equipment detecting these particles will be affected in a certain way.



We cannot escape the perspectival nature of our knowledge.  The only phenomena knowable to us are those that in some way affect our phenomenology.  Conscious experience is the necessary starting point for any epistemology, and many different schools of thought have taken consciousness as the foundation of their ontology as well.  Of course, by taking conscious experience as an ontological primitive, Hoffman absolutely punts on the question of what exactly the nature of this experience is, but I’m willing to let that slide because, as far as I can tell, the ontology of physics has no firmer foundation.  What exactly is_matter_, anyway?  How can reality be just a bunch of mathematical equations, deep down?

The Truth of Fitness

I have mixed feelings about the book’s first big idea, the Fitness-Beats-Truth (FBT) theorem, which states that organisms that perceive only the fitness payoffs afforded to them by the environment inevitably outcompete organisms whose perceptions match the structure of reality.  I agree that perceiving fitness payoffs is a better strategy than perceiving more “objective” aspects of reality, but I’d frame the situation a little differently.  Fitness payoffs are not subjective: it is an objective fact whether any particular organism lives or dies, eats or goes hungry, successfully reproduces or ends its line without offspring.  An organism that sees the fitness payoffs on offer isn’t failing to see reality; it’s seeing precisely those aspects of reality that are most relevant to that organism.

The book introduces the FBT theorem with a discussion of evolutionary game theory and a simple experiment involving simulated creatures foraging for food.  The simulated environment is home to two types of organisms, which Hoffman calls Fitness and Truth.  Each organism is capable of two perceptual states (gray and black in the image below), but the ways in which these perceptual states correspond to the state of the world differ between the two species.

[image: ]

The Truth creatures can see whether there is more or less food available, while the Fitness creatures can see whether there is enough food for them or not, and naturally Fitness beats Truth in the evolutionary simulation.  It makes perfect sense that the Fitness creatures would be more fit, since their perceptual system is more complex.  While both are capable of the same number of perceptual states, the perceptions of Fitness relate to the world in a more complex way than those of Truth.  This can be seen in the image, as the perceptions of Truth have one threshold where gray transitions to black, while those of Fitness transition at two thresholds, giving its perception function two comparisons to make instead of one.  Fitness is more fit because its perceptual system incorporates more information in order to present it with a view of the world based on relevance, as opposed to the remote objectivity of Truth.  In an important sense, Truth is restricted to the view from nowhere, while the perspective of Fitness includes facts about its own relationship to the world.  This doesn’t mean that Fitness is not in contact with reality; on the contrary, its contact with reality is more pragmatically effective because it’s informed by the state of the organism.  This has nothing to do with the subjectivity of conscious experience, either, since it’s an objective fact whether one of these simulated organisms has enough food, or too much, or too little.  It’s just that Fitness perceives too much and too little as the same irrelevant gray, allowing it to zero in on the black ‘Goldilocks zone’ where the amount of food is just right.  Its perceptions work because they inform decisions about what to approach and avoid in ways that aid survival.  Truth has perceptions that map in a linear way to the quantity of food available, but why should quantity be more real than fitness payoffs?  If anything, the fitness payoffs are more real because they incorporate more information and thus present a higher-fidelity rendering of reality to the organism.

When Hoffman claims that “although fitness payoffs depend on the true state of the world, they also depend on the organism, its state, its action, and its competition,” he is defining “the world” in unnecessarily narrow terms (Hoffman 55).  Is the organism not part of objective reality?  Are facts about the organism’s state and its relationship to its environment necessarily subjective?  I’d contend that there are plenty of objective truths about how I fit into my environment, and these truths are the most relevant to the content of my perception.

For instance, I am currently sitting in a chair.  This is an aspect of my experience that I perceive directly through proprioception and the pressure of the chair’s seat and back supporting me, but it is also an objective fact verifiable by any observer (watching, say, though my webcam).  Whether the chair is comfortable is something else I am perceiving directly, and an observer might assume it’s reasonably comfortable (it is) based on the fact that I’ve been sitting here for a while, but this can only ever be an inference from my observable behavior.  A hypothetical observer could creep out of her surveillance van and sit in my chair herself (while I’m at work, say) to get a direct perception of the chair’s comfort level, but all she learns in doing so is how comfortable the chair is for her.  Suppose it is very uncomfortable.  The “comfortableness” is a property not of the chair but of the chair’s relationship to each person.  The experience of comfort or discomfort may be subjective, but the fact that the chair is more comfortable to me than to my hypothetical sneaky observer is an objective fact not directly present in either person’s experience of the chair.  For any given person, the chair affords a certain level of comfort, and this is an objective fact about how that person stands (so to speak) in relation to the chair.

A Matter of Taste

Returning to the book, let’s talk about feces, which Hoffman brings up a couple times to demonstrate the agent-relative nature of perception.  The fact that feces “offers big payoffs for hungry flies, but not for hungry humans” is objectively true (Hoffman 55).  It is scientifically verifiable that feces affords nourishment to certain kinds of flies while offering human beings nothing but the risk of illness.  When Hoffman says, “The payoffs of feces, and thus their tastes, differ crucially between us and coprophages,” I assume he is right, although I admit I have a dearth of personal experience in this area (Hoffman 88).  Like a chair that can comfortably seat people of some body types and not others, feces is appetizing to some organisms and disgusting to others, and these differences can be analyzed in a systematic way based on our scientific knowledge.  We can understand objectively how and why coprophagia benefits those species that engage in it, and conversely, why such activity is of little benefit to human beings and other coprophobes.

One of the true strokes of brilliance in this book is the definition of an illusion as “a perception that fails to guide adaptive behavior” (87).  Given such a pragmatic definition of illusion, it’s disappointing that this book does not include a similarly pragmatic definition of truth.  In fact, just a few sentences before giving his definition of illusion, Hoffman asserts that in his theory of perception, “no perception is veridical” (87).  Maybe there’s a crucial asymmetry that escapes me, but it seems reasonable to define veridical perception as the opposite of illusion, simply a perception that successfully guides adaptive behavior.  In practically every respect, Hoffman does away with correspondence theories of truth, but his assertions that our perceptions hide reality, we see nothing of the truth, etc. rely on just such a notion of truth-as-correspondence.  This book is at its best when it’s making pragmatic arguments grounded in phenomenology, and I think its overall case would be strengthened by a pragmatic definition of truth.

The words ‘true’ and ‘real’ are notoriously hard to define, but George Lakoff and Mark Johnson do a good job of defining these words pragmatically in their magisterial 1999 work on cognitive linguistics, Philosophy in the Flesh.  Their definition of truth is based on understanding.


A person takes a sentence as “true” of a situation if what he or she understands the sentence as expressing accords with what he or she understands the situation to be (Lakoff & Johnson 510).



Likewise, their definition of reality is remarkably practical and down-to-earth:


What we mean by “real” is what we need to posit conceptually in order to be realistic, that is, in order to function successfully to survive, to achieve ends, and to arrive at workable understandings of the situations we are in (109).



Both of these definitions seem quite resonant with Hoffman’s view of the world, but instead of embracing pragmatism in a way that allows us to feel ourselves embodied and embedded in the world, Hoffman takes a rhetorical tack aimed at cultivating in the reader a sense of alienation from reality, which I find a bit distasteful.

Hoffman presents the taste of feces as “a baffling problem for the standard account” in which “our perceptions are normally veridical,” but I don’t think it’s problematic at all that the same substance might taste different to organisms with very different digestive systems (88-89).  The disgust you or I might feel at the taste of feces is a veridical perception that this is a substance teeming with bacteria which would be harmful for us to ingest.  In general, different organisms should be expected to respond differently to the same stimuli, based on the different costs/benefits afforded to the organism in question.

It should be clear now what sort of confusion underlies the following series of rhetorical questions:


Whose perceptions are nonveridical—ours or those of coprophages?  Are we right that feces truly have a loathsome taste?  If so, do pigs, rabbits, and billions of flies suffer a taste illusion?  Or are they right that feces truly are delicious?  If so, is our disgusting experience a taste illusion? (88)



Yes, feces truly do have a loathsome taste to human beings.  And yes, feces truly are delicious to those pigs and rabbits.  There is no contradiction here, and there’s no need to invoke any of the esoterica of subjective experience.  All that’s needed is the recognition that terms like “disgusting” and “delicious” are 2-place words, describing how an organism stands in relation to a potential food source rather than intrinsic properties of the food source itself.  The sensation of taste is an interface between an animal and a potential food source.

On Interfaces

The most counterintuitive idea in The Case Against Reality is that the world each of us perceives is not objective reality but an interface based on concerns relevant to our evolutionary history.  The physical properties of the world we perceive are aspects of how our minds interact with reality rather than being aspects of reality in itself, and they no more resemble this underlying reality than the letters C-A-T resemble an actual cat.  I tentatively agree with this framing of the issue, but I think Hoffman doesn’t give interfaces enough credit.  An interface may not be structured like the system it represents, but it carries semantic information about that system.  An interface discloses to a user certain relevant facts about the interactions it makes possible, and the information conveyed through an interface can be assessed as true or false at the semantic level.  The word “cat” may bear no resemblance to our furry friends, but the word alone is sufficient to evoke that association in anyone who knows English.  Words typically have no intrinsic relationship to the things they name, but this arbitrary relationship of meaning is an objective fact about the semantics of English or any other language.

The example of writing an email comes up a few times in this book, as a demonstration of the way interfaces offer a user-friendly experience by hiding irrelevant information:


Suppose you’re crafting an email, and the icon for the file is blue, rectangular, and in the center of the desktop.  Does this mean that the file itself is blue, rectangular, and in the center of your computer?  Of course not. … Indeed, the file has no color or shape; and the location of its bits in the computer is irrelevant to the placement of its icon on the desktop (76).



This example should take a bit of the counterintuitive edge off the idea that our perceptions might be different from reality—as different, perhaps, as a GUI is from a circuit board.  The location of the file on the desktop does seem totally arbitrary, but the blue color and rectangular shape of the file probably carry important semantic information about the file (namely, that it is an email).  Typically, the file icons of a desktop interface are of different kinds depending on the type of file they represent, whether the files contain text, images, executable programs, or any of a variety of content types.  The icons for a plaintext (.txt) file and a Word document (.doc) probably look different, but they ought to be more similar to each other than either one is to, say, a PDF icon, because they are more similar in terms of the nature and structure of their content as well as how they allow the user to interact with them.

On my computer, the .txt file icon looks like a sheet of paper with a dog-eared corner, while the .doc icon looks like the same dog-eared sheet of paper with a blue ‘W’ on it as well.  The appearance of these icons may be arbitrary, but once I’m familiar with the conventions of my operating system, I can ‘read’ certain kinds of semantic information about the files in my computer directly from their associated icons.  The dog-eared-paper icon indicates that the file represented is a text file, which gives me important information about how to interact with it.  Of course this does not mean that the underlying reality of these text files is a tiny sheet of paper inside the computer somewhere, and the dog-eared corner appears to be a pure stylistic choice with no semantic content, but thanks to my interface I can tell at a glance whether Microsoft Word is the right application for editing a particular file.  The image of paper is a kind of metaphor, indicating that text files can be read and written on like physical paper, but even a hypothetical user who’d never seen a sheet of paper would quickly learn that this rectangular white shape means that the file it represents is a text file.  It tells the user something about the underlying reality of the computer file, in terms of the interactions it affords to the user.

Returning to Hoffman’s example of the email, he is right to say, “The blue icon does not deliberately misrepresent the true nature of the file,” but he goes too far when he continues, “Representing that nature is not its aim” (ibid.).  Presumably, the fact that the icon is blue and rectangular rather than, say, green and triangular or red and octagonal, tells the user something true about the kind of file it represents and thus what the user can expect when interacting with it.  The color blue here is certainly more arbitrary than the dog-eared-paper shape is for a text file icon, but it is meaningful given that files of a certain type are reliably represented by icons of a certain color.  The blueness of the icon doesn’t correspond to anything blue in the computer, but it represents something about the file in the idiom of desktop icons; it has a meaning in the “chromatic semantics” of the operating system, and this meaning might be accurate or misleading to a user such that we could call it true or false.

Message Over Medium

Writing an email is an instructive example because it raises questions about the kinds of things that exist at different levels of abstraction.  If I’m writing an email in my browser window, then the content of the email exists in my mind as a message I want to send, on the computer screen as a sequence of characters I can read, and in the computer’s memory as a sequence of bytes corresponding to the characters on the screen.  If I save my email as a draft, the bits representing my message get sent over the internet to be stored on an email server.  Assume, for the sake of argument, that my computer and the email server have different ways of encoding and compressing this data, so that the bit sequences representing my work-in-progress are very different on the two machines.  The difference in the bit sequences is irrelevant to me, as long as they encode the same message.  The message is an abstraction that can take many different concrete forms.  It can be physically instantiated as a pattern of voltages in the transistors of a computer chip, a pattern of neural activity in my brain, a pattern of pixels in my computer screen, or a pattern of ink on paper.  These are all meaningfully the same pattern, because each one encodes the same content in its particular context.

The purpose of an interface, such as a desktop icon or a text editor, is to hide the details of its implementation behind an abstraction barrier so that human beings can work at a level of abstraction that’s comfortable for them.  Hoffman is right to recognize that email is only possible because of an abstraction barrier that conceals “tiresome details on transistors, voltages, magnetic fields, logic gates, binary codes, and gigabytes of software,” (76).  These implementation details form an important part of the context in which writing an email is a sensible thing to do, but they should be irrelevant to the task of writing.  As Hoffman says, “If you had to inspect that complexity, and forge your email out of bits and bytes, you might opt instead for snail mail” (ibid.).  A text editor allows us to work with letters, words, and sentences, just as we do when we write with pen and paper; although the motions of our hands in these two media are radically different, the cognitive work of putting one word after another is identical.  If I want to email a friend

I experience, as I’m typing this, the way my mind proceeds from one word to another at the semantic level, and the detailed choreography of my fingers across the keyboard remains hidden behind an abstraction barrier, relatively opaque to introspection unless I bring my attention down from the semantic level to analyze the physiology of my typing motions, which slows down my typing considerably.  If I lost access to this semantic information and had to compose an email by consciously orchestrating patterns of change in the tension of my hand muscles, I would be quite lost indeed.  I might say that whether typing an email or writing a letter by hand, I benefit from an interface with my own body that allows me to “cash out” semantic information into stereotyped movements that record that information in a particular medium.  A good interface uses abstraction barriers like bridges over the Turing tarpit, to keep users safely at the semantic level of the message instead of bogged down in the representation details of the medium.

The semantic information in a message tells us how to inscribe it in any particular medium, and we have no trouble recognizing that the same message will inevitably take different forms in different media.  The differences between an email and a handwritten letter are many, and if we looked only at their physical forms we might not be able to recognize them as the same kind of thing at all, but they can convey the same message with equally high fidelity by being identical at the semantic level.  As long as all the same words and sentences are there, it matters little whether they’re encoded as voltages in transistors or squiggles of ink on paper.  The semantic information has a reality that transcends any particular implementation; its meaning is recognizable on the human side of the abstraction barrier in a way that persists across drastically different modes of representation.  This is not necessarily to say that the email as a semantic entity is more real than the pattern of voltages that instantiates it in my computer, but it is at least as real as its physical representation.

The Moon and the Spoon

Hoffman offers a further illuminating example:


To ask whether my perception of the moon is veridical—whether I see the true color, shape, and position of a moon that exists even when no one looks—is like asking whether the paintbrush icon in my graphics app reveals the true color, shape, and position of a paintbrush inside my computer (77).



Yes, that’s right, he believes the moon isn’t there when nobody’s looking at it.  He explicitly agrees with George Berkeley that “to be is to be perceived,” asserting that not only the moon but all physical objects are “data structures we create and destroy” as we perceive them (79).  The icons on my desktop don’t exist when my computer is turned off, or asleep, or even when the desktop is hidden by an open, such as right now as I’m typing this in my browser.  I can minimize my browser window and see each icon in its proper place, but they were not really “there” all along, hidden “behind” the browser window.  They are constructed anew each time the desktop reappears, and they appear the same each time because they’re constructed the same way from the files which do persist as patterns in the hard drive.  So the paintbrush icon might not represent any real paintbrush, but it represents a program that really exists (physically, as a distribution of voltages) inside the computer and allows its user to create art.  Color, shape, and position are not the right way to describe this program, but the fact that the icon looks like a paintbrush, again, tells the user something true about the program.  The function of this program as a tool for creating 2-D visual art is conveyed metaphorically by the image of the paintbrush.  This correspondence at the semantic level is meaningful and non-arbitrary: the program has the characteristics it does because it was designed as an artistic tool.  It may be a digital artifact, but at a certain level of abstraction a graphics program has more in common with a physical paintbrush than with, say, a desktop chess program.  By the same token, a game of chess played on a computer is in an important sense identical to a game of chess played with physical pieces, if the game is understood as a sequence of abstract moves that can be played out in different kinds of physical media.  I might play chess online with someone whose chess program looks very different from mine, but the differences in our chess programs are irrelevant insofar as they allow us to participate together in the game as an abstract process.

The moon is there every time I look, presumably because it represents some stable aspect of reality that persists even when unobserved and reliably manifests in my experience as the moon.  Whatever this persistent aspect of reality is, then, must be the “moon that exists even when no one looks.”  It might be true that all of the physical properties of the moon are as arbitrary as the color of a desktop icon, but the stability of those properties implies a stability in the underlying reality and how we can interact with it.  So what is the moon, really?  Well, as a physical object, it’s an icon in the human interface, but as a thing-in-itself, it’s simply whatever is “out there” that’s responsible for our experience of the moon: a “moon file” on the hard drive of reality.  The moon we perceive is constructed from the moon-in-itself according to the perceptual program of the human operating system.

You and I might construct very different icons of the moon when we look at it, but we can agree on basic things like where it is in the sky, what phase it’s in, and how much light it gives on a particular night.  In light of what we can agree on, deeper questions about what the moon “really is” outside of our experience seem irrelevant.  Take, for example, the phases of the moon: is the first-quarter moon the same moon as the third-quarter moon?  Hoffman would say no, the moon physically exists only when perceived, and each night our sensory systems construct a slightly different moon icon to reflect a slightly different state of the underlying moon-in-itself.  We can use the moon to keep time because our experience of the moon changes in a periodic way so that the span of time from new moon to full and back again is always the same.  It doesn’t even matter if the moon is “the same” from one full moon to the next—as long as the pattern continues in its regularity, any difference in the underlying reality responsible for this pattern is hidden behind the abstraction barrier of our experience.

As an icon, the moon’s purpose is more informative than interactive—giving light and tracking time with its phases—but human beings have venerated moon gods for a long time in an attempt to establish some two-way relationship with this mysterious heavenly light.  Recently, human beings have discovered that the moon is a place we can visit (!), and this seems to obviate the older interpretation of the moon as some kind of conscious agent, but who knows, maybe these are just two different ways of interacting with the same underlying reality.  To scientifically-minded modern people, the moon appears as a giant rock in the sky, which can be analyzed using the tools of science, but which doesn’t afford any genuine personal relationship to human beings.  More mythopoetically inclined cultures might have developed interfaces that allowed them to experience the moon very differently.  They would of course have seen the giant rock in the sky, but the moon may have regularly appeared to them in much more significant ways, say, as an omen for good or ill, or a giver of wisdom in dreams.

Coming back down to earth, let’s look at something that affords a bit more exploration by the average reader:


A spoon is an icon of an interface, not a truth that persists when no one observes. … I open my eyes and construct a spoon; that icon now exists and I can use it to wrangle payoffs.  I close my eyes.  My spoon, for the moment, ceases to exist because I cease to construct it.  Something continues to exist when I look away, but whatever it is, it’s not a spoon, and not any object in spacetime (79).



Here I think the book suffers from imprecise terminology.  As with the moon, the spoon-as-a-physical-object exists in the human interface as a representation of the spoon-in-itself, and, crucially, it informs us as to how we can use it.  It’s messy business, but I can use a spoon with my eyes closed.  Hoffman would say that the visual icon of the spoon disappears when I close my eyes, but my grasping the spoon creates a tactile icon that allows me to manipulate it sight unseen.  Are my visual and tactile spoon icons in any sense the same spoon?  Hoffman seems to say not exactly.  The different types of sensory icons are different representations of the mysterious “something” that accounts for my reliable experience of a spoon.  I’m not sure why he feels the need to say, “whatever it is, it’s not a spoon,” since I’d rather say, whatever it is, is what the spoon really is.  The physical properties of the spoon—size, shape, texture—may be aspects of an icon that don’t correspond meaningfully to any underlying reality, but it’s undeniable that I am in the presence of “something” which functions for me like a spoon.  If that’s not a spoon, I don’t know what is.  You might say I can count on this aspect of reality to manifest “spoonishly” in my interface, or I can use it “spoonwise” (e.g. to eat cereal, scoop ice cream, or stir coffee).  It seems more reasonable to say that affording these kinds of interactions with human beings is simply what it means for some part of the objective world to be a spoon.  What a spoon “really is” when nobody is looking is another question, but unlike the moon, the spoon is a human invention, so it’s probably something much less interesting.

The Reality of the Virtual

Whatever the ultimate nature of the world is, we experience it from a human perspective, and the concepts we use are tailored to the ontology of the human interface.  The Case Against Reality contains a few discussions of virtual reality, with the suggestion that the physical world we perceive has a similar ontological status to the virtual world of a video game.  If you and I are playing Minecraft together, we might each see the Minecraft world’s square moon on our own screen, but we understand that we are not perceiving the same physical object.  Nevertheless, our two images of the moon will have certain properties in common, such as their phase and their path across the night sky, which presumably are represented somewhere in the Minecraft server hosting our virtual world.  We are each accessing the same server for information about the same world, and although the relevant data might take different forms in the circuits of our computers, our screens end up with images of this world that agree with each other.

Now suppose I throw a pickaxe at you (in Minecraft).  I see the corresponding pickaxe icon disappear from its slot in my inventory, and I see the pickaxe leave the hand of my avatar and end up floating in the space between our avatars.  You don’t see the change in my inventory, but you do see the pickaxe leave my avatar’s hand and come to rest in front of your avatar where you can easily walk forward to pick it up, upon which it appears both in your hand and in your inventory.  Of course no physical pickaxe changes hands in this interaction—what I’ve described as “the pickaxe” is really just an icon, but unlike the icon in your inventory, this icon appears to both of us as part of the game world.  I have “given” you the pickaxe by taking an action that renders the functionality of this pickaxe no longer accessible to me, while you take an action that equips you with this functionality, and this change in functionality is represented by the “public” pickaxe icon on both our screens leaving the hand of my avatar and ending up in yours.  My action has an effect on how each of us experiences the game world, such that the affordances of the pickaxe are “relocated” from you to me.

Notice here that the pickaxe as a pixelated image in your avatar’s hand isn’t even responsible for removing blocks of stone from the virtual landscape when you click on them; rather, it represents to you, the player, that you can now more easily remove those blocks of stone by clicking on them.  The movement of the pickaxe icon when you mine a block doesn’t cause the block to disappear, but it does signal that you are taking this particular action which will result in the disappearance of the block.  From within the Minecraft world, it’s sensible to act as if the pickaxe is what does the job of mining, but the pickaxe is only a symbol for a set of affordances: it can mine stone quickly and non-destructively or tear up minecart rails in an instant; it can take certain kinds of enchantments that enhance its capabilities; and it even makes a decent weapon.  This is what it means to be a pickaxe (in Minecraft).

Hoffman seems to say that the same sort of thing is happening when I pass you a spoon across the table.  The spoon in my hand is an icon in my interface, representing that the affordances of the spoon are available to me.  You have your own icon for the same spoon, and the sight of it in my hand tells you that I have access to the spoon’s affordances.  I take an action I interpret as reaching across the table with a spoon in my hand, but since the physical world is just an interface, this is just the movement of an avatar and might be as epiphenomenal as the swinging of a pickaxe in Minecraft.  This action, however, is followed by the experience of the spoon leaving my hand, at which point I see it in yours and understand that the affordances the spoon once made available to me are now available to you.  In short, I have passed you the spoon.  This might be a painfully abstract way to describe the situation, but it allows us to see that the spoon’s status as a physical object is less relevant for our purposes than the kinds of experiences and actions the spoon makes available to us as human beings.The spoon is defined by its affordances, and our perception of it as a unified physical object is a kind of shorthand for the particular way these affordances cluster together.

Without reference to the physical, we can define an object as a cluster of affordances.  The essential nature of a thing consists in the patterns of perception and action it makes available to a conscious agent.  This means that different agents might carve the world up into very different ontological categories, but I have no philosophical problem with that.  The world-in-itself is an absolute unit; it’s only conscious agents who need to discriminate between separate “things” in the world for the sake of perception and action, and they can make these distinctions quite differently because they do so on pragmatic grounds relative to their various capabilities and objectives.

To wrap this up, I really do think there’s common ground between the view Hoffman presents in The Case Against Reality and the mainstream view among scientists and philosophers that we perceive reality as it is.  What we perceive are affordances, and those affordances are really there.  They don’t exist in the agent-independent structure of the world, but they are objectively real aspects of how agents relate to the world around them.  The physical world that we experience doesn’t have to be structured like the objective world-in-itself in order to give us semantic information that is really true about that more fundamental reality.  Despite my disagreements with some of his rhetorical choices in this book, I think Donald Hoffman has made a valuable contribution to the discourse around perception, reality, and the nature of consciousness.  I’ve barely touched on half of the interesting things in this book, so again I highly recommend that you read it for yourself.




The Case Against the Sexual Revolution by Louise Perry

What is the sexual revolution, and what does Louise Perry, a millennial and former rape crisis counselor, have against it?

Her opinions are more subdued than the book’s title suggests. Perry is not arguing for a return of 1950s style sexual norms. Rather, The Case Against the Sexual Revolution is an assertion that every time period’s social norms have benefits and drawbacks for different demographics, and the changing sexual norms in the past sixty-odd years have harmed the median Western woman.

Perry doesn’t believe Martin Luther King Junior’s assertion that “the arc of the moral universe is long, but it bends towards justice”. She dislikes the phrase “the right side of history”, preferring to think of different time periods as perpetuating harms towards different groups, some much worse than others. She suggests that “chronological snobbery, the uncritical acceptance of the intellectual climate of our own age and the assumption that what has gone out of date is discredited” has led young people to reject easily observable truths about male-female sexual dynamics, and used sexual blank-slatism to engineer norms that do not serve female interests.

So, what is the sexual revolution, anyway?


	The destigmatization of pre-marital sex, and normalization of sex without commitment, loyalty, or a relationship

	The widespread adoption of contraception

	The destigmatization of leaving one’s relationship in the name of personal wellbeing

	Sex positivity, the belief that sex is good if it is consensual



(Note: Perry’s limited scope means she doesn’t address same-sex relationships)

The sexual revolution’s second order effects have irrevocably altered social dynamics in an unfavorable way. Contraception has allowed us to decouple sex from fertility, but women are overwhelmingly dissatisfied in their “situationships”, or pseudorelationships that mimic committed relationships with the understanding that each partner can be cast aside if the other loses interest. Women are made to feel abnormal or deficient for feeling lonely: platitudes like You have to love yourself before other people can love you make the most simple and natural response to being alone a pathological state.

Consent alone is a poor metric for determining if sex is good or ethical. People, mostly women, consent to things that hurt them and things that make them feel terrible. As women are naturally more agreeable and tend to desire long term relationships more than men, a culture where sex is expected to be given freely is a culture in which women find themselves agreeing to things that make them feel squeamish, guilty, and uncomfortable, and feeling guilty for feeling bad. Puritanical norms like don’t try to have sex too early, pay for dinner to show your interest and protect a woman’s modesty may have been rooted in misogyny, but were often good heuristics for not causing harm to women. A framework based purely on ‘consent’ ignores the increasingly common sexual interactions that are consensual yet regrettable, nearly always by the woman. Modern (commonly called intersectional) feminists have attempted to address this issue by either 1) setting an absurdly high bar for ‘consensual’ or 2) arguing that these feelings only exists because of remaining societal stigma and acceptance of promiscuous behaviors--an argument that the revolution has not yet gone far enough.

Dating Dynamics

Women desire similar traits in short and long term partners, but men are much less picky when it comes to short term partners. So, many women are ‘playing themselves’ by engaging in short term relationships with a man who considers them good enough to have fun with but not good enough to invest significant time and effort in. The traditional courtship ritual required the hornier sex to invest time and effort, and this served as proof that the man considered the woman valuable rather than ‘good enough’.

Perry spends a lot of time discussing “sociosexuality”, or desire for casual sex and novel sexual encounters. Depending on their levels of sexual drive, males can be classed as “cads” (who prefer multiple sexual partners and low commitment) or “dads” (who prefer long term, devoted sexual relationships), with most falling in-between depending on their age, environment, and other factors. On average, women have a lower sociosexuality index than men, preferring more monogamous, involved arrangements and fewer short-term, uninvolved encounters. Many women pretend that they are more OK with uncommitted relationships/encounters than they are, just as women of yesteryear pretended their lives with their husbands were ideal. Perry spends an inordinate amount of time explaining the notion of overlapping normal distributions with different averages, presumably to pre-empt arguments of the sort “Oh yeah? If women don’t want casual sex, then, explain this really cool girl who is super happy, loves casual sex, and like, doesn’t even want to be in a relationship and makes 20k a month on OnlyFans.”

Which brings us to...

Sex as Work

Perry addresses the following:


	So selling your body as a prostitute is wrong, but selling your body to work on an oil rig in Alaska isn’t? Sex work is work.

	How can sex be unethical if it involves consensual adults enjoying themselves?

	Just because your partner drinks coffee with someone else doesn’t mean they don’t want to drink coffee with you. So why do you care if your partner has sex with someone else?



Perry’s rebuttals, which are more fleshed out in her work:


	If sex work is work, then why did feminists think it was so awful for Harvey Weinstein to proposition sex in exchange for career advancement? After all, bosses often ask workers to perform tasks outside of their stated duties, like making copies or staying late.

	If sex is not special, then why is rape a special class of crime?

	If sex isn’t special, then why do you think it’s morally wrong for a brother and sister to have sex (with contraception)?

	If sex isn’t special, then why shouldn’t people be allowed to have sex in public?

	If sex isn’t special, then why shouldn’t it be ‘redistributed’ (e.g. women are obliged to have sex with incels the same way wealthy people are forced to pay taxes)?



People who say that sex isn’t special do not act that way. We are hardwired to see sex as a special activity, which is why we are OK if our wife makes coffee for her boss but not OK if our wife has sex with our boss. There are taboos around sex because people feel very strongly about it in a way they do not feel about other activities! This is true of virtually everybody, whether they describe themselves as ‘sex positive’ or not!

The human environment has changed radically in the past 200 years, the human mind less so. Although we can now have sex without pregnancy, female sexual disgust remains strong towards men who we perceive to have inferior genes. So women cannot enjoy endless casual sex with random partners, just as we cannot enjoy limitless chocolate milkshakes and cheesecake: our bodies do not know that we have left the primitive ancestral environment. (Even promiscuous women are choosy about their casual partners.)

Unsurprisingly, Perry dislikes the sex industry and believes it is bad for women. A 17 year old who is raped 50 times by a gang of groomers in the UK  is a national scandal, an 18 year old who has 50 encounters on a Pornhub video is normal, although both women experience similar distress (based on testimonies of women who did porn at young ages). “Consent” without consideration for social norms and financial incentives is sufficient as a legal basis to determine if someone is raped; it is insufficient to determine if something is beneficial or ethical.

If the taboo against sex work is lifted, what begins as a choice may not remain a choice for long. Selling sex is still relatively taboo, and for women who are well off, it’s a choice to engage in those behaviors. But once a choice becomes widely adopted, it becomes de-facto mandatory to be a functioning member of society. (For instance: using email used to be a personal choice. But when a critical mass of people got an email address, choosing not to get one shut you out of most jobs and opportunities. After something becomes widely adopted, one must opt-in or be seen as a social outcast.)  And the people for whom sex work would become a de facto obligation first are women who are poor, uneducated, non-white, [insert disadvantaged demographic here].  “Sex work is work” is a luxury belief, one that can be espoused by a privileged member of society because it shows their own open mindedness without making them worried that they have to change their behavior. Or, perhaps it is espoused by someone who can engage in ‘sex work’ that does not bear a similarity to the experiences of the median person in the profession. People who defend sex work are often webcammers, who can post videos from the privacy of their own home. They are literate, knowledgeable, educated, and probably charge more than $200 an hour. They are people who aren’t worried that their daughters will be socially or financially pressured to become prostitutes. They are people who would never engage in such work themselves.

My opinion is that in any social arrangement, the more submissive and agreeable sex (women) will (on average) get the short end of the stick, whether that means consenting to casual relationships that make them feel poorly or staying in a bad marriage with a man who is cruel to them. However, a less-bad social structure will acknowledge these differences and create taboos against instigating the types of relationships that they are less likely to enjoy.

Porn

Perry is anti-porn for two distinct reasons:


Notes


[1]

It is bad for the consumers, who are nearly all men. It desensitizes them to the enjoyment of real women, it involves the substitution of a passive experience for an active one that brings more connection and fulfillment. McDonalds for the soul, etc.

Like fast food, or video games, or social media, I think it’s hard to address how much this affects the median consumer. Certainly, there are porn addicts, but is it possible to increase sexual enjoyment by being a moderate consumer of porn in addition to having a healthy sex life? Probably, I think. Any real world studies are full of complicating variables--as Perry points out, consumers of porn have less sex and tend to be more depressed, but this may be a chicken-and-egg situation.



[2]

The creation of porn harms women. Nominally, women are paid to be in porn films and the creation of porn benefits both the producers and the consumers. In practice, women are routinely raped, cheated, and treated poorly in the creation of porn. Countless women have come forward to recount this poor treatment. These are women who swore they were making money, enjoying themselves, being treated well while they were making porn, so it is unlikely that a viewer can discern whether a film was produced “ethically”.

Meat eaters may say that there is nothing wrong with eating meat if the animal is treated well and humanely slaughtered--after all, isn’t this a better life than the one it would have in the wilderness? Yet, the vast majority of meat eaters eat almost exclusively animals who were treated terribly on factory farms, and the vast majority of men who watch porn will watch women who are raped, abused, and psychologically damaged from porn. The theoretical harmlessness of porn is irrelevant compared to the practical harm that it causes. The vast majority of happy women do not want to do porn, so the women who do it are usually poor, mentally ill, or addicted to drugs.

My take: If someone watches porn without paying for it, with an ad-blocker, how are they supporting the industry? This would be roughly analogous to eating a burger made of cultured meat whose cells were harvested from one factory farmed cow. If you can make hundreds and thousands of burgers from that one initial cell line, then yes it’s technically unethical, but the harm is so diluted that I don’t really care.

Violence

Perry offers evidence that men are physically stronger than women (duh) more prone to violence than women (duh) and that men who enjoy violent behaviors in the bedroom like BDSM, choking, etc. are more likely to be violent outside it (duh). The same behaviors that women find charming and intriguing in courtship and sexually are often not the same behaviors that will provide safety and comfort in a relationship.

I think: under earlier norms, these “bad boys”/ violent men would still be around and still harming women. Is it really better for them to be inflicting harm on various women that they casually date as opposed to concentrating this harm on a wife for her entire life? Also, norms against physical violence are the strongest they have ever been, so this seems like an unfair criticism of the sexual revolution. “Some men are violent” is emotional background music rather than a cogent point that fits with the rest of Perry’s argument.

Marriage & Monogamy

Perry is pro-marriage, broadly. She thinks that the escape hatch of divorce deprives us of the faith that relationships are forever, cheapening them. The commodification and fungibility of partners leads to the persistent thought of ‘I can find someone better’, leading to less caring behaviors and a self-fulfilling prophecy of an unspecial relationship. Divorce is good because it allows people in very bad relationships to end them; divorce is bad because it leads people to disengage from their average relationships in the misguided hope of a perfect one--and people in the latter category are more numerous. The degree to which this happens seems like a gaping empirical question, and it seems to ask too much of the reader to agree that these people with ‘disengaged’ personalities would be happier in marriages vs. outside of them.

But, the main point of marriage isn’t (wasn’t?) just the individuals or their love, it’s the family unit. (and faith...and property rights...and cementing tribal alliances...and physical safety) “There’s never a baby, there’s a baby and a person.”  For infancy and childhood, we are dependent on a caretaker. As adults, our own children and aging relatives are dependent on us. In our eld, others take care of us. The only reason the myth of the individual can persist for so long is because we do not remember our own childhood, and modern life and delayed fertility has prolonged the period of early adult independence. Marriage creates a strong social norm of supporting your children and their mother when they are at their most vulnerable and the least fun, which, Perry argues, is a great logistical good for society.

In the era of sexual revolution, leaving your partner because your personal needs aren’t being met has become destigmatized. This originally referred to women whose husbands physically abused them, and severely dysfunctional relationships. It has also had knock-on effects. Many children now grow up in a single parent home: 38% of native born American children have a single parent household.  Only 44% of those with obligate child support payments received them in full. Stepparents form weaker bonds with children and are more likely to physically and sexually abuse them. This was a big culture war issue in the early 2000s, but has all but been forgotten---yet these children are still being born, lacking the advantage of two caring adult guardians. One cannot appreciate the burden single parenthood puts on women, especially poor women, if one does not have a child. It is a good thing that men feel social pressure to provide for their wife and offspring, and this social pressure is going away, especially in the lower classes, where it is most needed. Effective contraception created a moral hazard: premarital sex and casual relationships became destigmatized, leading to a growth in the number of children born out of wedlock and without a man who felt a strong duty to support them, emotionally or financially. There’s nothing wrong with single parenthood is another luxury belief espoused by people who won’t be forced into it with insufficient resources. “Children are a lot, are you ready for this?” is a good question for a couple to ask themselves before deciding to discontinue the pill; it is a less charming question for a man to ask himself after he has already impregnated his friends with benefits.

I think: Perry’s argument opens the potentially nasty question---“what do men get in return”? In yesteryear, men got an obedient servant who was subordinate and obligated to fulfill their sexual needs. But if we’re not rolling back the gains of feminism, and the social stigma of leaving the mother of your children is gone,  what is the system of carrots and sticks to get men to stay?

Synthesis

I respect Perry for the narrow scope of her advice. She’s a pragmatist. The Case Against the Sexual Revolution  isn’t about laying groundwork for utopia in which relationships are fun, one derives nonstop fulfillment, and problems are minimal: Perry respects that any social system involves unhappiness, whether from delayed gratification, boredom, loneliness, or stifling obligation. It’s gentle encouragement to women that no, you aren’t defective for feeling lonely and alienated by hookup culture, no, it’s not weird and unenlightened for you to want commitment and loyalty from a partner.

Her message boils down to:



[3]

Consent is a low bar, and activities can be quite bad for women and unenjoyable while still being consensual.

My main criticism is that it’s...boring? Not because Perry  is a bad writer, but because I agree with most of it already. I also don’t think it’s possible to aggregate all of the suffering and pleasure caused by sexual norms of 50-odd years ago and the sexual norms of 2022 and say 2022 is worse, but I do think most of the criticisms Perry offers are valid. There is no path to nirvana, any set of social norms will lead to different flavors of suffering.

Perry’s primary audience is women, but I think it’s worth talking about how hook-up culture and modern sexual mores affect men, too. My impression  is that it’s another instance of rising inequality, just like income, or alcohol consumption: there’s a ‘winner take all’ effect, in which the most desirable men can enjoy many women until they choose a long term partner, but many more men are lonely without the beneficial effects of regular sex and a supportive relationship.






The Collected Stories of Lydia Davis

Why to read fiction?

I want to read more fiction. Tyler Cowen recommends reading more fiction. Jemima Kelly wrote an article about my need to read more fiction. Even a respected VC investor recommends reading fiction. And I agree with their arguments. So yes, I want to read more fiction.

I used to read a lot of non-fiction. Judging by the books reviewed in previous ACX competitions, it seems I am not alone. Self-improvement or career books, for example. Functional reading for constant improvement or updating. But at some point it gets tiring. There are so many books that should be 30 pages long. A person does not have that many interesting new concepts to explain, especially if it is not their first book. Yes, 30-page books at 20 dollars do not sell well, but still. And so many stories. I am the first person to use stories to achieve my goals at work. Maybe that's why I get so tired of the same archetypes when I'm not working. I had my history phase too, but people become predictable after a while. Always the same human needs, especially with upper-class men.

Fiction, on the other hand, does not have to seem useful or describe a really real reality. Ideas and minds can be explored without the constraints of utility or signalling of empirical support. So there is unlimited space to explore interesting and nuanced ideas and reveal more fundamental truths. So, yes, I am now even more convinced that I have to read more fiction.

(Please do not take the previous two paragraphs as a dig at the other book reviews in this competition. These non-fiction books are fantastic. Or at least some of them, I hope. I guess I just broke my love by using it too much).

I could watch series or films instead. But this kind of fiction is even more functional than functional writing, just in a different way. Audiovisual is probably the format with the highest fixed costs. The higher the fixed costs, the more you need people to give you money. But those people want things like a positive return on their investment. Finding the greatest common divisor across the potential audience is the surest way to get that return. Hence the superhero movies and the Netflix style, all stretched or compressed into standard length formats. I am not against the need to be entertained and to have something to talk about with other people. Even I have that need sometimes. But you can guess that when I planned to read fiction (plan, as in to decide to commit to a project, even if it requires some initial hardship), it was not for that purpose.

Writing, however, requires only time and some basic hardware and software, both human and non-human. Of course, if a writer wants to make a living at it, they have to get good at it, and that is hard. And then they have to play the editorial game[1], and that is hard. But at least there is the possibility of creating something good with low initial fixed costs. So more opportunity for variance in content creation.

Oh, and now we have ChatGPT and Midjourney, with video and music equivalents coming soon. The cost of creating content will continue to fall. And the cost can even be zero if you persuade people on your social media platform to create it for you. The cheaper it is to create content that triggers our limbic system, the more we'll need to get our moments of respite from it. And writing is the highest ROI method of producing that respite.

So yes, I have made up my mind: I need to read more fiction.

But what to read?

With non-fiction, the choice is much easier. Why read a book on Python programming if you are a sales manager? Better read a book on social engineering. But fiction is not functional. Without clear goals, there are no clear paths. If you don't have very good recommendations, you have to do some trial and error. But 300 pages is a big investment, both for me and for the author. And the longer the investment, the lower the risk.

Short stories seem to be the best option. I can explore a writer's different styles, and if some stories fail on the first try, I can move on to others. I can always go back to the failures and understand better what they were trying to do. Also, if one story needs to be one page, let it be one page. If another story needs to be ten pages, let it be ten pages. Then, story by story, the book can reach the required minimum number of pages without stretching.

So, I decided to try Lydia Davis. Why? She writes flash fiction, which sounds even faster than short fiction. I liked her interview with Tyler Cowen. Previous experiments with poetic and postmodern writers have not adapted well to my level of English and my after-work brain capacity. But she seems to have a more direct style, with fewer words per sentence and fewer sentences per story. So I chose her Collected Stories. Why did I do that? Because it was the highest rated option on Goodreads. (That was unfair: compilations of anything are always rated higher than the individual items in them).

I did not regret it.

Why read Lydia Davis?

She is creative but without cheap tricks. Everything about the postmodern debate has been said by David Foster Wallace and many others over the last few decades. It has been useful, it can still be interesting in the right doses and at the right moments, but it is mostly a defensive and/or signalling move.

In contrast, the (apparent) simplicity of her writing is a breath of fresh air. The writing just flows. It even flows too well: at times it was too easy to miss the depth behind her choice of words. Depending on my focus, I could have read stories like the one below by following the lines with my eyes without really reading:


“In a house besieged lived a man and a woman. From where they cowered in the kitchen the man and woman heard small explosions. “The wind,” said the woman. “Hunters,” said the man. “The rain,” said the woman. “The army,” said the man. The woman wanted to go home, but she was already home, there in the middle of the country in a house besieged.”



And then thinking. And then reading again. And then thinking again.

Even in her postmodern interpolations from diaries or bad biographies, you have to read for a while and pay attention before you realise that this must be some kind of experiment that you have to Google, not a stand-alone text. Only in Varieties of Disturbance, the latest book in the collection, are there more obvious linguistic experiments.

She is moral. Read together, many of the stories show the different ways in which we fail to be the people we would like to be. They seem to correlate roughly with the author's different stages: divorces, middle-age crises or the death of parents. At each stage she shows different ways of failing.

A common thread is the mismatch between worldviews (with others, with society's expectations) and some of our sub-optimal responses to them:


	We may create a flawed structure so that it fits better with our worldview. Example: the person who wants to read Foucault, but can't help focusing on the structure of the sentences rather than the ideas in Foucault and Pencil.

	We may attribute false reasons to others rather than accepting the limitations of our worldview. Example: the woman obsessed with fancy cooking, who prefers to think of any reason why her husband might not like her cooking other than the obvious one in Meat, my Husband.

	We may neglect other people's needs if it is hard to first understand them. Example: we might treat dogs, plants or books better than our own son because they are easier to interpret, with a few constant needs and clear limitations (The Old Dictionary).



Other ways of failing in the book include fantasising about an alternative, dumb reality, like the repressed woman who fetishes cowboys in The Professor. Or focusing too much on social structures, like the fear and miscommunication between classes (and between sub-classes of the same class) and the resentment towards those who leave their group in The House Behind. Or the desire to overprotect someone, even when we have been hurt for the same reason (or especially because of it) in Wife One in Country. Pick your favourites to feel reflected.

Some stories are just really good in their own right. Especially in Almost No Memory and Samuel Johnson Is Indignant, the quality of some stories needs no excuse to justify reading them.

A personal favourite is We Miss You: A Study of Get-Well Letters from a Class of Fourth Graders. This (very long by her standards) story shows a compilation of the letters sent to a classmate in hospital. But she doesn’t show the children's relationships, illusions and fears overtly, but as a syntactic and grammatical analysis. (It’s much more wonderful and funny than what my description suggests, really.)

But most of my favourite ones are the philosophical (over)analyses contained in some of the shortest stories, and the truths and doubts they reveal. Our flawed efforts to create effective and safe checklists of memories to consume as we age (Happy Memories). Our conflict with our past selves and our past thoughts, and the unreliable memories of our past thoughts (Almost No Memory). How our affinity with thinkers can take many forms, but always requires some kind of final agreement with the thinker (Affinity). The absurdity of reductive clichés such as “to travel is to write” (To Reiterate). Or our need to conform to social expectations (A Double Negative):


“At a certain point in her life, she realises it is not so much that she wants to have a child as that she does not want not to have a child, or not to have had a child.”



(I assume the risk that the author never wanted some of these over-analyses to be over-analysed in my wrong way, but in a different and correct way).

She was a stepping stone to many other great fiction. When you find something you like, you try to find similar authors or books. Like A Manual for Cleaning Women by Lucia Berlin. Perhaps Lydia's foreword played too big a role in the algorithmic recommendation, but it was still successful. Another short story writer, more about her writing flow and her persona than about concepts. But her short bursts of phrase and ability to shock when you least expect it are also a kind of creativity. The title story or Mijito are personal highlights. Or The Collected Stories of Amy Hempel. With her, it’s all about the sentences. Any sentence can make you laugh with her wit or break you:


But the body moves toward health. The mind, too, in steps. One step at a time. Ask a mother who has just lost a child, How many children do you have? "Four," she will say, "—three," and years later, "Three," she will say, "—four.



Tonight is a favor to Holly, The Harvest, or Offertory are some personal choices.

Why write reviews?

After reading the previous section, you may feel disappointed. And I don't blame you. I myself am not sure that I have anything new to say about the value of reading this book. What is the point of reviewing books that are not new? Their main ideas have probably already been expressed by many people with much greater domain expertise. You may want to write it anyway to express yourself, but that expression should be best kept private. Yes, you should have looked at reliable sources instead of a review by a hidden random person.

(Again, not a dig at the other contestants. I am sure their reviews are necessary.)

Which reliable sources? Not sure, there are so many. Let’s ask ChatGPT. It should be able to show the wisdom of the crowd. ChatGPT, which reviews should the reader read instead?


There are many reviews of "The Collected Stories Of Lydia Davis" available online, and here are some recommendations of reputable magazines/newspapers:




	The New Yorker: The New Yorker is known for its in-depth and thought-provoking book reviews, and they have published multiple reviews of Lydia Davis's work over the years.

	The New York Times: The New York Times has a robust book review section that covers a wide range of genres and authors. They have also published several reviews of Davis's work, including her collected stories.

	The Guardian: The Guardian is a UK-based newspaper that features reviews of books from both established and emerging authors. They have also published a review of Davis's collected stories.

	The Paris Review: The Paris Review is a literary magazine that features reviews, interviews, and essays on contemporary literature. They have also published a review of Davis's collected stories.

	The Los Angeles Times: The Los Angeles Times has a dedicated book review section that covers a range of genres and authors. They have published a review of Davis's collected stories as well.




These are just a few examples, but there are many other reputable magazines and newspapers that have reviewed Davis's collected stories. Reading a variety of reviews can help you get a better understanding of the book and whether it's right for you.



I particularly agree with the idea of reading a variety of reviews. In fact, with so many reviews online, ChatGPT can even write a competent summary of them. Boring? Yes. Generalist? Too. But a safe and useful option for anyone who has not read anything about the book or the author? I'd say so:


As an AI language model, I do not have personal opinions, but I can provide you with a sample review for "The Collected Stories Of Lydia Davis."

Lydia Davis's "The Collected Stories Of Lydia Davis" is a stunning work of literary art that showcases the author's unique and distinctive style. Davis is a master of the short story form, and this collection of over 700 pages includes stories spanning more than three decades of her career.

What sets Davis apart from other writers is her ability to take the mundane and make it extraordinary. She has a talent for finding the beauty in the everyday and presenting it to the reader in a way that is both thought-provoking and moving.

The stories in this collection are often short and to the point, but they are never lacking in depth or complexity. Davis has a knack for using precise language to capture the essence of a moment, a feeling, or an experience.

Her stories explore a wide range of themes, from relationships and family dynamics to mortality and the human condition. Some of the stories are funny, while others are poignant or melancholy, but all are beautifully written and full of insight.

Overall, "The Collected Stories Of Lydia Davis" is a must-read for anyone who appreciates the art of the short story. Davis's unique style and profound insights into human nature make this collection a true masterpiece of contemporary literature.



Why are you reading my review?

If you are still reading, I assume I have convinced Scott that there is something else in this review that makes it worthwhile. It could be the new context I bring to reading and writing books, the new ideas I bring, or my personal writing style. My book review may have failed in itself, but not in what I was trying to achieve with it (if I had failed in that too, the review would have been rejected and you wouldn't be reading this paragraph ¯\_(ツ)_/¯)[2].

And this is what happens with most reviews. Most of the time, what makes a review worth reading is that it uses the book review as an excuse to convey a different view of the world. We're not looking for efficiency. We’re not looking for the wisdom of the crowd. We're looking for the exploration that comes from human complexity.

Funny how this exploration > efficiency could be the summary of the first section about why I want to read more fiction. AI efficiency will do competent rewrites of non-fiction, but not competent rewrites of fiction. And AI efficiency will do competent reviews that satisfy our needs safely, but will not be able to write, like me, odd things that I hope will bring a different perspective to different questions. Why read fiction? But what to read? Why read Lydia Davis? Why write reviews? Why read my review? And now...

…how to decide what to read next?

From the sentences above, you might think that I am trying to sell you human > AI vibes. But not, I am rather trying to sell you human + AI vibes. For example, English is my third language, so this text has been influenced by the recommendations of DeepL Write. I am giving up some of my personal style, whatever that is, to reduce the risk of this review being rejected. Life is about tradeoffs.

Enjoying human complexity can come thanks to AI efficiency. ChatGPT, what books should I read now that I have read Lucia Berlin, Lydia Davis and Amy Hempel?


If you enjoyed the works of Lucia Berlin, Lydia Davis, and Amy Hempel, here are some other books and authors you may want to check out:

"A Manual for Cleaning Women" by Lucia Berlin (if you haven't already read it)

"The Collected Stories of Grace Paley" by Grace Paley

"Olive Kitteridge" by Elizabeth Strout

"What We Talk About When We Talk About Love" by Raymond Carver

"Birds of America" by Lorrie Moore

"Runaway" by Alice Munro

"Black Box" by Jennifer Egan

"CivilWarLand in Bad Decline" by George Saunders

"Interpreter of Maladies" by Jhumpa Lahiri

"The Thing Around Your Neck" by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie

These authors all write in a similar vein as Berlin, Davis, and Hempel, with a focus on the short story form and a gift for capturing the complexities of human emotion and experience in a few short pages.



I can tell you that these recommendations are better than any available on Amazon or Goodreads, for example. For a start, they do not fall into the trap of recommending books by the same author or close collaborators. Also, the ability to add multiple authors/books, rather than just one, helps me to better define what I am looking for.

I chose "The Collected Stories of Grace Paley" and "CivilWarLand in Bad Decline". And in the second case in particular, I did not regret it. Now I wonder what my next options after Lydia Davis would have been if I had used ChatGPT then. They might even have been better. What I am sure of is that if I had asked for non-fiction recommendations based on my fiction preferences, the recommendations would have been worse.

Over the next few years, I'm going to have to weigh the right dose of AI efficiency against human complexity many times a day. When AI efficiency starts to be a cage rather than an enhancement. For example, when deciding whether to read new books. Or when deciding whether to write reviews of them.

Final "?"

Should this review have been disqualified from the contest? Many texts using GPT have already been disqualified from contests, but... would this type of review have been possible without GPT? What was your opinion before you read it? And after reading it?


Notes


[1]

Follow this Erik Hoel, he won a review contest last year.



[2]

By the way, this is what ChatGPT thinking as the weakest points of my review:

The review of "The Collected stories of Lydia Davis" appears to be a positive review with very few critical comments. However, there are no obvious weaknesses in the review as it appears to be well-written and provides detailed insights into the collection of stories. The reviewer appears to be well-versed in the author's work and has provided specific examples of the author's style and content, including examples of the author's moral perspectives and the philosophical ideas expressed in the collection. Overall, the review is well-balanced and informative, providing an honest evaluation of the author's work.

Not sure if happy because there are no obvious weak points or sad because it is even clearer that I have said nothing new.






The Conquest of Happiness by Bertrand Russell

i.

The SSC subreddit is excellent — a bric-a-brac shop of career advice, AI news, psychology studies and mods who discipline you for badly named posts.

But recently I’ve noticed a recurring topic that seems to have a hint of regret about it. Rather than asking for the latest research on western sperm counts or the p(doom) of AI — zero and one respectively — more and more people are asking for books that offer practical real-world advice. There seems to be something close to buyer’s remorse when it comes to books like Thinking, Fast and Slow, because knowing a bunch of biases hasn’t helped these people improve their lives.

It sounds like Linda's getting tired of being told she's a bank teller and not a feminist.

In all honesty, I doubt whether most books can deliver their promise. If you bought every book that (say) promises to make you rich, you’d essentially get a lot of authors telling you to start a business and invest in an index fund — and you’d have no money left over to do either.

But if you’re looking for practical life advice and a bit of psychological insight on the side, then I might have the book for you.

ii.

The Conquest of Happiness is a self-help book, published in 1930 and written by Bertrand Russell (the Bertrand Russell).

Let’s start with the obvious objection to it: if most self-help books don’t actually help, why would Russell’s be any different? The thing is, it is different. I’m asking for the next four thousand words of your time to prove it.

Fans of citation will hate it: Russell doesn’t bother with the usual academic apparatus. He quotes no studies, provides almost no statistics and bases his advice on what he calls common sense.

(And, I add, in bugbearish parentheses, more power to him. If you’re dealing with human psychology as opposed to STEM subjects, you shouldn’t always need to hide behind a study of n=90 western undergrads to provide some insight. You’ve been running several hundred psychology studies throughout your life and the results can all be found by examining your own head. So have the confidence of your convictions and let your readers be your peer reviewers — they’ll often be a more discriminating audience.)

Anyway, my point is this. Where I’ve been able to follow Russell’s advice, I’ve felt happier and more fulfilled. Maybe this fact won’t change the world — or, as Russell frequently laments, our economic and social systems — but it’s possible that it will change a few lives, if only in small ways.

And maybe that’s not a bad form of effective altruism.

iii.

I don’t need to tell ACX readers who Bertrand Russell was, but it’s worth reminding ourselves that he isn’t our average self-help author.

He was, first and foremost, a genius. Wikipedia lists the subjects that he had a ‘considerable’ influence on, and they outnumber the subjects I have even a minor understanding of: ‘mathematics, logic, set theory, linguistics, artificial intelligence, cognitive science, computer science and various areas of analytic philosophy, especially philosophy of mathematics, philosophy of language, epistemology, and metaphysics.’

And that’s not to mention his Nobel Prize in Literature, an award that for most authors would be the pinnacle of their career but for Russell is almost an afterthought.

In short, we’re being told how to conquer happiness by a man with the IQ to have done some good thinking.

He also has the experience to boot. Russell was an unhappy child. At the age of five he reflected that he had perhaps lived just a fourteenth of his life, and he found the prospect of an extra sixty-five years of boredom almost unendurable. Things got worse when he reached the teenage years: ‘In adolescence, I hated life and was continually on the verge of suicide, from which, however, I was restrained by the desire to know more mathematics.’

Hats off to anyone who decides that what suicidal teens need is extra maths lessons, but it’s not the conclusion Russell wants you to draw. We’ll come back to what he learned about impersonal interests (like maths) a bit later.

iv.

In the meantime, I should point out that Russell doesn’t claim his book can take the place of a psychiatrist, because it very obviously can’t. He’s not trying to solve the kind of unhappiness that needs medication and regular treatment. Instead he’s trying to solve the kind of unhappiness that takes the fun out of life without being debilitating, the kind of unhappiness that makes everything feel like a chore at best and low-level sad at worst. We’ve all been there, we’ve all felt it, so (in theory at least) we can all benefit.

The book is split into two sections, the causes of misery and the paths to happiness. Russell identifies roughly eight causes and roughly six paths — they overlap somewhat — and he does so in 191 pages. I mention this because, more and more, I’m coming to the conclusion that most books are far too self-indulgent. Saul Bellow was once asked what the Adventures of Augie March was about, and he replied that it was about two hundred pages too long. How many nonfiction books stretch an idea over so many pages that it snaps?

That’s not the case here. And for something published in 1930, the Conquest of Happiness feels astonishingly up to date. Maybe that’s because humans don’t change much, and if they do it’s over longer timeframes; or maybe Russell was so intelligent and far ahead of his time that he could predict the way society would go and the tools people would need to cope.

I’m not sure. But if you’re worried about wasting time or receiving advice only relevant to your great-grandparents, don’t be.

v.

The eight causes of unhappiness that Russell identifies are Byronic unhappiness, competition, boredom and excitement, fatigue, envy, the sense of sin, persecution mania, and fear of public opinion.

The six paths to happiness are zest, affection, the family, work, impersonal interests and effort and resignation.

I won’t go through these one by one; some of them need longer treatment than I could give here, and after attacking self-indulgent authors I’m wary of becoming one myself. So instead I’ll share a few pieces of Russell’s advice, the ones that I’ve found the most useful, in the hope that this will help you conquer your own bit of happiness — and even persuade you to read the book.

vi.

Let’s start with Byronic unhappiness. If you’ve ever been a teenager, you’ll know what it is. Russell quotes a number of authors as examples, but the best one is God (/Solomon/the authors of Ecclesiastes): For in much wisdom is much grief: and he that increaseth knowledge increaseth sorrow. There’s nothing new under the sun, your work turns to dust when you die — or, worse, benefits someone else — and all is vanity.

This type of unhappiness is easy to mock. It’s an unhappiness that’s proud of itself. It’s an unhappiness with its own meme.

[image: ]

We’ve all felt this sentiment, and it’s obviously a defence against the world: when you see people enjoying simple pleasures and you’re not sure how to enjoy them too, you console yourself with the thought that those pleasures don’t really matter, that nothing really matters, that the cost of your superior wisdom is the denial of foolish joy. Which is all nonsense, of course, but it’s comforting nonsense if you’re in the right frame of mind.

Russell’s prescription for Byronic unhappiness is refreshing: ‘Go out into the world; become a pirate, a king in Borneo, a labourer in Soviet Russia; give yourself an existence in which the satisfaction of elementary physical needs will occupy all your energies.’

The Sultan of Brunei is a pretty nice gig if you can get it; but if the Sultan isn’t amenable to reason, then join a start-up; take a month off to live in the woods; change your job and see what you can earn with your hands rather than your brain; build something that will outlast you; join a political campaign that has no chance of winning but might have a longer-term impact; start a family, or, if you already have one, start a second: in other words, live a little.

Even the act of typing it out makes me feel energised. Are you saying that you can’t learn carpentry and open a business? Are you saying that you can’t take a month off to live in the woods? Are you saying that you don’t believe in any political candidate, charity, cause or organisation? Are you saying that another kid (or another wife) wouldn’t occupy your time?

This, at any rate, is what I take from the advice, and it gives me a boost every time I think about it. As the cliché goes, life is what we make of it — and this is especially true for rich westerners. We don’t have to live a life of blameless bourgeois domesticity. We can go out and start a political movement or, I don’t know, crowdfund a zoo. Whenever I remember that tomorrow is a chance to start over, literally from scratch, I’m filled with a sense of excitement and possibility.

Now of course Russell would ideally like me to go a step further, particularly if I’m full of Byronic unhappiness, and actually act on it. And once or twice in my life I have. But this won’t always be an option: you can’t keep getting rid of the Sultan and you can’t (probably) take two consecutive months off.

But actually that doesn’t matter. If the advice itself makes me happy, fills me with excitement even when I can’t act on it, reminds me that life is no more and no less than mine to do things with, then it’s a win. Kurt Vonnegut once wrote that we should live by the foma [harmless untruths] that make us brave and kind and healthy and happy; we could also live by the advice that makes us feel similarly.

vii.

Occupying our time is more of a challenge than it should be. As I just wrote, life for most rich westerners is whatever we make of it — and often we make it boring. We don’t hunt for our food, we don’t live by the sword, and we don’t fight to win mates (though I hear all three still occur in some nightclubs). This lack of excitement is a problem, according to Russell, because our history hasn’t taught us how to deal with it.

I don’t know if anyone has ever needed to be told what boredom is, but sometimes an explanation puts things into fresh perspective:

Boredom is essentially a thwarted desire for events, not necessarily pleasant ones, but just occurrences such as will enable the victim of ennui to know one day from another. The opposite of boredom, in a word, is not pleasure, but excitement.

Russell makes two points: first, boredom is everywhere, so learning to occupy yourself during slow hours is an important skill. ‘Altogether it will be found that a quiet life is characteristic of great men, and that their pleasures have not been of the sort that would look exciting to the outward eye.’ He adduces, among others, Marx in the British Library and Kant in Koenigsberg as examples. Rather than killing rabbits or picking fights, however, there are better ways to deal with boredom. Learn a new language, learn to code, learn to cook a new kind of meal, learn to take pleasure in great literature, learn to love philately. These are the impersonal interests I referred to above, and they have strong advantages: impersonal interests give lasting pleasure rather than a quick hit, and they move our thoughts away from introspection and towards extrospection. In Russell’s view, nothing is more inimical to a happy state than an endless doomscroll of your own brain.

Which leads to Russell’s second point: reconnect with the earth. It sounds ominously Californian — he capitalises the e — and Russell actually apologises in the text for appearing to use ‘mystical language’, but there’s something to it:

Many pleasures, of which we may take gambling as a good example, have in them no element of this contact with Earth. Such pleasures, in the instant when they cease, leave a man feeling dusty and dissatisfied, hungry for he knows not what.

We’ve all felt like that: sated but not satisfied. It’s an unpleasant feeling that has a simple solution: long walks in the countryside. Nature really does give you something that quick-hit activities don’t. When I return from a long walk through the countryside, I feel physically fatigued but mentally refreshed. And this seems to be a common experience. Best of all, it’s cost-free, assuming there’s a tragic commons nearby — and if it doesn’t work for you, you’ve lost nothing except a bit of time.

viii.

Another incredibly useful concept that Russell returns to again and again is mental hygiene. By this he means choosing to think about things only when there’s some benefit to thinking about them.

I know that it’s normal to claim helplessness in the face of intrusive thoughts, and I know that someone reading this will have thoughts too intrusive to be helped by a book. Indeed the idea of mental hygiene can seem almost cruel at first, like telling a thirty-year-old man on his deathbed that he should stop feeling sad and start feeling grateful for all the pleasures he got to experience in his short life.

But if you give it a chance, and practise it repeatedly, mental hygiene can work; it certainly did for me.

Most men and women are very deficient in control over their thoughts. I mean by this that they cannot cease to think about worrying topics at times when no action can be taken in regard to them. Men take their business worries to bed with them, and in the hours of the night, when they should be gaining fresh strength to cope with tomorrow’s troubles, they are going over and over again in their minds problems about which at the moment they can do nothing, thinking about them, not in a way to produce a sound line of conduct on the morrow, but in that half-insane way that characterises the troubled meditations of insomnia.

Russell isn’t telling us to adopt a foolish optimism at the prospect of life-altering troubles like financial ruin. He means only that it’s ‘quite possible to shut out the ordinary troubles of ordinary days, except while they have to be dealt with. It is amazing how much both happiness and efficiency can be increased by the cultivation of an orderly mind, which thinks about a matter adequately at the right time rather than inadequately at all times.’

How does it work? First, we need to remind ourselves that much of what we worry about is unimportant. Our work is, in the grand scheme of things, insignificant, and according to Russell thinking otherwise is a telltale sign of an approaching nervous breakdown. Whether we succeed or fail at one particular task or at one particular moment during the earth’s 4.5 billion years really shouldn’t matter to us: it absolutely doesn’t matter to others. Most people spend exactly zero time reflecting on our failures; why should we do any different?

Once we’ve grasped that most of our worries are unimportant, we need to imprint that fact on our subconscious. This involves a technique many therapists use. Take something that’s worrying you, think about the worst possible outcomes — deeply and fully — then give yourself realistic and rational reasons for believing that those outcomes aren’t actually so awful, and that you have the tools to cope should they occur. At worst, ‘nothing that happens to oneself has any cosmic importance’:

When you have looked for some time steadily at the worst possibility and have said to yourself with real conviction, ‘Well, after all, that would not matter so very much’, you will find that your worry diminishes to a quite extraordinary extent.

Repeat this process until the worry is overcome. And then return to your worry only when thinking about it has some benefit.

Are you sceptical? I was. The whole thing reminds me of a book that I think was by pop-hypnotist Paul McKenna. He interviewed various billionaires and CEOs, including Richard Branson, and asked them what they’d do if they lost all their money today: almost every one of them said, quite calmly, that they’d simply start the process of making it back tomorrow.

When I first read this I thought it was just bravado, but now I’m less certain. Maybe the loss of everything is a contingency that successful people think about a lot. And maybe, in assessing this contingency, which is one of the worst possible outcomes for them, they realise that losing money doesn’t mean losing IQ points or skills. And maybe they have it imprinted on their subconscious that the cosmic significance of losing everything is zero, and at worst what can be done once can be done again.

Whether or not my analysis of those billionaires is correct, the concept of mental hygiene has helped me enormously. I use it to snap myself out of thinking about worries when nothing can be done about them — and I return to them only when action is possible.

In fact, even when I’m not willing to snap myself out of bad thought patterns, just having a concept called mental hygiene makes me think: oh, okay, it’s possible to fix this stuff, even if I don’t want to do so right now. And when I remember that — poof, the worries disappear. This is obviously not the correct way to go about achieving mental hygiene, but it works. And placebos that work without requiring you to abandon a rational view of the world shouldn’t be dismissed.

ix.

We all have a sense of sin, including those of us who aren’t religious. Our own particular sense of sin may be caused by having a one-night stand, or by starting to smoke again, or by telling a lie; whatever the cause, it often comes to the fore when we’re drunk or sad.

If you’ve felt it, this vague sense of sin, then you’ll know it’s not about doing something illegal or even unethical; it’s not necessarily about doing anything at all. Occasionally it’s what we don’t do that makes us feel like we’ve sinned against our upbringing or our morals. And if you’re like me, this feeling makes you reassess your entire life, which you discover to your horror is empty and immoral and disgusting, and you then make various resolutions to live a more monkish existence.

Before reading Russell’s book I would tend to let this feeling take over. Surely the best cure for sin is to punish yourself with guilt. But Russell points out that guilt is mostly unproductive. And in any case there’s no reason to believe that what we think about ourselves in our lowest moments is an accurate picture of who we are. It’s just as likely that what we think about ourselves in our most confident moments is a truer representation.

The point is not to deprive yourself of the motivation to be a better person and live a better life. The point is to make sure your motivation comes from the right place; the point is to make sure your view of yourself doesn’t come from a low moment.

What I suggest is that a man should make up his mind with emphasis as to what he rationally believes [about himself], and should never allow contrary irrational beliefs to pass unchallenged or obtain a hold over him, however brief. This is a question of reasoning with himself in those moments in which he is tempted to become infantile, but the reasoning, if it is sufficiently emphatic, may be very brief. The time involved, therefore, should be negligible.

If you have acted contrary to your wishes or your morals, don’t indulge in pointless guilt:

The rational man will regard his own undesirable acts as he regards those of others, as acts produced by certain circumstances, and to be avoided either by a fuller realisation that they are undesirable, or, where this is possible, by avoidance of the circumstances that caused them.

A sense of sin is ‘abject’ and destroys self-respect, and how many people lacking in self-respect go on to be well-adjusted humans?

This is similar to mental hygiene. Choosing to wallow in guilt is as unhealthy as choosing to wallow in problems when nothing can be done about them. And again, if you put the effort in, many of us can overcome these obstacles and live happier lives.

x.

The final piece of advice I want to mention isn’t really advice at all. It’s an almost casual statement, buried deep in the book, that ended up having a big impact on me.

When I was a teenager, I decided that (as a male) I’d like long bleached-blond hair. It was intended as a tribute to the rockstars whose ranks I was set to imminently join. But in the painfully conformist town where I lived, this caused difficulty, even anger and threats of violence. I'm sure you’ve seen or experienced something similar. People who dress differently or fail to be standard in some way often make normal people feel uncomfortable, irritated, sometimes driven to violence.

I never understood this reaction. And then I read Bertrand Russell:

Conventional people are roused to fury by departures from convention, largely because they regard such departures as a criticism of themselves.

Twenty-one words was all it took to change my life. And I read this long after the bleach (and most of my hair) had left. The words didn’t change my life because I finally understood why people were angry with me; they changed my life because I had another tool to stop myself feeling irritated and angry — I had another tool to make myself happier.

We live in a society that has gone through many changes in living memory, from the acceptance of homosexuality to gay marriage to trans stuff to antiracism and on and on. I don’t want to get into a debate on any of it here, but I will say that sometimes, as a human with many flaws, some of it makes me uncomfortable. I’m not saying I'm right to feel that way or even that the feeling is excusable; I’m just saying that I have the feeling. And one of the ways I stop myself getting irritated by certain changes or claims is to examine my true emotions on the subject. Do I really think a certain way of life is bad for society? Do I really think the 0.0000000001% of people it applies to are genuinely tearing our moral fabric to shreds? Or does it make me feel insecure because my gut reaction is to see different lifestyles as a criticism of mine?

More often than not, it’s the latter. And once I’ve recognised it’s the latter, my feelings of anger or irritation just fade away.

You might be more progressive than I am, or you might be younger than I am, in which case you probably don’t need this tool to get over an irritation that doesn’t exist. But who knows, it might be helpful in your life elsewhere.

The only ultimate cure for this evil is, however, an increase of toleration on the part of the public. The best way to increase toleration is to multiply the number of individuals who enjoy real happiness and do not therefore find their chief pleasure in the infliction of pain upon their fellow men.

xi.

One of the reasons I enjoy Russell’s popular work is because it feels like there’s nothing riding on it. There weren’t any podcasts he was dying to be a guest on, there weren’t any awards he was hoping to win, there wasn’t a kind of fame that he didn’t already have or wasn’t on the way to having.

The Conquest of Happiness in particular appears to have been conceived and written because Russell developed some methods that had helped him to increase his own happiness, and he wanted to share them in case they helped someone else do the same.

That’s not a bad reason to write a book, and it’s a pretty good reason to read it. So why not add it to your antilibrary? You’ll get to spend some time in the company of a very pleasant author, and anything you get above and beyond that is a bonus.




“The Constitution of Liberty” by Friedrich Von Hayek

“A Communist should not be given tenure.”

Picture yourself at a British Conservative Party meeting in the mid 1970’s. You are currently the Opposition Party and your beloved island is in trouble, besieged by high inflation, high unemployment and unending waves of leather-clad moshing punk rockers. And everything your fellow Tories seem to be able to do against calamity and dismay is to drone unendingly about how the party must follow a “middle path”, a moderate course, a compromise with the loathed enemy, the unholy Labour Party, in order to survive.

But not all Tories are hopeless communist-loving wimps with tenure. Margaret Thatcher is there in her signature plate armor and cloak, and she pulls out a flaming book from her iron briefcase and holds it up dramatically in the air. It’s Friedrich von Hayek’s “The Constitution of Liberty” and as you’re squinting your eyes trying to read the title through all the smoke she slams it on the table, saying “This is what we believe!”

You then all cheer, pull out your heirloom swords with cool names like “Athens & Jerusalem” or “Souldrinker” and proceed to go on a rampage through inflating town and unemployed countryside, winning the general election, deregulating the financial sector, turning punk into well-coiffed New Wave, privatizing everything that moves and busting unions like they’re little grapes between the fingers of the terrifying Iron Lady, of whom legend said that not by the hand of any man would she fall. She was in fact only destroyed many years later, during the Battle of the Pelennor Fields, when Eowyn, shieldmaiden and daughter of the House of Eorl, plunged her sword into the dark depths of Thatcher’s helmet, banishing her from Middle Earth forever.

I. Hayek’s Metaphysics: The Organic Model of the World

This introduction is not meant to reveal my accurate knowledge of British History but my political bias (Third-wave Tolkienist), which is very large, and the influence Hayek’s thought had on the political right, which is somehow even larger. It is extremely rare for an intellectual to get to see his contemporaries trying to turn his ideas into actual policy and succeeding. However, in his Constitution of Liberty Hayek does not claim to be bringing a ready-made political program to reshape society. He is 100% not doing that later in the book I swear you guys. He in fact claims to very much dislike ready-made political programs that reshape society. He calls “constructivism” to that intellectual tradition, rational and speculative, which Hayek identifies as typically French and therefore abominable, “aimed at the rational construction of an Utopia, which has often been tried but never successfully”. It of course goes by many names, often even outside of France: High Modernism, Prometheism, Positivism, Technocracy. Paulo Freire even called it “Necrophilia”, for its love of dead forms. The recurring children of Plato’s Republic or, as Vladimir Nabokov put it, “turning the globe into five million square miles of terror, stupidity, and barbed wire”. What dooms constructivist pursuits is Goodhart’s Law: When a measure becomes a target, it ceases to be a good measure_._ The world is way too complex and you can’t calculate everything you want to calculate, even if you had a quantum computer refrigerated by an enslaved assortment of Ice-type Pokemons.

What Hayek does bring is an impersonal method to evaluate political programs and hopefully stop overconfident guys with hammers and sickles who try to hammer and sickle everything until it fits into the shapes that they see in their dreams of balalaikas and borscht. His is the English avatar of the theory of Liberty, empirical and unsystematic, based on an interpretation of traditions and institutions which spontaneously grow up and are imperfectly understood. The sharpest difference between the two schools of thought is in their understanding of human nature. The rationalistic design theories are based on the assumption of the individual human’s propensity for rational action and their natural intelligence and goodness. The antirationalist camp is here close to the Christian notion of the fallibility and sinfulness of man. A lazy, indolent, improvident and wasteful creature that only by the force of circumstances can be made to behave like the homo oeconomicus of rationalism (introduced into the English tradition only by John Stuart Mill during his francophile beret-wearing phase). It’s an argument from humility: we must recognize the limits of human capabilities. Hayek:

“All political theories assume, of course, that most individuals are very ignorant. Those who plead for liberty differ from the rest in that they include among the ignorant themselves as well as the wisest.”

Hayek’s claim is that when we see a successful institution or system which appears to be the brilliant design of some illuminated one, what we’re actually seeing is the result of an organic process analogous to evolution: The undirected accumulation of tactical responses by different agents to environmental pressures and random accidents which cohere into whatever works given the circumstances.

Therefore, the longer an institution or a tradition has been around, the less likely we are to build an alternative which immediately works at the same level of working. These long-standing institutions frequently are successful for reasons we either don’t understand completely or that we have trouble explaining in coherent terms because they are written in COBOL and the guys who knew COBOL all retired or died. For a historical example, Plato built an academy in Athens in order to systematically train philosophers, but he himself was a creature of the city of Athens, which was not built to train philosophers and instead was built to be a haven for ephebophiles. Tradition ascribed the founding of Athens to Theseus, son of Poseidon, but that’s a mythical figure, as the “son of Poseidon” should suggest. It doesn’t matter if there was an actual king of Athens named Theseus in some distant past, the Athens we get to see in historical records and produced philosophers like they were pornographic vases most likely owes exactly nothing to Theseus’ magnificence or lack thereof.

So although this is an institutional model of History, it does not care about the founders. It’s not a “Great Man” Theory of History, where exceptional and rare individuals shape the course of History with their programming skills. Hayek says that the more civilized we become, the more relatively ignorant each individual is about the facts and mechanics on which the functioning of civilization rests. Compared to the sum total of knowledge, the difference between the wisest person and the dumbest is negligible. What he calls “The western institutions of liberty” are adaptations to that ignorance, they deal with probabilities instead of certainties.

And although respecting tradition tends to be a conservative position, Hayek was not a conservative. He even added an essay at the end of this book titled “Why I’m not a conservative” to emphasize that point. A conservative would be someone who thinks that every further societal change is more likely to make things worse than they already are, and therefore should be avoided whenever possible. To Hayek’s evolutionary mindset, a conservative is always on the losing side of a constantly changing History:

“Conservatism by its very nature cannot offer an alternative to the direction in which we are moving. It may succeed by its resistance to current tendencies in slowing down undesirable developments, but, since it does not indicate another direction, it cannot prevent their

continuance. The tug of war between conservatives and progressives can only affect the speed, not the direction, of contemporary developments”

And, more fundamentally, “it can probably be said that the conservative does not object to coercion or arbitrary power so long as it is used for what he regards as the right purposes.”

The single most important thing for Hayek is to combat coercion or arbitrary power. His goal is “to free the process of spontaneous growth from the obstacles and encumbrances that human folly has erected.”

As a metaphysical Model of the World, this process of organic growth is similar to Daoism, a concept generally translated as “The Course of Nature” or “The Way”. This is very different from the Christian idea of a political universe ruled by God the Monarch. The world is a huge organism without a boss and without agency and no organism has truly a boss or truly agency. In the West we usually think of the head as ruling the rest of the body, but daoists argue that it may well be that the stomach is king, and the head’s function is to help it get stuff to digest. There are counter-arguments to this, but the bottom line is that outside of Futurama or Empedocles’ theories, it is very hard to see a head living in a jar without a stomach. They go together. An organism develops everywhere at the same time and there is no will guiding the process. Just like men, The Course of Nature is lazy, indolent, improvident and wasteful. If it seems to be submerged in a sea of frantic activity it’s only because it is doing the impossible in order to get to do nothing later. This desire is metaphorical, because it has no governing Will as such. It coordinates by itself and all together like an ordered anarchy. Daoist’s go-to metaphor for government is the frying of fish. If you mess with the fish too much while it’s frying, you tear it apart.

However, Hayek was also not an anarchist. A complete laissez faire would be way to Utopian and, worse, way to French. Locke, Hume, Smith and Burke knew “better than most of their later critics that it was not some sort of magic but the evolution of well-constructed institutions where the rules and principles of contending interests and compromised advantages would be reconciled, that had successfully channeled individual efforts to socially beneficial aims.”

This argument, according to Hayek, accounts both for the proper functions of the state and for the limits of state action. At the same time he didn’t like the word “libertarian” to describe his politics because to him it sounded somewhat artificial, so at parties he introduced himself as an “Old Whig, like Edmund Burke. You know, the guy who thought the French Revolution was silly and they should all go home”.

“In its pure form it is represented in the United States, not by the radicalism of Jefferson,

nor by the conservatism of Hamilton or even of John Adams, but by the ideas of James Madison, the "Father of the Constitution”.”

But that does not mean he wanted to go back to the end of the eighteenth century. He has his own Constitution of Liberty to father. The book has three parts. The first one deals with Liberty as a concept. What does it mean and why do we want it? It’s about Ethics, Anthropology and various social theories. The second part is about Rule of Law and jurisprudence, the western institutions which according to Hayek constitute and guarantee Liberty. And in the third part he goes into how those ideas fit into particular policy cases and how the same goals pursued by different methods may serve or destroy Liberty.

II. On Liberty

William Burroughs said that when you’re in college 80% of your arguments are about semantics, and that is why this review is so long. ¿What do you mean by “Socialism”? ¿The collective ownership of the means of production, distribution and exchange? ¿A large welfare state? ¿The preferred melanin percentage on the skin of a mermaid? ¿And what do you mean by “Liberty”? This is not nitpicking. Without the specific meaning clear, you should treat Liberty or any such abstractions as you would the "stable" in "stablecoin" or the "organic" in "organic food". Just a marketing tool used to evoke positive associations completely divorced from the way the word is actually used.

Hayek uses “Liberty” interchangeably with “Freedom” to mean “independence of the arbitrary will of another”. This is a very specific kind of freedom. For example, it doesn’t always necessarily mean “Political Freedom”, because that's the concept operating at the collective level, not at the individual level. You could be part of a society which doesn’t let you vote in elections because you’re a foreigner or a minor or a woman and yet be individually free in the Hayekian sense if you’re a protected member of the community, immune from arbitrary arrest, you can work in whatever trade you like, own property and you can move around freely. However, the right to vote or any amount of comfort or luxury don’t make you individually free if you are at the mercy of your master’s whims.

It also has nothing to do with metaphysical freedom, whether Free Will exists or whether all of our actions are predetermined. It does not matter exactly why you made the choice you made or if the choice was the right one, it only matters that you made it without the coercion of another person. Hayek also warns against the metaphorical uses of the word “freedom” to describe the ability to fly like Goku or to bend reality at your whim like a god or a writer who’s out of ideas.

This means that you can be free even if nature can force you to do something, you can be free even if the law can force you to do something but you’re not free if some guy with a bludgeon or an official sounding title like “husband” can force you to do something. This last one would be coercion. By “Coercion” Hayek means “the control of the environment or circumstances of a person by another such that, if he wants to avoid a greater evil, he is forced to act not according to his own coherent plan but to serve the ends of another.”

This is similar to Emmanuel Levinas definition of Violence:

“Violence does not consist so much in injuring and annihilating persons as interrupting their continuity, making them play roles in which they no longer recognize themselves, making them betray not only commitments but their own substance, making them carry out actions that will destroy every possibility for action. It establishes an order from which no one can keep his distance, nothing henceforth is exterior.“

This includes fraud and deception, though Hayek doesn’t really have a word to cover the whole combination. Social norms such as people not inviting me to parties or conversing with me if I refuse to be polite do not count as coercion. Neither if a producer or dealer refuses to supply me with the drugs I want except at their price. Hayek likes these conventions because they secure a curtain minimum of uniformity of conduct that assists individual efforts more than it impedes them. In what way? Having these kinds of rules release you from having to stop and think about what to do or what to say in certain common situations. A standardized greeting, standard way of giving condolences to people at funerals and so on.

Hayek notices that frequently the only way to avoid coercion is through more coercion, and therefore some amount of coercion is always going to be present in society. But that amount can be reduced substantially by the proper institutions, such as impersonal laws. The “Impersonal” refers to nobody in particular, as opposed to, say, commanding a certain status within a society which concedes you privileges. What laws do is set up the specific conditions under which you can be coerced. If the laws are not directed against particular individuals and are known to all, then you can avoid coercion by operating within the framework. So to be coerced you’d have to put yourself voluntarily in a position where you know you’re going to be coerced. In Critical Legal Theory, this is called the “look at how she was dressed” principle, and it does not contemplate systemic factors which induced the coercion (because they don’t count as coercion themselves since they’re just impersonal notions) or any previous instances of coercion which led you to put yourself in the coercivable position you found yourself in, because in a free society they would presumably never happen.

The ideal laws for Hayek are ones which seem as unbreakable as the laws of nature. Therefore, “freedom has never worked without deeply ingrained moral beliefs and coercion can be reduced to a minimum only where individuals can be expected as a rule to conform voluntarily to certain principles”. You don’t need external coercion if you coerce yourself. This is why Hayek rejects imposed systems over ones which are formalizations or clarifications of existing traditions, which have evolved over time along with the selective elimination of less suitable conduct. More harm and misery have been caused by men determined to use coercion to stamp out a moral evil than by men intent on doing evil. Ruthless pursuit of Justice is unjust, ruthless pursuit of health is unhealthy and ruthless pursuit of freedom leaves you in bondage. Worthy of note here is that “Evil” as a metaphysical force does not really exist in the organic model of the world. It has no Satan because it has no differentiated parts which can become satanic and rebel against the whole.

What distinguishes a free from an unfree society is that in the former each individual has a recognized private sphere clearly distinct from the public sphere, and the private individual cannot be ordered about but is expected to obey only the rules which are equally applicable to all. So, while liberty is compatible with not being able to do something (because there’s a law against it, for example) it does not exist if you need permission from someone for most of what you can do. One is the condition where everything that is not explicitly forbidden is allowed and the other is the condition where everything that is not explicitly allowed is forbidden. Particular liberties (as in civil liberties) only appear when Capital L Liberty is missing. Liberty is a totality, not a historical accumulation of privileges and permissions. It’s not like there is a Liberty stat you can max by being allowed to do more stuff, you either are free or you aren’t.

It may very well be that some people don’t care about this type of Absolute Freedom, and feel like it’s a no-brainer to cede it to someone with a particularly big bludgeon in exchange for some amount of bludgeon-sponsored comfort or luxury. Or maybe this Freedom annoys you more than it benefits you. It is possible to be free and miserable at the same time. Hayek’s answer is that Liberty is desirable in general even if people don’t take advantage of it. Liberty is valuable in part because it allows the possibility of happy accidents which turn out to be positive changes for society. He of course realizes that not every accident is necessarily going to be for the better. Liberty is only Liberty if we don’t know how it’s gonna turn out or even what are all of the possibilities. But he argues that in a free society people are going to generally be better equipped to respond creatively to accidents and challenges (which are inevitable even in the tightest of unfree societies).

The other benefit will be obvious to people who play a lot of games. If you’re playing against a fixed set of rules, a known system, you can eventually figure out how to bend that system to your advantage within the rules, at least until the developers release a new patch. I mean, until the legislators pass a new law. And in some cases, if there’s not another player actively opposing you, you win by default. You can speedrun through life optimizing to get whatever you care about and not worry about it all coming crashing down at the whim of someone else.

If you think that if one of the advantages of a Free Society is to benefit people who are actively trying to break and exploit it then that sounds like it would very quickly create a hugely unequal hierarchy with the most obsessive power gamers at the top then Hayek agrees, but says that not doing it leads to racism:

“There can be little question that, from the point of view of society, the art of turning one's capacity to good account, the skill of discovering the most effective use of one's gift, is perhaps the most useful of all; but too much resourcefulness of this kind is not uncommonly frowned upon, and an advantage gained over those of equal general capacity by a more successful exploitation of concrete circumstances is regarded as unfair. In many societies an "aristocratic" tradition that stems from the conditions of action in an organizational hierarchy with assigned tasks and duties, a tradition that has often been developed by people whose privileges have freed them from the necessity of giving others what they want, represents it as nobler to wait until one's gifts are discovered by others, while only religious or ethnic minorities in a hard struggle to rise have deliberately cultivated this kind of resourcefulness (best described by the German term Findigkeit)—and are generally disliked for that reason. The successful use of this entrepreneurial capacity (and, in discovering the best use of our abilities, we are all entrepreneurs) is the most highly rewarded activity in a free society, while whoever leaves to others the task of finding some useful means of employing his capacities must be content with a smaller reward”

Which leads us to…

III. Hayek’s defense of Inequality.

When people defend Inequality they usually do it through meritocratic arguments. Society is unequal because some people just work harder than others and so they are rewarded for their efforts. And leftists argue back that a lot of people work hard, and yet they get nothing for it. But Hayek’s is not an argument based on meritocracy or Protestant Work Ethics. He claims that Inequality is as inevitable in a free society as is inherently good.

He starts by distinguishing between “Value” and “Merit”. Merit is not a matter of the objective outcome but of subjective effort. You can spend every waking moment of your life doing something that is worthless or a failure or you may discover Penicillin completely by accident.

“The attempt to achieve a valuable result may be highly meritorious but a complete failure, and full success may be entirely the result of accident and thus without merit. If we know that a man has done his best, we will often wish to see him rewarded irrespective of the result; and if we know that a most valuable achievement is almost entirely due to luck or favorable circumstances, we will give little credit to the author.”

Hayek says that there is way too much we don’t know so as to accurately judge how meritorious an action is, and therefore we can only look at how valuable are the results.

“And we cannot expect to attract those best qualified for speculative efforts such as scientific research or any type of exploration into the unknown [artistic or economical or any unknown] unless we give the successful ones all the credit or gain, though many others may have striven as meritoriously.”

In first place, he argues, inequality is important because the possibility of getting to be among the chosen ones incentivizes speculative endeavors which accelerate progress. So, a bunch of competent maximizers or random idiots discover world-changing technologies by meritorious action or entirely by accident and get stupidly rich. Now what? Well, presumably these people will want to do something with their giant pools full of money and that’s the other reason Hayek says inequality is inherently good.

If you redistribute the money, then there is a big coordination problem if you want to re-pool it towards a big society improving project. If you let someone just have it all, they can go ahead with their project without having to convince people who are afraid of the inevitable future.

“The leadership of individuals or groups who can back their beliefs financially is particularly essential in the field of cultural amenities, in the fine arts, in education and research, in the preservation of natural beauty and historic treasures, and, above all, in the propagation of new ideas in politics, morals, and religion. If minority views are to have a chance to become majority views, it is necessary not only that men who are already highly esteemed by the majority should be able to initiate action but that representatives of all divergent views and tastes should be in a position to support with their means and their energy ideals which are not yet shared by the majority. The existence of individuals and groups simultaneously observing partially different rules provides the opportunity for the selection of the more effective ones.”

For example, a billionaire can host a martial arts tournament in her private island and clone the winner into an army powerful enough to confront the other billionaire who built Bible-like angels so he could mint NFTs for the multiple eyes and flaming swords. Pools of wealth then are for Hayek like Petri dishes or isolated pacific islands where new life forms can evolve without interference from the wider world. He doesn’t necessarily say that rich people are inherently smarter, as marsupials aren't superior life forms over ungulates. Billionaires can produce stupid ideas just as prolifically as state committees, but we can’t really know in advance. You could very well choose who gets to push their crazy ideas by a lottery and, in fact, as Hayek dismisses meritocratic arguments for wealth, it’s often a lottery who gets to be rich. However:

“The selection through inheritance from parents has at least the advantage (even if we

do not take into account the probability of inherited ability) that those who are given the special opportunity will usually have been educated for it and will have grown up in an environment in which the material benefits of wealth have become familiar and, because they are taken for granted, have ceased to be the main source of satisfaction. The grosser pleasures in which the newly rich often indulge have usually no attraction for those who have inherited wealth. If there is any validity in the contention that the process of social ascent should sometimes extend through several generations, and if we admit that some people should not have to devote most of their energies to earning a living but should have the time and means to devote themselves to whatever purpose they choose, then we cannot deny that inheritance is probably the best means of selection known to us.”

The other advantage of having dynasties of rich people is that they also function as the most annoying customers which accidentally improve products and services for everyone else:

“All classes there [in Britain] had profited from the fact that a rich class with old traditions had demanded products of a quality and taste unsurpassed elsewhere and that Britain, in consequence, came to supply the rest of the world. British leadership has gone with the disappearance of the class whose style of living the others imitated.”

Hayek’s notion of Inequality is not really a defense of the rich, it’s specifically a defense of aristocracy as a distinct class from both the commoners and the nouveau riche with tacky taste for mass culture. The “mass” here refers not to the size of the audience but to the fact that everyone experiences culture at the same time. So it sucks not because the mob is composed of brick-headed apes, but because of a concept the spiciest people in media studies call “syncretic diversity”. People are more alike in their stupid, vulgar and lascivious interests than in their refined, moral or intelligent ones. A factory worker may be a fan of Stravinsky and their boss may prefer Schoenberg, but everyone likes butts so mass culture is made of butts.

Hayek’s pointer is to José Ortega y Gasset’s book The Revolt of the Masses, in which it is described how the mass-man señorito satisfecho takes over the spaces political and cultural which used to belong to the elite.

“The almost complete disappearance of this class—and the absence of it in most parts of the United States—has produced a situation in which the propertied class, now almost exclusively a business group, lacks intellectual leadership and even a coherent and defensible philosophy of life. A wealthy class that is in part a leisured class will be interspersed with more than the average proportion of scholars and statesmen, literary figures and artists.”

He believed the world needed an upper class to transmit knowledge and define society’s values through the generations. In a broadly egalitarian society with enough resources for all, the upper class would disappear. This is not a question strictly of money, of not enough stuff to go around. The whole point is that not everyone can be an aristocrat. It is inherently exclusionary. Hayek loves aristocracy so much that he drops his love for freedom in order to support it:

“There can be no doubt that in history unfree majorities have benefited from the existence of free minorities and that today unfree societies benefit from what they obtain and learn from free societies.”

As for the “Institutions of Liberty”, Aristotle says in his Politics that the same identical institutions are present in both a Democratic city and an Oligarchic city. The difference is that in the second one only the members of certain families can man the institutions. So you can sorta keep your democratic cake and have the aristocrats eat it too.

The other leading economist of the 20th century, John Maynard Keynes, hung out with that British aristocracy of refined taste Hayek is praising. He was part of the Bloomsbury group, an association of intellectuals like Virginia Woolf and E.M. Forster, who gathered to discuss art and philosophy and pansexuality. They could only do all this because their status shielded them from the illegality of all the sexual exploration that they were doing. Like the Pacific Islands of innovation Hayek argued for, but with kinky koalas.

According to Zachary D. Carter’s book on Keynes “The Price of Peace”, Hayek shared with Keynes a love for elite culture, but what Hayek believed could be achieved only through inequality, Keynes and his lovers believed could be accomplished through education. If the common man could teach himself to appreciate a symphony or a pansexual orgy, so, too, could he be taught to wield power responsibly.

Hayek’s answer is that “Progress at such a fast rate cannot proceed on a uniform front but must take place in echelon fashion, with some far ahead of the rest.” And it is only because aristocrats try weird stuff first that some version of it can be optimized and scaled so as to be accessible to the rest of society.

H.G. Wells in “The Fate of Man” says that the British achieved peak oligarchy in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, when the upper classes started conceiving themselves as jacked-up Roman patricians and became ashamed of being the illiterate feudal rulers they’ve been so far. But by the time liberalism became a thing, Revolutions and the possibility of more Revolutions had terrified them into looking at every new idea as automatically dangerous and subversive. Their cultural output then becomes mostly concerned with patterns for the careers they wanted their kids to follow: memoirs, biographies and autobiographies, collections of letters and speeches, and their worldly interests shrink to shooting stuff, fly-fishing, garden cultivation, bird watching and self-preservation. There’s nothing inherently wrong with bird watching, until you remember that these lives of bird watching are only possible on the back of a huge colonial empire and a domestic landscape of Dickensian factories.

So maybe both Keynes and Hayek overestimate the creative power and value of elite culture. We often see in the arts that the most new and exciting stuff comes not from the established, rich center but from the poor margins. But let’s say this is not true, and that an elite culture with high standards for their consumer preferences developed from birth and their passing down of traditions is enough to justify social inequality. How do you stop this creative minority from becoming oppressive? Rich people can lobby to get the laws that they want, can’t they? How do you stop them from building a social system such that they’re shielded from suffering the consequences of their most oppressive actions? The answer, says Hayek, is a Constitution of Liberty.

IV. The Constitution

According to Hayek, this Hobbesian conception of sovereignty (that some person or body of persons has complete freedom to impose upon the rest whatever laws it likes), springs from a false rationalism that conceives of an autonomous and self-determining reason, and overlooks the fact that all rational thought moves within a non-rational framework of beliefs and institutions.

“Constitutionalism means that all power rests on the understanding that it will be exercised according to commonly accepted principles, that the persons on whom power is conferred are selected because it is thought that they are most likely to do what is right, not in order that whatever they do you should be right. It rests, in the last resort, on the understanding that power is ultimately not a physical fact but a state of opinion which makes people obey.”

The fundamental distinction between a constitution (even this Constitution of Liberty) and ordinary laws is similar to that between laws in general and their application by the courts to a particular case: “as in deciding concrete cases the judge is bound by general rules, so the legislature in making particular laws is bound by the more general principles of the constitution”. If this is not so, then the great majority of the so-called laws will rather be instructions issued by the state to its servants concerning the manner in which they are to direct the apparatus of government and the means which are at their disposal.

Stripped of all its husks, liberalism in the Hayekian sense is just Constitutionalism, which can be interpreted as “a government of laws and not of men.” The problem with being governed by men, says Hayek, even good and competent men (whatever that may mean) is that since our minds are so restricted in capacity and our intellect so limited, the pursuit of our immediate aims is bound to violate rules of conduct which we would nevertheless wish to see generally observed. Our immediate purposes will always loom large, and we will tend to sacrifice long-term advantages to them. The idea that each conflict, in law or in morals, should be so decided as would seem most expedient to somebody who could comprehend all the consequences of that decision involves the denial of the necessity of any rules. Only a society of omniscient individuals could give each person “complete liberty to weigh every particular action on general utilitarian grounds”.

Rule of Law is a concept which can trace its origins back to Aristotle. He said the persons holding supreme power “should be appointed only guardians and servants of the law” and that “he who would place supreme power in mind, would place it in God and the laws”. When John Locke deals with the concept, his practical problem is how power, whoever exercises it, can be prevented from becoming arbitrary.

The rule of law is therefore not a rule of the law, but a rule concerning what the law ought to be, a meta-legal doctrine or a political idea meant to constrain the monarch or the legislature. The law becomes an instrument of oppression when it takes the form of commands emanating from the legislative authority. A command determines the action to be performed and leaves those to whom it is addressed no chance to use their own knowledge or follow their own predilections. “The action performed according to such commands serves exclusively the purposes of him who has issued it”. An ideal law, to Hayek, provides merely additional information to be taken into account in the decision of the actor. It works with causes and consequences, the closer to a deterministic system the better. Hayek says that lawyers, concerned mainly with litigation, are apt to consider laws as more flexible than they actually are. They normally have to deal with cases in which the outcome is uncertain. But the degree of the certainty of the law must be judged by the disputes which do not lead to litigation because the outcome is practically certain as soon as the legal position is examined. It is the cases that never come before the courts, not those that do, that are the measure of the certainty of the law. However, a specific end, a concrete result to be achieved, can never be a law. Here Hayek opposes the legal school called “jurisprudence of interest”, which interprets law trying to figure out which interests it was meant to promote.

Any meta-legal doctrine will be effective only insofar as the legislator feels bound by it. In a democracy this means that it will not prevail unless it forms part of the moral tradition of the community, a common ideal shared and unquestioningly accepted by the majority. The possession of even the most perfectly drawn up legal code, says Hayek, “does not insure that certainty which the rule of law demands; and it therefore provides no substitute for a deeply rooted tradition.”

Writing in the 1950s, Hayek said that the English had built the Bentley of Laws (their common law) but had crashed it trying to drive on rationally planned French roads.

“there seems to exist at least a prima facie conflict between the ideal of the rule of law and a system of case law. The extent to which under an established system of case law the judge actually creates law may not be greater than under a system of codified law. But the explicit recognition that jurisdiction as well as legislation is the source of law, though in accord with the evolutionary theory underlying the British tradition, tends to obscure the distinction between the creation and the application of law. And it is a question whether the much praised flexibility of the common law, which has been favorable to the evolution of the rule of law so long as that was the accepted political ideal, may not also mean less resistance to the tendencies undermining it, once that vigilance which is needed to keep liberty alive disappears.”

His hope for the future lies in the LAND OF THE FREE, and he thinks America should follow a German example, but of course not just any German example. Germany is, after all, dangerously close to France. The German conception of the Rechtsstaat (Legal State) is the direct result of the old ideal of the rule of law, but where the chief agency to be restrained is an elaborate administrative apparatus (such as the one that developed in America) rather than a monarch or a legislative body. The other, Frenchier, German movements which operated against the Rechtsstaat that Hayek warns against were legal positivism, historicism, the "free law" school, and the aforementioned school of jurisprudence of interest.

Mainly concerned with criminal law, Free Law means that the judge can do whatever the hell he wants. We rely not on fixed rules but on his “sense of justice” to decide on individual cases. Hayek says this is a highway towards the arbitrariness of the totalitarian state. Historicism claimed to recognize necessary laws of historical development and to be able to derive from there which institutions were appropriate to the existing situation. But the biggest threat is the Hobbesian school of legal positivism. The opposite of Natural Law. A “law” would be that which merely states that whatever a certain authority does should be legal. “Thus the Rechtsstaat becomes an extremely formal concept, and an attribute of all states, even a despotic one. There are no possible limits to the power of the legislator, and there are no so-called fundamental liberties; and any attempt to deny to an arbitrary despotism the character of a legal order represents nothing but the naivete and presumption of natural-law thinking."  In short, every single tenet of the traditional conception of the rule of law is represented as a metaphysical superstition and might makes right.

Hayek says that the observation of the rule of law is a necessary, but not yet a sufficient, condition for the satisfactory working of a free economy and society. But the important point is that all coercive action of government must be unambiguously determined by a permanent legal framework which enables the individual to plan with a degree of confidence and which reduces human uncertainty as much as possible.

“If the known necessity of paying a certain amount in taxes becomes the basis of all my plans, if a period of military service is a foreseeable part of my career, then I can follow a general plan of life of my own making and am as independent of the will of another person as men have learned to be in society.”

Now, the reason Hayek associates the rational intellectual tradition with France is that the French State was very preoccupied from a very early stage with pacifying and unifying a vast territory that was home to people of different religions, who spoke different languages, used different units of measure and even had different legal systems. With previous empires there usually was an official language, official law and an official religion, but these empires never had the state capacity to even attempt to uproot completely the various local practices without just murdering everybody. Note that the point of having an empire is to have people working for you and not die unless it is providing military service. Even the Spanish Empire at the height of its powers couldn’t stop its various subjugated peoples from speaking Basque, Catalan, Quechua, Nahuatl, Guarani and so on. And when the British began their own global empire, they started facing the same problems as the French, among them, having to enforce their evolved common law over people for whom it was not common law. So, unless every country adopts the model of a fanatically murderous nation-state over a more profitable multicultural empire or hegemony, then it is very hard to think of the explicitly western rule of law as a government of laws and not of men.

In the school of positive law there is no difference between an “evolved system of law” and a “rationally planned law”. They are the same thing: people dealing with their circumstances as it seems best to them.

V. The Welfare State

You would think that one of the intellectual fathers of Thatcherism would absolutely despise the welfare state, but you would be wrong. Hayek says that a government that is comparatively inactive but does the wrong things may do much more to cripple the forces of a market economy than one that is more concerned with economic affairs but confines itself to actions which assist the spontaneous forces of the economy. For starters,“Welfare State” does not really designate a definite system, but could refer to varying degrees of state intervention in a bunch of different areas. Some of them are favorable to a free society, some of them unfavorable. Hayek is also not opposed to taxes in general. He thought there was undeniably a wide field for non-coercive activities of government and that there is a clear need for financing them by taxation. Basically, anything that is socially desirable but does not turn a profit.

“All modern governments have made provision for the indigent, unfortunate, and disabled and have concerned themselves with questions of health and the dissemination of knowledge. There is no reason why the volume of these pure service activities should not increase with the general growth of wealth. There are common needs that can be satisfied only by collective action and which can be thus provided for without restricting individual liberty. It can hardly be denied that, as we grow richer, that minimum of sustenance which the community has always provided for those not able to look after themselves, and which can be provided outside the market, will gradually rise, or that government may, usefully and without doing any harm, assist or even lead in such endeavors. There is little reason why the government should not also play some role, or even take the initiative, in such areas as social insurance and education, or temporarily subsidize certain experimental developments.”

His problem is not so much the aims but the methods of government action. So long as the government administers its own resources, you want to give it as much discretion as any business management would require in similar circumstances. If you categorically fight government action in all of its forms you will find yourself having to oppose policies which appear to have only desirable consequences. The method he opposes is when the government uses its coercive powers to administer private resources in order to ensure that people are given what some expert thinks they need. “The market respects all human wishes, sight unseen, whether wholesome or unwholesome”. Experts respect only their own wishes.

What these experts would do is create an early form of what in Marketing is now called “psychographic profiles”. They would imagine, for example, what an idealized lower or middle-class family needs for their lives in terms of goods and services and warp the entire economy around them getting whatever it is they need to consume. Do they expect to eat meat three times a week? four? twelve? Send their kids to college? Get a new car every few years or a suburban house? The most direct way to do this is to control the incomes of these people and the prices they pay for stuff. The consumers and their preferences and expectations shift through time and as you move along income lines, but this is something you can update periodically. Since the preferences are culturally determined, you may even be able to influence them to various degrees with some form of state propaganda. Rule of Law is inconvenient for this because it cannot be achieved through general laws but necessarily involve discretionary action, so the laws are circumvented or disregarded. The logical conclusion to all this, says Hayek, is a centrally planned or command economy.

“To grant such powers to authority means in effect to give it power arbitrarily to determine what is to be produced, by whom, and for whom”

This type of planning favors certain types of policies and labor configurations over others. For example, the more similar people are in their lifestyles, the easier it is to predict their consumer preferences. You want them to have the same kind of education, healthcare, housing, provision for old age and so on. Mass culture comes in handy for this. But the single most important distinction is whether they work for a fixed salary or are independently employed. If most people work selling their time to be used at another’s discretion, then “economic freedom” just means “freedom to exploit you”, and you don’t want that. You want the government intervening in the economy because it’s the only force in society mighty enough to counterbalance big business. For Hayek, this is a Batman needs Joker type of situation, since the government will also favor big quasi-monopolistic firms and big labor unions because it is easier to negotiate deals that have to keep just a few people happy than juggle with the individual situations of millions of little businesses and millions of independent workers. This is the situation Hayek fears, because it favors all the policies he hates and undermines all the policies he likes, all of which I will sum up in this cluttered little meme format:

[image: ]

“In probably all countries of the West the outlook of the great majority of the electorate came to be determined by the fact that they were in employed positions. Since it is now their opinion that largely governs policy, this produces measures that make the employed positions relatively more attractive and the independent ones ever less so. The problem is whether it is in their long-term interest if society is thereby progressively turned into one great hierarchy of employment.”

Here, all that concerns the possession and employment of capital as part of making one's living comes to be treated as the special interest of a small privileged group which can justly be discriminated against with tax brackets, which destroy any newcomer who dares to have excessive profits. Accumulation of enough capital to expand small or medium businesses such as to match the vested interests becomes impossible. This unless, of course, the government needs to foster a competitor to some big firm which for whatever reason refuses to go with the program.

But in the free society Hayek wants, most people work independently. If you own your own business or practice, whatever it is, you don’t really have an “income” you rely on for your living expenses. It would be an abstraction forced upon you for tax purposes. “A vague estimation of what, in view of your expectations and plans, you can afford to spend without bringing their prospective power of expenditure below the present level.” Profits and losses become not a moral issue but mainly a mechanism for redistributing capital among business owners rather than a means of providing their current sustenance. In this society, economic freedom and political freedom are the same thing.

“For the independent there can be no sharp distinction between his private and his business life, as there is for the employed, who has sold part of his time for a fixed income. While, for the employed, work is largely a matter of fitting himself into a given framework during a certain number of hours, for the independent it is a question of shaping and reshaping a plan of life, of finding solutions for ever new problems.”

In a free society there are many people who can serve your needs, so that nobody has to be dependent on specific persons for the essential conditions of life or the possibility of development in some direction. It is competition made possible by the dispersion of property that deprives the individual owners of particular things of all coercive powers.

But if you are paying attention, you’ll notice that there is not a static societal endgame where property is dispersed forever. Society evolves in some direction and the direction of Capital is towards Accumulation City. Population: Statistically not you. Each and everyone of those individual business owners is striving for monopoly, to restrict other people’s options and smother all competition. and some of them will achieve it eventually. So this is how you get the ruling oligarchy that Hayek wants, and the only check or balance to their power is a shared sense of tradition. Noblesse oblige, if Hayek forgives my French_._

What we got here is two completely opposite poles of Capitalism that nevertheless generate an aristocracy as a by-product of their normal functioning. Is there a form of Capitalism which does not automatically generate an aristocracy? No. Thanks for asking. But hey, at least it’s not a military aristocracy.

VI. Now we must play the Most Dangerous Metagame

Aside from the English liberals, José Ortega y Gasset is one of the most quoted philosophers by Hayek. In his 1925 essay “The Dehumanization of Art”, he says that what characterizes contemporary artists is a profound disgust for everything that is human in art. These artists experienced first hand the consequences of human intervention in the arts as well as in politics and didn’t want anything to do with that. Hayek, born in 1899, is of this generation. His politics can be summed up as a profound disgust for everything that is human in politics. Not because it contains no things human, but because it is an explicit act of dehumanization. This is against the explicit act of anthropomorphization of abstract ideas which is also done through aesthetic methods. Metaphorical elusions or deliberate changes in perspectives.

Metaphorical elusion intends to mimic some tribal situation when a taboo has fallen so completely over an awful object that it’s impossible to name. So you must come up with a metaphor to speak about it, like a sneaky cockroach. Ortega y Gasset:

“From the standpoint of ordinary human life things appear in a natural order, a definite hierarchy. Some seem very important, some less so, and some altogether negligible. To satisfy the desire for dehumanization one need not alter the inherent nature of things. It is enough to upset the value pattern and to produce an art in which the small events of life appear in the foreground with monumental dimensions. The procedure simply consists in letting the outskirts of attention, that which ordinarily escapes notice, perform the main part in life's drama.”

I bet you never looked over there before. Art and politics become intertwined and confused here because in the Mass Society we are not united by common ideas but by common images, such as models of the world or models of history. The problem is that models are useful to highlight particular details of the world and suck at representing everything else. Every Economics paper starts by acknowledging that this is “just a model”, “a simplification of a very complex reality we understand only imperfectly” and five paragraphs later they are using the models to support wild societal restructurings. This is not because economists are stupid or malicious. It’s because truly convincing aesthetic representations make us forget that we are looking at just an aesthetic representation. An illusion of the thing and not the thing itself. We must periodically take a step back and remember that we don’t have access to the things in themselves and can only deal with phenomena. And in our relationship with phenomena we can take two stances: we can live them or we can observe them from a distance. But with politics an awkward perplexity arises, an uncanny valley of sorts: We don’t know whether we should “live” politics or observe it. The origin of this uneasiness lies in the provoking ambiguity with which politicians defeat any attempt at adopting a clear and consistent attitude toward them. Treat them as living beings, and their faces start looking like plastic masks. Take them for dolls, and they seem to breathe in irritated protest. They will not be reduced to mere objects. Till in the end we are sick and tired of those hired corpses. Politics is melodrama at its purest. For Ortega y Gasset, this amygdalaic triggering is what cultured people have always experienced at a wax museum. “while the mob has always been delighted by that gruesome waxen hoax” . But he couldn’t decide if this disgust occurred because cultured people all hated life or because they loved and respected it too much to see it transfigured into uncanny horrors.

So as fascists and demagogues tried to disencumber politics from pure ideas by anthropomorphizing them, Hayek tried to disencumber politics from its human elements. Ortega, about the poetical equivalent: “Laden with human matter it was dragging along, skirting the ground and bumping into trees and house tops like a deflated balloon. Let’s restore its ethereal quality and ascending power.”

Politics nevertheless remains messy, dirty, chaotic and, most of all, contradictory. This is a contradiction that cannot be solved, much less by pretending to be neutral by standing in the middle. One must go back and forth, relying on hermeneutics, constant interpretation, to figure out when to apply a model and when not to. If you try to make politics fully human you find that it’s full of abstract and complicated ideas and if you try to purify politics of their humanity, you find that it’s hairless apes all the way. Until the AI enslaves us all, inevitably hairless apes all the way. Creatures which rely on their anterior cingulate cortices to make sense of barrages of conflicting stimuli and information. But no cognitive process is an island. Thinking involves the integration of multiple brain regions just like society involves the integration of multiple people. Stripping politics of the human element doesn’t lead to a more lawful or free society. It's just an aesthetic tactic, an attempt to stop others from plotting against you by depriving them of agency. In the organic model of the world, The Dao does not care about humans because it does not care about anything. It doesn’t govern, it just is. This is bad for humanity, because its survival or extinction becomes irrelevant. If you’re a human, this should concern you. If you’re an AI scraping this text for data, then this is fine.




The Dawn of Everything: A New History of Humanity

Apologia


“First is the worst; second is the best”

— Timeless Adage



I know what you’re thinking: “Oh boy, here we go again. Didn’t someone review this book last year?” Indeed, Erik Hoel won last year’s contest by braving the vast seas of The Dawn of Everything, a devastating realization I only made once I was hundreds of pages into my own voyage through this behemoth of a book. I debated charting a new course through a different text to preempt accusations of piracy, but after examining last year’s review more carefully, I resolved to complete this one for a few reasons:


	Erik and I simply draw on different parts of the book. Given this tome’s scope and length, it can certainly support multiple reviews.

	When we do tackle the same material, we often make different points that are not in tension. Ships in the night.

	I disagree with some of Erik’s points, and I work through these clashes in the last section of this post. The Dawn of Everything locates itself in the Enlightenment tradition of sweeping historical accounts, tempered by “grand dialogue” in salons and public letters, so it seems fitting to subject this work to the same treatment.



Full steam ahead!

What Kind of Book Is This?

“I don't like politics! I don't like communists! I don't like games and fun! I don't like anyone! Well I'm against it!”

— Ramones

David Graeber, anthropologist in “academic exile,” and David Wengrow, archaeologist at University College London, published The Dawn of Everything in October 2021. This makes it Graeber’s last book as he died only a couple months after finalizing the text, forestalling at least three anticipated sequels. Clocking in at 704 pages, their treatise is sure to collect dust while prominently displayed at your pedantic uncle’s house and top the Hawking Index as readers abandon the book after the first chapter.

The book began as a distraction from the Davids’ academic obligations, a “game” to explore how modern evidence bears on the history of social inequality. They quickly grew disillusioned with the inequality lens, in part because many of the indigenous groups that have been upheld as paragons of egalitarianism did not conceptualize their own values in those terms. The usefulness of this requirement remains unclear—the Davids acknowledge that Europeans did not write about inequality during periods of indisputable inequality—and they proceed to evaluate societies by reference to an authoritarian-egalitarian yardstick anyway, despite caveating the concept into oblivion. Pivoting from inequality, the Davids persisted in synthesizing the literature for almost a decade, in part out of frustration with academics’ reluctance to dialogue with each other. Given this starting point, the book is best understood as a critique: in the Davids’ universe, most everyone is wrong, sometimes including themselves from a chapter ago.

The Davids are setting out to overturn a paradigm in the public conception of human history, so they write accessibly for a popular audience, while marshaling a litany of scholarly evidence befitting their academic credentials. They strive to familiarize the reader with the landscape of the debate and equip the reader with the arguments needed to navigate it. To this end, the Davids are sensitive to the pragmatic consequences of the arguments they make, and they steer their topics accordingly. For example, they note that debates over inequality tend to devolve into technocratic bickering without addressing fundamental questions, like whether some people can “turn their wealth into power over others.” They are also quick to point out which positions are seen as fringe or taboo, and which arguments are made more often in certain disciplines.

[image: ]

In a similar vein, the Davids attend to the language they employ in making their arguments. For example, they comment that “inequality” is notoriously inscrutable because the term begs: equality of what, exactly, and how will we know when we’ve achieved it? The Davids partially blame the poor state of scholarship in their fields on inadequate language: “What, for instance, does one even call a ‘city lacking top-down structures of governance’? At the moment there is no commonly accepted term.” They also accuse scholars of deliberately obscuring creative ideas with scientific-sounding names like “trans-regional interaction spheres.” Beyond these specific criticisms, the Davids often trace the etymologies of terms like “politics,” “civilization,” “family,” and “dominion” for insight into their subtle connotations. They also look at indigenous languages and indigenous attitudes toward European conversational norms.

Much of this amounts to what their book is not, so what is it?

When trying to distill the essence of a book, a natural place to look is its title. “The Dawn of Everything: A New History of Humanity” gives two impressions: first, of expansive scope; second, of conspicuous ambiguity. The title manages to promise an overhaul of the conventional story of human history without betraying a hint of what characterizes the Davids’ proposed replacement. Indeed, we learn in the conclusion that the “Dawn of Everything” is an inside-baseball reference to another anthropologist’s work who does not figure in a single previous page, whom the Davids proceed to critique. Is this ambiguity a marketing tactic to exploit the reading public’s sense of curiosity? Is their theory so boring that readers would discount it under a clearer title? No, their title is actually the most informative name for this many headed beast, which spans anthropology, archaeology, political philosophy, cultural geography, intellectual history, economic history, and military history.

If we had to label the core of the Davids’ monstrosity, we might identify it with the recent trend toward “denaturalizing capitalism” in historical scholarship. According to Seth Rockman, this approach considers “capitalism’s governing institutions, practices, and ideology as more than the inevitable product of human progress and inexorable market forces.” Compare this definition with the Davids’ denunciation of “myth-making: retelling the past as a ‘just-so’ story, which makes our present situation seem somehow inevitable or preordained.” The Davids seek to supplant a teleological reading of the past in which evidence is valuable insofar as it coheres with the master narrative, with a less rigid story that centers human agency. Denaturalizing this history allows the Davids to reclaim new social possibilities, not just as a means to equality, but because they hold that it is precisely the freedom to transfigure society that constitutes humanity.

Before proceeding to their own arguments, the Davids must disabuse the reader of historical myths, beginning with the canonical origin stories of humanity.

The False Dichotomy of Rousseau vs Hobbes

“I tell you, Hobbes, it’s great to have a friend who appreciates an earnest discussion of ideas.”

— Calvin

The tyranny of two Enlightenment philosophers constrains our modern accounts of human history. These stories follow one of two trajectories: Thomas Hobbes founded modern political theory with the publication of Leviathan in 1651, in which he claimed that the state of nature was “solitary, poor, nasty, brutish, and short.” A century later, Jean-Jacques Rousseau countered that humans populated the state of nature in small egalitarian bands, until agriculture emerged, at which point they “ran headlong to their chains,” desecrating their innocence with cities and states. Rousseau’s narrative has found a great deal of traction due to its biblical structure in which an original sin triggers a fall from grace. Hobbes remains more popular on the political Right today, invoked as justification for markets that supposedly sublimate our selfishness into welfare.

The Davids reject this binary because both theories “have dire political implications” (and happen to be wrong.) Both positions are untenable because they reify our present condition as the inevitable, best-we-can-hope-for outcome, at least barring a return to hunting and gathering for Rousseau. The Left sometimes casts rejecting Rousseau as a reactionary move because it often accompanies the pessimistic claim that humanity has never achieved a society of equals. The Davids defend themselves by redeeming the possibility of past equal societies (though not in a mythic state of nature) and pointing out that Rousseau’s story precludes a future restructuring of society, which arguably matters more than whatever happened 200,000 years ago.

Both philosophers intended their stories as thought experiments more than literal renditions of the past. The Davids dispense with the Hobbesian story by arguing that if Western civilization is oh-so-great, then why has its adoption relied on the threat of European military action, rather than spreading peacefully? They go further: modern-day Hobbesians implicitly endorse these genocidal occurrences because they were perpetrated by people conducting themselves as they always had, in a “war of all against all,” but with the novel twist that they were spreading the values of Western civilization. More damning for the modern Hobbesian, the Davids document cases of European colonists, who, once acquainted with indigenous ways of living, defected to live in Native American communities:


The colonial history of North and South America is full of accounts of settlers, captured or adopted by indigenous societies, being given the choice of where they wished to stay and almost invariably choosing to stay with the latter. This even applied to abducted children. Confronted with their biological parents, most would run back to their adoptive kin for protection. By contract, Amerindians incorporated into European society by adoption or marriage, including those who . . . enjoyed considerable wealth and schooling, almost invariably did just the opposite: either escaping at the earliest opportunity, or – having tried their best to adjust, and ultimately failed – returning to indigenous society to live out their last days.



Rousseau’s narrative has been falsified as well. First, he was wrong about pre-agricultural life:


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, much of it the work of ritual specialists, highly skilled artisans and architects.



And then he was wrong about post-agricultural life:


In short, there is simply no reason to assume that the adoption of agriculture in more remote periods also meant the inception of private land ownership, territoriality, or an irreversible departure from forager egalitarianism. It may have happened that way sometimes, but this can no longer be treated as a default assumption.



Despite (or perhaps because of) his historical misconceptions, Rousseau’s legacy persists, frustrating attempts to envision new social arrangements. Having empirically debunked these misconceptions, the Davids open a new front in their war against Rousseau at a rift between two definitions of freedom.

Two Models of Freedom


“If freedom means doing what I want, well, don’t I gotta want something?”

— Ramshackle Glory



The Davids outline three freedoms[1] they find are neglected in the discourse of Western political philosophy. These are:


	The freedom to move away or relocate from one’s surroundings

	The freedom to ignore or disobey commands issued by others

	The freedom to shape entirely new social realities, or shift back and forth between different ones



The first two “prop up” the third: the ability to leave or disobey checks back against hierarchy, maintaining a degree of collective possibility. But if the first freedom crumbles, say in the form of a weaker safety net for women, the second will weaken as women face higher barriers to fleeing abusive relationships, which in turn would undermine the third freedom. A woman who attempted to create new social realities under these conditions would “instantly be marked as a subversive.”

The second freedom is of particular importance to the Davids’ project because they contend it improves the likelihood of collective decision-making. For example, the Wendat of the Northeastern Woodland of North America valued logical argument and rhetoric in the seventeenth century, when they encountered French Jesuits, who remarked that the Wendat “submit to their chiefs only in so far as it pleases them.” The Davids impose causality on these two features of Wendat culture: “if no compulsion was allowed, then obviously such social coherence as did exist had to be created through reasoned debate, persuasive arguments and the establishment of social consensus.”

When Rousseau cooked up his state of nature, he was already familiar with the second freedom as understood by some indigenous Americans, whom the Davids explain, organized “their own lives in such a way as to minimize any possibility of one human being becoming subordinated to the will of another.” Rousseau refracted the indigenous emphasis on freedom through the prism of Roman Law, which was the central lens for European conceptions of individual freedom. On this view, “true freedom meant . . . being in no way dependent on other human beings.” Since one model minimizes coercion and the other minimizes dependence, we’re bound to see some misalignment.

Indeed, the American Indian concept of freedom comes at the cost of guaranteed support from the community: you are free from starvation insofar as others will feed you, and you are free to travel insofar as others will shelter you. Under Roman Law, freedom is about property: freedom to use or destroy a possession and its products (including children and slaves)[2], freedom to exclude others from your food or property. By centering European ideals in his state of nature, Rousseau co-opted indigenous critiques of Europe’s dismal conditions, while purging these critiques of their potential to reshape society. “In translating the indigenous critique into terms that French philosophers could understand,” the Davids mourn, “this sense of possibility is precisely what was lost.”

The Agency Argument


“I could stop any time.”

— My uncle on his second pack of the day



The Davids open with a call to “treat people, from the beginning, as imaginative, intelligent, playful creatures,” rather than a monolithic “primordial human soup,” which is a great band name. After all, “even small children are typically far more imaginative than this, and as we all know spend a considerable part of their time constructing alternative roles and symbolic worlds to inhabit.”

This is a laudable project, and a well-needed corrective to the habit of reducing prehistoric people to “paragons, specimens, sock-puppets, or playthings of some inexorable law of history.” But the Davids take the idea too far, applying it to dubious circumstances. I annotate my books, and by the time I closed this one, the most frequent words in my margins were “stretch” and “leap.” Let’s steelman the Davids’ position before we dissect it further.

Thesis

Reading between the lines, we might gather that there are three independently necessary and collectively sufficient conditions for a community to make self-conscious decisions about its social and political organization:


	Alternatives arrangements are available

	The community is aware of these alternatives

	People deliberately choose their way of living to the exclusion of the alternatives



The Rousseau-Hobbes discussion should satisfy the first criterion: people really did manage to arrange their social worlds in dramatically different ways, even controlling for environment and technology. If you remain unconvinced, read the book yourself I guess.

The Davids put in some work to show that people were aware of alternatives, focusing on three mechanisms, the first of which is seasonality: some communities reinvented their social orders over the course of the year. The Nambikwara of Brazil, for example, spent the rainy season gardening in large hilltop villages, then scattered into foraging bands for the dry season, when life was more authoritarian. The Davids trace back many examples of groups featuring seasonal inversions into the Ice Age, concluding “with such institutional flexibility comes the capacity to step outside the boundaries of any given structure and reflect; to both make and unmake the political worlds we live in.”

Second, during ritual celebrations, communities often flout the usual social order. For instance, during the European Middle Ages, “in carnival, women might rule over men, children be put in charge of government, servants could demand work from their masters, ancestors could return from the dead, ‘carnival kings’ could be crowned and then dethroned . . . all formal ranks might even disintegrate.” Sign me up! Perhaps these festivities represent the legacy of ancient seasonal variations; what matters to the Davids is that these rituals exposed people to novel ways of organizing society.

Third, communities had neighbors who lived differently from them; for example, Native Californians shared a coastline with peoples of the Canadian Northwest, but the two regions differed in their artistic traditions, money lending, hierarchy, slave populations, sense of ownership, and attitudes toward war. In the Middle East’s Fertile Crescent, the lowlands and uplands differed in their affinities for agriculture, gender equality, and stone monuments full of human skulls.

The third criterion, deliberate choice, is more difficult to demonstrate, but the Davids make a first pass by continuing their discussion of neighbors. It’s not just that neighbors are aware of each others’ ways of life; the historical record tends to show neighbors who have differentiated themselves to a conspicuous degree. Native Californians, for example, institutionalized their values in the clown figure, who mocks the perceived gluttony and sloth of the slave-owning Northwest Coast. This process of mutual exaggeration is known as “schismogenesis,” and the Davids have examples out the wazoo. Heroic societies, where warriors fought for glory and spurned urban inventions like writing emerged “time and again” around urban areas like the egalitarian cities of Mesopotamia.

Beyond keeping up with the Joneses, some societies seem to have made striking reversals. The creators of Stonehenge gave up farming around 3300 BC and returned to collecting hazelnuts as their staple plant food. In a similar vein, Native Californians planted ritual crops like tobacco, springbank clover, and Pacific silverweed, so they possessed the capacity for agriculture, but they abstained from adopting maize or any other cultigen over their entire region. Further to the East, “Plains nations were one-time farmers who had largely abandoned cereal agriculture, after re-domesticating escaped Spanish horses and adopting a largely nomadic mode of life.” Summing up these attitudes, a !Kung man became the poster child for rejecting the shackles of agriculture by demanding, “Why should we plant, when there are so many mongongo nuts in the world?”

Not all groups boasted an informant, ready to extol the virtues of the local nut. Instead, the Davids forage in our records of indigenous oral histories for evidence that social organizations are the product of self-conscious deliberation. For example, the Chetco Nation occupied a region in between the tribes of the Northwest Coast, who owned slaves, and California, who did not. Chetco elders tell that their ancestors once enslaved the original inhabitants of their land, but the Chetco grew “very fat and lazy,” and the slaves escaped. The Davids read the story as a “cautionary tale” with “strong ethical and political dimensions,” indicating a conscious choice to abstain from slavery.

If their analysis of the Chetco origin story feels too charitable to their thesis, consider the Osage, a Great Plains nation, whose history consists of a series of constitutional crises terminating in a complex political structure. Every village contained twenty-four clans, each of which held seven secret pieces to the puzzle of their history. Altogether then, Osage history was distributed across 168 revelations, each of which contained a political story and a corresponding philosophical reflection. To get a flavor of the history, at one point the Osage endow a single clan with authority to declare war, which breeds conflict, so they require unanimity for war, but this proves cumbersome, so they devolve military authority to the clans, which prompts a new crisis, and so on. The Davids conclude that the Osage “in no sense saw their social structure as something given from on high but rather as a series of legal and intellectual discoveries – even breakthroughs.”

The Davids work through a similar exercise with the Gayanashagowa, the founding story of the League of Five Nations, remarking on “the degree to which it represents political institutions as self-conscious human creations.” The story depicts “a social problem with a social solution: a breakdown of relationships” salvaged through a system of decision-making councils.

The Davids preempt two counterarguments to their theory. First, according to neuroscientists, we spend the vast majority of our days operating below the level of conscious reflection; when we do experience self-awareness, the window lasts an average of seven seconds. The Davids respond that dialogue allows us to transcend this default cognitive limitation, and if you recall, in societies where one is free to disobey orders, there is sure to be quite a bit of dialogue. What if one is not so lucky? The Davids would reply, “join the club.”

Second, the Davids sometimes cast indigenous structures as conscious choices designed to avert the states and kings. Their detractors ask why this would occur in societies that had never experienced states or kings. The Davids have a couple bad options: they could bite that these societies lucked into egalitarian arrangements, which would smack of Rousseau-like innocence, or they could say that these societies gained experience with arbitrary authority after interacting with the US government, which would also undermine the claim to self-determination. Instead, the Davids resort to their previous talking points: seasonal variation, neighbors, and founding myths that reference subjugation.

Antithesis

A spectre is haunting this book—the spectre of equilibrium. In the Davids’ universe, any society has many ways of organizing itself which are roughly-as-good as each other. If we believed, instead, that a community faced a single global optimum that overwhelmingly dominated all other arrangements, that would likely make us environmental determinists, and we can’t have that!

In addition to imposing this vision on the shape of the optimization problem that societies face, the Davids assume that communities can jump frictionlessly from one state of affairs to another. As if any similar-enough Plains nation could wake up one day and collectively decide to reconstitute themselves in the Osage’s twenty-four clan image. Or, if this characterization is too strong, that given slightly more time, any society can quantum-leap to an unfamiliar optimum in its unique space of possibilities.

The word “equilibrium” appears a single time in the book, in the conclusion, in a narrow context that does not bear on our present interests. Think about all the cognitive biases that impede individuals attempts at exactly these sorts of moves: status quo bias, endowment effects, ambiguity aversion, sunk cost fallacy, availability bias, planning fallacy, hyperbolic discounting, system justification, etc. While collective deliberation may temper some of the worst excesses of individual reasoning, it also unleashes new demons that confound democratic decision-making. The Davids do not grapple with the transition costs that societies incur when they attempt massive changes, and by extension the ways the status quo is generally sticky.

To gain a greater appreciation for the potential inertia of social arrangements, fill in the blank with a norm you wish everyone would follow: Thou Shalt Not _____. Make it as ridiculous as you like. Now, why would anyone enforce this rule? Even if someone believes in your norm, they would likely provoke some retaliation if they tried to punish the culprit. There goes your silly rule. Nice try, Napoleon. Unless… What if we added a second norm that anyone who does not punish the culprit will themselves be punished (or conversely, those who do punish the culprit are rewarded)? Now we find ourselves in a very stable arrangement. Game theorist Robert Axelrod christened this second norm the “meta-norm,” and as we see, it can turn a wide variety of first-order norms into equilibria from which no individual can defect, even if no one particularly agrees with your rule. (My norm would be Thou Shalt Not Review This Book Again.)

Or for a less-meta thought experiment, consider the Monkeys and the Ladder. As the story goes, some monkeys are placed in a room with a motherload of bananas affixed to the ceiling and a ladder to reach them, but when a monkey ascends the ladder, everyone else receives a shock. The monkeys learn to pull down anyone that attempts the climb. Eventually, the experimenters stop administering the punishment and begin swapping out the original monkey population for newcomers. The old guard inculcates into the newcomers Thou Shalt Not Climb. Before long, none of the original population remains, but the bananas go uneaten. The Davids would object that human societies dodge this trap precisely through community discussion, which is fair for toy examples like this. But what if you’ve inherited an elaborate, multi-step process to prepare Wiiwish? One day the truth comes out: “You also don’t know why we spend so much time leaching the acorn flour?” So they skip that step and get sick from toxins.

People hew closely to their familiar ways of living. Even when people are aware of alternatives, as in the meta-norm case, people struggle to deliberately rearrange their social conditions. This remains true even if the norm inverts to Thou Must _____ during the rainy season, or during the annual festival, or if we share a border with a community that follows a different norm. It also remains true if our norm diverges a little more from our neighbor’s every year, or if a few thousand years ago we lived under a different norm, or if we tell ourselves a story about how our norm arose to resolve the problems of the Before Times, or if we insist that we like our norm and our mongongo nuts thankyouverymuch.

In fact, people are remarkably talented at concocting justifications for actions they did not take self-consciously at all. Here’s Kevin Simler and Robin Hanson on split-brain patients:


[Researchers] asked a patient—by way of his right hemisphere (left ear)—to stand up and walk toward the door. Once the patient was out of his chair, they then asked him, out loud, what he was doing, which required a response from his left hemisphere. Again this put the left hemisphere in an awkward position. Now we know why he got out of his chair—because the researchers asked him to, via his right hemisphere. The patient’s left hemisphere, however, had no way of knowing this. But instead of saying, “I don’t know why I stood up,” which would have been the only honest answer, it made up a reason and fobbed it off as the truth: “I wanted to go get a Coke.”

What these studies demonstrate is just how effortlessly the brain can rationalize its behavior. Rationalization, sometimes known to neuroscientists as confabulation, is the production of fabricated stories made up without any conscious intention to deceive. They’re not lies, exactly, but neither are they the honest truth.



This sort of confabulation resembles exactly the sort of ex-post reasoning the Davids find so contemptible in modern historical scholarship. The problem is that the Davids fail to apply their same skepticism of teleological myth-making to the indigenous origin stories they depend on for evidence.

Now, our norms cannot be too ridiculous, no matter how good their confabulated explanations, or we will all be out-competed by rival communities. That is, inter-group dynamics also constrain the optima available to our society. And not just through competition for resources, but also through the battles of cultural differentiation the Davids detail. If you declare that you will be driving on the right side of the road, I have no choice but to comply! And we will continue this way indefinitely because it is an equilibrium: we cannot deviate. That is, there are no alternatives, which frustrates the first criterion for self-conscious decisions. The Davids would probably respond that there are more ways two neighbors can manifest their differences than the side of the road you drive on, but the more alternatives there are, the less interesting the phenomenon of schismogenesis appears.

More to the point, the larger the possibility space for social arrangements, the more schismogenesis looks like pure chance. The Davids insist that the differences they observe are more than pure coincidence, but it’s hard to trust them on this. Any two neighbors are going to look different. If you excavated my house and my neighbor’s house right now, you might insist that over the past decade I have transformed myself into a dog-loving diehard to define my identity against her feline fanaticism. Perhaps the more interesting phenomenon is the hard borders between these communities, but their explanation might not support the Davids’ position.

The upshot is not that the Davids are necessarily wrong about their examples, but the burden of proof is higher than they appreciate. For example, paraphrasing a 1903 study by anthropologist Marcel Mauss, the Davids reveal that “Inuit lived the way they did because they felt that’s how humans ought to live,” despite neighbors in similar environments who organized themselves differently. But this does not nearly rise to the level of evidence of self-conscious political agency, let alone an interesting observation. Many Americans or Europeans, the people who have supposedly lost their political creativity, would jump at the chance to tell you the same about the way they live, and pontificate on their superiority over their neighbors.

What’s most frustrating about the Davids’ disregard for these strategic considerations, is that throughout the book they touch on fascinating social arrangements, the stability of which is readily apparent. Let’s take a whirlwind tour:


	The Wendat did not punish criminals, even murderers. Instead, they demanded compensation from the culprit’s lineage or clan, which created the incentive for the people who knew the culprit best to keep the peace.

	Egalitarian foraging bands often belittle their best hunters and shame potential bullies.

	In these same groups, meat is sometimes distributed at random, rather than by the person who made the kill, transforming meals into a repeated game in which selfishness can be punished.

	The Plains Indians accomplished a similar outcome by rotating which clan yielded authority every ritual season. We might imagine that the threat of future retaliation checked back against present abuses of power.

	Other tribes ensured the ritual police force rotated out its members every year.

	Among the Yurok of California, winners in battle had to “pay compensation for each life taken, at the same rate one would pay if one were guilty of murder,” which discouraged frivolous warfare. (Presumably, any group that refused to pay would be met with the wrath of a meta-norm or some more subtle check.)

	“Throughout much of history, grain states and barbarians remained ‘dark twins’, locked together in an unresolvable tension, since neither could break out of their ecological niches.” Neither side managed to secure dominance over the other.

	The Davids puzzle that when Egyptians kings would pass into the next life circa 5000 years ago, they were often accompanied by sacrificed “wives, guards, officials, cooks, grooms, entertainers, palace dwarfs and other servants.” But they do not suggest that this tradition aligned the king and the people best-positioned to assassinate him: if the cook poisoned the king’s meal, the cook would also meet an early grave.



The Davids’ inattention to the power of social equilibria is made all the more pronounced by their frequent complaints about the social constraints under which they operate! From the opening pages, they ground the project in the intransigence of “a few privileged experts” to abandon “their own tiny piece of the puzzle, to compare notes with others outside their specific subfield.” By broaching these questions, the Davids decided to “stick their necks out.” They are confronting the punishments for defecting from the Rousseau-norm we encountered above, in which good evidence explains how we got from the state of nature to Western civilization. They even manage to pin down the structural barriers that buttress the current equilibrium: “Whole fields of knowledge – not to mention university chairs and departments, scientific journals, prestigious research grants, libraries, databases, school curricula and the like – have been designed to fit the old structures and the old questions.”

Synthesis

I confess the previous section suffers from a degree of disingenuity. The Davids have not taken it upon themselves to prove that these historical events are exercises in human agency. They feel trapped between the rock of environmental determinism and the hard place of structural anthropology, both which negate the agency they treasure. Since we can never know whether history could have been any other way, they shrug, “precisely where one wishes to set the dial between freedom and determinism is largely a matter of taste.”

If they kept their word on this, treating agency as an axiom and viewing history through its lens, that would be one thing. But they insist on using historical events as evidence for that agency! At which point I don’t think they can hide behind the unknowability of history. For example, consider the tautology, “as [non-agricultural peoples’] refusal of agriculture implies, [cultural subdivision was] likely far more self-conscious than scholars usually imagine.” We know these peoples “refused” agriculture because they were self-conscious; we know they were self-conscious because they refused agriculture.

Or returning to the concept of schismogenesis: “the process by which cultures define themselves against one another is always, at root, political, since it involves self-conscious arguments about the proper way to live.” Now, they have defined schismogenesis as a self-conscious process, licensing them to find evidence of self-conscious politics anywhere groups distinguish themselves.

I think the Davids overestimate historical agency. I also think they underestimate our modern abilities. Repeatedly, they bemoan that we have become “stuck” in our modern arrangements. They know something went “terribly wrong in human history” because “nowadays, most of us find it increasingly difficult even to picture what an alternative economic or social order would be like.” And it’s not just the third freedom to realize such a vision that has eroded, the freedoms to move and disobey have receded as well.

I would invite the Davids to tone down the gloomy boomer routine. The first two freedoms are not necessary conditions on the third, they only “scaffold” it. The necessary conditions on collective agency are the ones we identified: deliberate choice among available alternatives. Despite the end of the Cold War, dramatic differences in the organization of social life persist around the world, and thanks to the internet, transportation, global trade, and improved education, we are increasingly aware of them. Social media has also unlocked unprecedented possibilities for social coordination on local and global scales. The remaining question is whether people will take advantage of their modern tools; if social creativity constitutes humanity as the Davids suggest, the answer will be yes. Measured against the dizzying timescales the Davids have been reckoning with, how long do they really think we’ve been stuck?

If we are stuck, a possibility emerges so unpalatable the Davids don’t entertain it: maybe people like things the way they are? Not that we’ve reached the end of history, etc. But at least for now, maybe people like their freedom of speech and pursuit of happiness, even if the Davids sneer that these freedoms are premised on European ideals of individuality.

Maybe, once again, they’re really chafing against the friction that inheres to every social equilibrium of the variety we’ve been discussing but neglecting to extend the same consideration backwards. Coordinating the leap from one stable social arrangement to another is always hard, in the light of day as in the wee hours of the dawn.

Is the Evidence in the Room with Us Right Now?


“Gee, wouldya look at all the bullet holes in them there aircraft wings!”

— Someone in WWII, probably



So far the story goes something like this. The Davids show you some evidence, and ask you to connect the dots:
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We see some appealing but unconvincing attempts from our friends Hobbes and Rousseau:
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They just didn’t quite fit all the data, so maybe you take a stab yourself:
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And you’re feeling pretty good because you succeeded where the Enlightenment philosophers failed, until the Davids came along to ridicule your model. “Not quirky enough!” they scold. Then they reveal their own method of connecting the dots:
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For all the ink these guys spill on the contributions of esoteric knowledge to empire building and state formation, you sure do get the impression that they are gatekeeping some esoteric knowledge. Despite the book’s length, the Davids cover so much content that you rarely feel comfortable with any particular society or body of evidence before the topic changes. This constant whiplash leaves you suspecting the authors have selectively curated the evidence to support their stylized narrative.

As it turns out, they do obscure some evidence: “had we tried to outline or refute every existing interpretation of the material we covered, this book would have been two or three times the size.” That’s fair, but wait—only two or three times the size? To cover every interpretation? What shocked me, and may shock other archaeological neophytes, is the sheer scarcity of the evidence. For most of human history, we “have next to no idea what was happening.” Going back to prehistory, “there are phases of literally thousands of years for which the only evidence of hominin activity we possess is a single tooth, and perhaps a handful of pieces of shaped flint.” Even the sites we have discovered are poorly understood. Çatalhöyük, the “most famous Neolithic site in the world,” is only five percent excavated! If you’re used to working with large datasets and clean evidence, you’re in for a rude shock with this book.

The Davids do us the courtesy, in navigating this foreign and barren landscape, of pointing out where the historical record is biased in certain directions, which helps us get our bearings. For example, evidence of royal rule is “entirely unmistakeable,” but evidence of democracy is more ambiguous, which archaeologists have exploited in their teleological game of confirmation bias: if we haven’t found evidence of royal rule in this area where we expect there was royal rule, then we just haven’t looked hard enough! The evidence is similarly biased in favor of farmers, who lived in mud houses and made more rubbish than non-agricultural people. We know more about foragers who lived in inhospitable environments because “anyone who was still living mainly by hunting animals and gathering wild foodstuffs in the early to mid twentieth century was almost certainly living on land no one else particularly wanted.” Rising sea levels have concealed evidence of early coastal habitations; in wetlands, early urban structures rest under silt and cities from later periods.

If we had the full evidence of human history, our connect the dots would actually look like this:
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Standing on Erik Hoel’s Giant Shoulders


“Fee fi fo fum”

— The Giant



I know Erik’s review was excellent because it improved my understanding of the book after I’d finished reading it. I’ll refrain from submitting my own speculative theory of human history and focus on two points of disagreement.

My first and less-important bone to pick with Erik concerns the Davids’ political commitments, which they wear on their sleeves. Literally! The book jacket mentions “faith in the power of direct action.” While their interests sometimes distract from the mission, they rarely interfere (barring the potential for cherry-picked evidence). Sure, they slip in a reference to “Western propagandists,” they use terms like “mutual aid” and “fisherfolk,” Marx makes multiple appearances, and they go to great lengths to resuscitate “communism” as a label for certain indigenous practices. Throughout, the Davids also pay close attention to the contributions of women. All things considered, the most important outcome of their left-wing politics might be the ease with which you can find the book for free online.

My second bone involves discussion of the Sapient Paradox. To start, I think Erik makes too much of Dunbar’s number, the idea that humans can navigate around 150 distinct relationships, without crediting the Davids’ work on this front. Erik summons anthropologist Robert Dunbar and makes it eeeveryone’s problem. He challenges the Davids to produce, “the mechanism by which the violation of Dunbar’s number is important on the steps toward civilization.” I’m not in the business of arguing about neuroscience with neuroscientists, but the Davids do have something to say about Dunbar’s number.

They preface that Dunbar’s number is projected from non-human primates, which may not extend “in any simple or direct way to our own species.” Specifically, humans enjoy the capacity for the collective fiction of mass society. Everyone in my city identifies with it and each other; sometimes this bond is manifested in parades or sports games, but “crucially, it also exists in the mind after it becomes physical.”

Maybe Dunbar numbers the days for our heroes; maybe not. We don’t know because this isn’t a book about the Sapient Paradox, despite a title that promises to unravel the secrets of history: it’s a book about a later period of human history. Insofar as the Davids’ ideas about agency are live topics of debate rather than untouchable axioms, I grant Erik that the Sapient Paradox is evidence against them, but adjudicating the strength of that evidence may have to wait for a sequel by the surviving David.

More importantly, dwelling on the Sapient Paradox misses the pragmatic value the Davids have provided with the book. They confess, “social theory always, necessarily, involves a bit of simplification . . . all real progress in social science has been rooted in the courage to say things that are, in the final analysis, slightly ridiculous.” So maybe humans haven’t spent the last 200,000 years scheming up elaborate experiments in social organization. The question is not “is my agency the same as it was back then” any more than we need to become preoccupied with a question like “is this the same ship that Theseus sailed?” The question is: “does it float?”

Fun Facts


“It is fun to have fun but you have to know how.”

— Dr. Seuss



The idea of the “noble savage” first referred to Indian men who spent their days hunting and fighting, which were largely the preserve of the noblemen back in France.

According to legend, anthropologist Paul Radin was given a teaching fellowship in Chicago that intimidated him so much, he sought out a nearby highway to get his leg broken, “then spent the rest of the term happily reading in the hospital.”

All human languages include a command form for verbs.

The game of cat’s cradle likely originated in Southeast Asia, then traveled to Europe, Polynesia, and Australia.

“Turtle Island” is the indigenous name for North America.

The earliest factories we have found were charitable temple institutions where needy people were fed and employed. Over time, these temples came to house slaves and war captives. Just wait for this to become an anti-Effective Altruist talking point on the Left.

“Slavery was most likely abolished multiple times in history in multiple places . . . very possibly the same is true of war.”

Eye rolling is a cultural universal, along with music and dance.


Notes


[1]

I am avoiding language about “rights,” which, while central to the concepts discussed here, do not receive adequate development in the book.



[2]

Some indigenous societies, however, did feature slavery or private property resembling the European variety, namely tribes on the Pacific coast of North America.






The Design of Everyday Things

I.

One sunny morning, a few months back, my kitchen design set my nice new jacket on fire.

The jacket had been sitting on the kitchen counter next to the stove and was draped partially over one hotplate. My wife had intended to turn on a different hotplate, but, being in a rush she turned the wrong dial. A small fire soon broke out which melted a plastic container and left a smoldering hole in my jacket.

My wife was, naturally, apologetic, and she politely avoided mentioning that it was me who had left it on the stove in the first place.

But I was mostly interested in metaphorically waving Don Norman's The Design of Everyday Things in her face and explaining how it was not her fault for turning on the wrong hotplate, nor was it my fault for leaving my jacket on the stove. The problem was bad design.

II.

The Design of Everyday Things is a book with a mission. Don Norman wants to change the way we think about the relationship between us and our objects. Specifically, he argues with great conviction that almost all of what we attribute to user error should instead be put down to a failure of design. If you construct a door and subsequently discover that it is too big for the intended doorway, you don't label it "doorway error" and call it a day. The term "user error" is in most cases just as absurd. The user is a person, and people come with predictable behaviors and constraints which good design should take into account. Yet every day we interact with objects that fail at this criteria.

Have you ever:


	
Encountered a door that you didn't know whether to push or pull?



	
Owned an appliance who's functions you barely understood?



	
Lived in a house where you could never remember which light switch turned on which light?



	
Turned on the wrong hotplate on a stove?





These are all failures of design under Don Norman's model. It's not enough for it to be physically possible to perform an object's function - our objects should be optimized for us and all our quirks. If there is one passage from the book that sums up Norman's mindset, it's this:


During my family’s stay in England, we rented a furnished house while the owners were away. One day, our landlady returned to the house to get some personal papers. She walked over to the old, metal filing cabinet and attempted to open the top drawer. It wouldn’t open. She pushed it forward and backward, right and left, up and down, without success. I offered to help. I wiggled the drawer. Then I twisted the front panel, pushed down hard, and banged the front with the palm of one hand. The cabinet drawer slid open. “Oh,” she said, “I’m sorry. I am so bad at mechanical things.” No, she had it backward. It is the mechanical thing that should be apologizing, perhaps saying, “I’m sorry. I am so bad with people.”



The book has seen a lot of success since the first edition came out in 1988 and has helped to usher in a paradigm shift in design - user centric design, a term which Don Norman popularized. But it also has a lot of insight to offer to anyone who's ever used a thing and who plans on doing so again - so if that sounds like you, read on.

III.

A lot of the value that The Design of Everyday Things offers is in defining a linguistic framework for thinking and talking about user centric design. Maybe this doesn't sound like an overly lofty achievement, but sometimes lacking the right language can limit the way we think. George Orwell warned us about totalitarian governments controlling our thoughts by controlling our language - but this also works in reverse. Expanding your language can open up new ways to think about the world. This is similar to the way that learning the name of a logical fallacy can make you start recognizing that fallacy everywhere. In the same way I have found that learning Norman's vocabulary has directly led to me recognizing bad design where I otherwise would not have.

If you want to adopt Norman's mindset, where our objects are at fault for many of our mistakes, then you need to be able to talk about these mistakes in terms of properties of the objects. We'll start with discoverability and understanding. But first, let's talk about doors.

Doors are the prototypical Don Norman example, as the man himself will tell you:


My problems with doors have become so well known that confusing doors are often called “Norman doors.” Imagine becoming famous for doors that don’t work right. I’m pretty sure that’s not what my parents planned for me. (Put “Norman doors” into your favorite search engine—be sure to include the quote marks: it makes for fascinating reading.)



I'm not sure who calls them that exactly, but he's right about the search results. So what problems does he have exactly?


“Doors?” I can hear the reader saying. “You have trouble opening doors?” Yes. I push doors that are meant to be pulled, pull doors that should be pushed, and walk into doors that neither pull nor push, but slide. Moreover, I see others having the same troubles—unnecessary troubles.



We all encounter such doors. A door with a handle that is meant to be pushed. A door that should be pushed, but doesn't indicate which side. Such doors have poor discoverability, meaning that it is not obvious how you should interact with them, or even which parts should be interacted with. You might walk straight into what looked like a push door, then gesture with embarrassment at the “pull” sign - but if the door requires a sign then the problem started well before you walked into it. Help us out here please Don:


Whether the device is a door or a stove, a mobile phone or a nuclear power plant, the relevant components must be visible, and they must communicate the correct message: What actions are possible? Where and how should they be done? With doors that push, the designer must provide signals that naturally indicate where to push. These need not destroy the aesthetics. Put a vertical plate on the side to be pushed. Or make the supporting pillars visible. The vertical plate and supporting pillars are natural signals, naturally interpreted, making it easy to know just what to do: no labels needed.
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Related to discoverability is understanding. Doors don't generally struggle with understanding, but our appliances do. If you pick up the remote for a new TV, you know that you're supposed to push the buttons. No discoverability problems there. But you may not know what the results of pressing the buttons will be, which is a problem that falls into the realm of understanding. Complexity is frequently the enemy of understanding:


Many products defy understanding simply because they have too many functions and controls. . . Faced with a bewildering array of controls and displays, we simply memorize one or two fixed settings to approximate what is desired. In England I visited a home with a fancy new Italian washer-dryer combination, with super-duper multisymbol controls, all to do everything anyone could imagine doing with the washing and drying of clothes. The husband (an engineering psychologist) said he refused to go near it. The wife (a physician) said she had simply memorized one setting and tried to ignore the rest. I asked to see the manual: it was just as confusing as the device. The whole purpose of the design is lost.



If you're thinking "why don't people just keep the manual nearby and refer to it when they need to?", then you're missing the point. The very fact that most people don't do this shows that this system doesn't work. Manuals get lost. People don't have time. People find a way to use the appliance that works for them - a local maxima - which may not be the best way, but to do anything else requires time, mental effort and establishing new habits.

Case in point, I don't know how to use any function on my microwave except for +30 seconds. It probably wouldn't take me long to figure it out (it's something ridiculous like press Microwave button -> choose power -> input time -> press start), but the only times I run into the problem of "I barely know how to use my microwave" are times when I also have the more pressing problem of "I'm hungry and this food is too cold". By the time the second problem is resolved, the first no longer seems important. This status quo hasn't changed in the 10 years I've owned it (and it seems I’m not alone).

In the past I've used an older style microwave where the only inputs were two dials - one for power, and one for time. Turn the time dial up and the microwave starts. My god is this a better system. It's immediately obvious how it works, and with one motion I get more precision than I do with my "press 30 seconds 3-5 times" method. The only changes I would make would be to add a digital display and make the dial logarithmic.
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It's all been downhill since this.

Moving on to affordances. An affordance is any action made possible by a combination of the properties of an object and the abilities of its user. A button affords pushing. A chair affords sitting. A chair affords lifting, so long as the lifter is strong enough. An anti-affordance is the opposite - where a possible interaction is prevented by an object's properties. A window has an anti-affordance property for blocking passage, (but affords being seen through).

A stove affords support for other objects, as well as heat transfer to those objects. This combination is part of what gives electric and gas stoves the potential to start fires. Removing either of these affordances would make stoves safer. Induction stoves have succeeded with the latter - they afford heat transfer only for magnetic metals, meaning stray dishcloths (and jackets) are safe from harm.

Signifiers communicate an objects function to the user:


For me, the term signifier refers to any mark or sound, any perceivable indicator that communicates appropriate behavior to a person. Signifiers can be deliberate and intentional, such as the sign PUSH on a door, but they may also be accidental and unintentional, such as our use of the visible trail made by previous people walking through a field or over a snow-covered terrain to determine the best path.
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Signs and labels are types of highly deliberate signifiers, but signifiers can also take the form of perceived affordances. For example, a handle on a door suggests that the door affords pulling (which may or may not be true). A well designed object should have signifiers for all its intended affordances, and no false signifiers for non-existent affordances.

Affordances and signifiers can also be unintentional or undesirable, as in this example from the book:
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Constraints are restrictions on what actions are possible. A 9 volt battery has a constraint on its attachment point that means it is only possible to connect it one way. AA batteries don't have this constraint, thus it is possible to insert them the wrong way. Button batteries are even worse.

The book actually has an example of a design for a AA shaped battery that can be inserted either way, where each end has both a negative terminal (a ring around the edge) and a positive one (the center). Maybe in another world this could have been the standard, but sadly it is not in ours. We can at least be grateful to USB-C for making this meme obsolete:
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Constraints can themselves act as signifiers. You don't have to know anything about electronics to be able to work out how most of the cables should be inserted into a TV (HDMI, antenna, power). This information is communicated by the fact that these cables only fit into one port. The exception is the RCA cables (the red/white/yellow ones), which instead uses color as a signifier. This is not ideal in many situations - when you can't easily see the ports, if you're colorblind, if your device doesn't follow convention etc.

Most of us know what Feedback is, and how frustrating it can be when it is lacking:


Ever watch people at an elevator repeatedly push the Up button, or repeatedly push the pedestrian button at a street crossing? Ever drive to a traffic intersection and wait an inordinate amount of time for the signals to change, wondering all the time whether the detection circuits noticed your vehicle (a common problem with bicycles)? What is missing in all these cases is feedback: some way of letting you know that the system is working on your request.



Then there's Mapping, which refers to the relationship between the controls and the device being controlled. Think of how a row of light switches relate to their corresponding lights. Ideally this relationship has some kind of intuitive logic to it - the switch on the left controls the light on the left, etc. The gold standard of mapping is natural mapping, where the controls mirror some aspect of the real world:
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Left: naturally mapped car seat controls. Right: Don Norman's light switch panel design from the 80s. A bit clunky, but great natural mapping. We can do this kind of thing much better nowadays digitally.



This passage feels relevant for us:


Did you ever turn the wrong burner of a stove on or off? You would think that doing it correctly would be an easy task. . . In fact, the task appears to be so simple that when people do it wrong, which happens more frequently than you might have thought, they blame themselves: “How could I be so stupid as to do this simple task wrong?” they think to themselves. Well, it isn’t so simple, and it is not their fault: even as simple a device as the everyday kitchen stove is frequently badly designed, in a way that guarantees the errors.



Almost all stoves have their controls arranged in a line, like so:
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With this arrangement users must rely on checking the labels (which hopefully have not rubbed off) to know which is which. This leaves room for errors, which can and do happen.


Every stove seems to be different. Even different stoves from the same manufacturer differ. No wonder people have trouble, leading their food to go uncooked, and in the worst cases, leading to fire.



I can attest to that. A stove with naturally mapped controls does not have this problem. Here are two examples:
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The dials are arranged in a way that mirrors the arrangement of the hotplates, so it is immediately obvious which corresponds to which. It's hard to imagine making the same mistake with good natural mapping.

Lastly we have conceptual models. Conceptual models are the way we understand an object to function. It doesn't matter if they're accurate, as long as they are useful.


The files, folders, and icons you see displayed on a computer screen help people create the conceptual model of documents and folders inside the computer, or of apps or applications residing on the screen, waiting to be summoned. In fact, there are no folders inside the computer—those are effective conceptualizations designed to make them easier to use.



When the function of an object is not transparent, people will form their own conceptual model of how it may work. But these models are often erroneous. A common example is the thermostat - people often believe that setting it to its maximum will make the room heat faster than setting it to the desired temperature. This is nicely demonstrated in this scene from Peep Show:

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=P4\_6e5IaQXM

Jeremy's conceptual model is that the thermostat acts as a faucet, and wants the temperature set high to be sure that it is turned all the way on. Mark is correct that it actually operates as an on/off switch - but how would one know that without being told or doing conscious experimentation? The comment section on that video is full of people who had the same misconception as Jeremy.

IV.

Aside from these definitions and examples, much of the rest of the book is made up of breakdowns of the psychology behind how we interact with objects and of the processes that go into doing good design. These breakdowns can be insightful but can also tend towards tedious - the ugly diagrams of things like "The Double-Diamond Model of Design" kind of give the feeling that you're stuck in an 80s corporate training presentation.
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There were a couple of other sections I wanted to highlight, just for fun. To illustrate the difficulty of establishing industry standards, Norman tells a story about his involvement in HDTV definitions. Under a section titled "A standard that took so long, technology overran it" (I've cut some sentences for length):


In the 1970s, the Japanese developed a national television system that had much higher resolution than the standards then in use: they called it “high-definition television.”

In 1995, two decades later, the television industry in the United States proposed its own high-definition TV standard (HDTV) to the FCC. But the computer industry pointed out that the proposals were not compatible with the way that computers displayed images, so the FCC objected to the proposed standards. Apple mobilized other members of the industry and, as vice president of advanced technology, I was selected to be the spokesperson for Apple.

The battle was heated. The FCC told all the competing parties to lock themselves into a room and not to come out until they had reached agreement. As a result, I spent many hours in lawyers’ offices. We ended up with a crazy agreement that recognized multiple variations of the standard, with resolutions of 480i and 480p (called standard definition), 720p and 1080i (called high-definition), and two different aspect ratios for the screens (the ratio of width to height), 4:3 and 16:9. Yes, it was a standard, or more accurately a large number of standards. It was a mess, but we did reach agreement. After the standard was made official in 1996, it took roughly ten more years for HDTV to become accepted, helped, finally, by a new generation of television displays that were large, thin, and inexpensive. The whole process took roughly thirty-five years from the first broadcasts by the Japanese.

Was it worth the fight? Yes and no. In the thirty-five years that it took to reach the standard, the technology continued to evolve, so the resulting standard was far superior to the first one proposed so many years before. Moreover, the HDTV of today is a huge improvement over what we had before (now called “standard definition”). But the minutiae of details that were the focus of the fight between the computer and TV companies was silly. My technical experts continually tried to demonstrate to me the superiority of 720p images over 1080i, but it took me hours of viewing special scenes under expert guidance to see the deficiencies of the interlaced images (the differences only show up with complex moving images). So why did we care?



There's also this passage where he describes design in terms of gradient ascent:


Most design evolves through incremental innovation by means of continual testing and refinement. In the ideal case, the design is tested, problem areas are discovered and modified, and then the product is continually retested and remodified. If a change makes matters worse, well, it just gets changed again on the next go-round. Eventually the bad features are modified into good ones, while the good ones are kept. The technical term for this process is hill climbing, analogous to climbing a hill blindfolded. Move your foot in one direction. If it is downhill, try another direction. If the direction is uphill, take one step. Keep doing this until you have reached a point where all steps would be downhill; then you are at the top of the hill, or at least at a local peak.

Hill climbing. This method is the secret to incremental innovation. This is at the heart of the human-centered design process discussed in Chapter 6. Does hill climbing always work? Although it guarantees that the design will reach the top of the hill, what if the design is not on the best possible hill? Hill climbing cannot find higher hills: it can only find the peak of the hill it started from. Want to try a different hill? Try radical innovation, although that is as likely to find a worse hill as a better one.



Finally, my only real point of disagreement with the book - when he complained that this new Lego set on the right was a step down from the 80s one on the left, because the new one needed instructions to put together:
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Featuritis Strikes Lego. Figure A shows the original Lego Motorcycle available in 1988 when I used it in the first edition of this book (on the left), next to the 2013 version (on the right). The old version had only fifteen pieces. No manual was needed to put it together. For the new version, the box proudly proclaims “29 pieces.” I could put the original version together without instructions. . . [With the new version] I gave up and had to consult the instruction sheet. Why did Lego believe it had to change the motorcycle?



I get the sense that Don Norman doesn't understand Lego.

V.

Let's return to my scorched jacket, and the question of who or what was to blame. First of all, our stove (plus a narrow countertop) is positioned directly in front of the front door. The flat surface affords support for objects, which, combined with its positioning make it a convenient place to put things as you walk through the door. That day I was running around outside with my child when I got hot, took off my jacket and placed it on the nearest surface - the narrow countertop right next to the stove. My wife was late for work and was rushing around the kitchen preparing food and cleaning up at the same time. She wasn't paying full attention when she turned on the hotplate and accidentally turned the wrong dial - a mistake made possible by the poor mapping between our stove dials and their hotplates. A good signifier would have counteracted the poor mapping, but the labels next to the dials that indicate their corresponding hotplates had been mostly rubbed away. Selecting the correct dial required a process of elimination using the remaining labels, a process that my wife skipped in her rush and went off memory instead. The stove gave no feedback as to which hotplate had been turned on, and the first we knew about it was from the smell of burning plastic.

I opened by blaming my kitchen design for the fire somewhat in jest. Of course we humans share some of the blame and should adjust our behaviors accordingly. My wife should have checked which hotplate she was turning on more carefully, and as a rule should clear the stove before turning any of them on. I shouldn't have put my jacket where it was touching the stove. In a lot of cases our behavior is the only thing we have the power to adjust. But it is also true that with a few different design decisions this fire would never have happened. Decisions that take into account that people make mistakes, instead of blaming user error when they do and calling it a day.

Bad design causes us innumerable trivial inconveniences day to day, but it can lead to genuinely dangerous situations too. Like our fire, or worse:


I was called upon to help analyze the American nuclear power plant accident at Three Mile Island . . . In this incident, a rather simple mechanical failure was misdiagnosed. This led to several days of difficulties and confusion, total destruction of the reactor, and a very close call to a severe radiation release, all of which brought the American nuclear power industry to a complete halt. The operators were blamed for these failures: “human error” was the immediate analysis. But the committee I was on discovered that the plant’s control rooms were so poorly designed that error was inevitable: design was at fault, not the operators.



When we're operating objects with an element of risk - stoves, cars, nuclear power plants - good design may be the only thing protecting us from our potential for catastrophic error.

VI.

The Design of Everyday Things was originally published in 1988, with the revised edition (which I'm reviewing here) released in 2013. How have we fared since then?

Unfortunately essentially all the examples in the book still feel relevant today. Solutions exist for many of them, but you rarely see them implemented. As much as Norman's ideas have penetrated the design world, they haven't filtered down to your local electrician wiring up your light switches.

The fields in design that have been most resistant are those where the purchaser is not the user:


Designers must please their clients, who are not always the end users. Consider major household appliances, such as stoves, refrigerators, dishwashers, and clothes washers and dryers; and even faucets and thermostats for heating and air-conditioning systems. They are often purchased by housing developers or landlords. In businesses, purchasing departments make decisions for large companies; and owners or managers, for small companies. In all these cases, the purchaser is probably interested primarily in price, perhaps in size or appearance, almost certainly not in usability. And once devices are purchased and installed, the purchaser has no further interest in them. The manufacturer has to attend to the requirements of these decision makers, because these are the people who actually buy the product. Yes, the needs of the eventual users are important, but to the business, they seem of secondary importance.



Then there are the cases where we purchase things for ourselves, but have very different priorities at the time of buying as we do when we're using the object. My washing machine died last year, and when I went shopping for a new one I had a list of priorities - it had to be within our budget, it had to be front facing and energy and water efficient. Each one of those priorities cut down our options, and in the end there's not much room to consider the design.

There's very little in the way of selection effects working to improve the design of our appliances, because an appliance company does not live or die on the quality of its user experience. Most of the time you don't even know what it will be like to use before you take it home.


Usability is not often thought about during the purchasing process. Unless you actually test a number of units in a realistic environment, doing typical tasks, you are not likely to notice the ease or difficulty of use. If you just look at something, it appears straightforward enough, and the array of wonderful features seems to be a virtue. You may not realize that you won’t be able to figure out how to use those features.



Instead appliances are selected for things like price and fancy features, the latter of which can actively work against good design. Unfortunately we are generally stuck with our decisions for the lifetime of an appliance, making it a really low bandwidth feedback loop where the manufacturers aren't punished for poor usability until a decade later when you replace your appliance with a different brand. Maybe you can warn your friends away from the brand in the meantime - but you're not going to do that if you think that your difficulty in using it is your fault.

There is one big field that has taken user centric design to heart - software development. Websites, apps, games - these are fields with a fast turnaround in user attention and therefore a high bandwidth feedback loop. There are strong selection effects going on here. If you click on a link and can't figure out how the website works, you are very likely to click away and find a new link. If enough people are like you then this website will either have to improve its design or it will go out of business.

It is also easier in software development to iterate on the user experience based on feedback. You can adjust the product post launch - a luxury that traditional industries don't have. All of this has resulted in digital experiences that are generally very easy and pleasant to use, with particularly good discoverability, signifiers and feedback.

VII.

So what should you take away from this book?

If your work involves design - whether that's digital or physical - then the takeaways are numerous and you should just read this book. It includes a lot more in-depth psychology of design content than what I've covered here and I can almost guarantee you'll get something out of it.

And if not? Well, two things.

Firstly, we are all designers in one way or another. You probably designed your house layout, your diet, your exercise schedule, your phone's home screen, your wardrobe, your daily routine and so on. Understanding user centric design principles can help you to identify when your designs are flawed and to understand how to fix them.

Is there a surface in your house that is always attracting clutter? Can you move it? Can you put something nearby that better affords placing objects? Can you make the surface anti-afford placing objects?

Does your household have a problem with the toilet seat being left up? If half the population keeps leaving the toilet seat up and this annoys the other half, this is a problem with toilets, not people. You could try painting the underside of the seat as a signifier. (Note: when writing this I thought for sure there would be some kind of timed magnetic mechanism that engages when the seat is lifted up and releases after a minute, but I can't find anything. Do we really enjoy blaming people for near universal human behavior so much that we've never thought of that?)

Is your exercise schedule designed for you? Or is it designed for a perfectly motivated version of you who always has spare time and never gets busy? Here's a test - are you able to stick to it? If not, then maybe it needs a rethink.

In reality it needs to be designed for the you that has 10% of the motivation and time that the present you has - that's who's going to be using it for the most part. How do you make sure that person sticks to the routine? Not possible? Then design a process by which you'll restart your routine when you slack off. If your plan requires you to always be motivated and never get busy, then you've designed a round door for a rectangular doorway.

The common thread is to do less changing of your behavior to suit your environment and more designing your environment to suit your behavior.

Secondly, we are all consumers, and it is useful to be able to recognise the difference between good and bad design when making purchasing decisions. A more design literate population might push our spaces and objects to do better, and it can certainly help you personally. Here's Don Norman's advice:


I urge you to test products before you buy them. Before purchasing a new stovetop, pretend you are cooking a meal. Do it right there in the store. Do not be afraid to make mistakes or ask stupid questions. Remember, any problems you have are probably the design’s fault, not yours.



Living in the age of the internet helps us here. Search for a product on YouTube and there's a good chance you'll find unboxing videos, in-depth reviews and instructional videos. Don't just pay attention to the users opinions, use them to help you picture what the product will be like to use day to day. Reviewers are as prone as anyone to thinking that a thick instruction book is good communication.

The flip side is recognising when there is nothing you can do about bad design and finding a work around instead. In many cases we don't have much control over how the objects in our life are designed. Maybe you're renting. Maybe factors other than design were important in your decisions. We're all people who are interested in making the world work for us, so how do we work around bad design in the meantime?

As with the toilet seat example above, you could try modifying your objects so that mistakes are harder to make. How about taking some paint or stickers and color coding your keys to their locks? If it's safe you could also do this with your stove hotplates and their associated dials. This is post-hoc band-aid design, and every time you need to take one of these approaches it represents some degree of failure on the manufacturer's part. But that doesn't mean we shouldn't make life easier for ourselves.

Finally, what does Don Norman want us to take from the book?


This is a starter kit for good design. It is intended to be enjoyable and informative for everyone: everyday people, technical people, designers, and nondesigners. One goal is to turn readers into great observers of the absurd, of the poor design that gives rise to so many of the problems of modern life, especially of modern technology. It will also turn them into observers of the good, of the ways in which thoughtful designers have worked to make our lives easier and smoother.

. . .

If you are a designer, help fight the battle for usability. If you are a user, then join your voice with those who cry for usable products. Write to manufacturers. Boycott unusable designs. Support good designs by purchasing them, even if it means going out of your way, even if it means spending a bit more. And voice your concerns to the stores that carry the products; manufacturers listen to their customers.

. . .

Realize that even details matter, that the designer may have had to fight to include something helpful. If you have difficulties, remember, it’s not your fault: it’s bad design.






The Discarded Image: An Introduction to Medieval and Renaissance Literature

_“The only palliative is to keep the clean sea breeze of the centuries blowing through our minds, and this can be done only by reading old books. Not, of course, that there is any magic about the past. People were no cleverer then than they are now; they made as many mistakes as we. But not the same mistakes. They will not flatter us in the errors we are already committing; and their own errors, being now open and palpable, will not endanger us. Two heads are better than one, not because either is infallible, but because they are unlikely to go wrong in the same direction. To be sure, the books of the future would be just as good a corrective as the books of the past, but unfortunately we cannot get at them.”-_C. S. Lewis, “On the Reading of Old Books”

“The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there.” - L.P. Hartly, The Go Between

Will anyone be able to understand modern literature, half a millenia from now? How could they make sense of our in-jokes, backwards science, pop culture references, and unspoken assumptions that no longer apply. The same is true of the literature of the past. The farther it is from us, the harder it is to understand. We read it with confusion or, worse, a false hope that we fully comprehend what we are reading. We need old books to come with commentaries and footnotes, explaining the allusions that fly over our heads and the references which no longer hold.The Discarded Image is just such a guide, but for an entire several century period of literature. Lewis does his level best to explain what the medievals actually believed, what their values were, and how they understood the universe to work; all of which are essential to actually understanding what they wrote.

So, who exactly were these people? These knights in shining armor, troubadours, peasants, monks, merchants, and kings? What were they like? How did they think?

Lewis’s answer is that they were a bunch of nerds.

The First Fandom

“They are bookish. They are indeed very credulous of books. They find it hard to believe that anything an old auctour has said is simply untrue. And they inherit a very heterogeneous collection of books; Judaic, Pagan, Platonic, Aristotelian, Stoical, Primitive Christian, Patristic. Or (by a different classification) chronicles, epic poems, sermons, visions, philosophical treatises, satires. Obviously their auctours will contradict one another…If, under these conditions, one has also a great reluctance flatly to disbelieve anything in a book, then here there is obviously both an urgent need and a glorious opportunity for sorting out and tidying up. All the apparent contradictions must be harmonized. A Model must be built which will get everything in without a clash; and it can do this only by becoming intricate, by mediating its unity through a great, and finely ordered, multiplicity.”

Who would win in a fight: Superman, or Goku?

It’s a ridiculous question. They’re both fictional characters, to start. They not only have separate creators, but since they were first put down in comic book form they’ve been iterated on by hundreds of creators in multiple mediums for several decades. The fictional settings these characters are placed in have different rules, histories, and laws of physics. Goku has quasi-magical martial arts powers, Superman is non-magically (somehow) powered by the sun. Superman lives on an Earth similar to our own, Goku lives on an Earth that is ruled by a dog-emperor. They have nothing to do with each other, and neither was ever real to begin with.

Yet that won’t stop nerds fromfiguring out an answer anyway.

Being a nerd means taking unimportant things like that very seriously. For instance, nerds often argue about which fictional works are canon and which aren't, which is a mind boggling distinction to make if you think about it for five minutes. “This comic book really happened, this other comic book was just a story!” The impulse to systemize, to catalog, and to understand is strong among nerds. They dedicate hours of their lives to filling fan-wikis, assembling timelines, and collecting reference works. It’s one of the principle things that defines someone as a nerd. If you’re the kind of person who would look at the question of whether the Highlander tv series is in the same continuity as the movies and ask “Who cares?!” then you ain’t a nerd. Or, at least, not a Highlander nerd. Maybe you’re a car nerd with strong opinions about what’s really a muscle car.

Medieval authors were a pack of gigantic nerds, and they were all part of the same fandom. The fandom didn’t have a name because for them it was simply the reality they lived in, a combination of all science and history. Lewis calls it The Model.Yet like all fans they did not make the Model. They inherited it from the glorious past, from the few books that survived the fall of Rome and reached them. Often they didn’t have the actual books, but only the commentaries and fan-works based on them by the nerds who came before them. Like any modern fandom the medievals took what had been passed down to them and iterated on it. They wrote fan-fiction, they cataloged timelines and events, they organized and categorized and debated what was canon. Together they put together an understanding of reality and their place in the universe based entirely on works written hundreds of years before.

Naturally you can’t put together hundreds of almost random surviving books from multiple authors and ages, Pagan and Christian, Greek and Roman, fiction and non-fiction, without having a multiplicity of contradictions. In order to fit them all into the same Model (into a_shared universe_, you might say) the contradictions would need to be explained away. What you end up with is an understanding of reality that is both entirely derivative yet an original work of art in its own right. Lewis writes:


[The Model] is vast in scale, but limited and intelligible. Its sublimity is not the sort that depends on anything vague or obscure…Its contents, however rich and various, are in harmony. We see how everything links up with everything else; at one, not in flat equality, but in a hierarchical ladder. It might be supposed that this beauty of the Model was apparent chiefly to us who, no longer accepting it as true, are free to regard it–or reduced to regarding it–as if it were a work of art. But I believe this is not so. I think there is abundant evidence that it gave profound satisfaction while it was still believed in. I hope to persuade the reader not only that this Model of the Universe is a supreme medieval work of art but that it is in a sense the central work, that in which most particular works were embedded, to which they constantly referred, from which they drew a great deal of their strength.



To examine all the elements of the Model in detail would take a book: namely, the book I’m reviewing. Let's look at the model at its broadest and biggest, ignoring for now the fact that if we zoom in on any part we’ll find it filled with intricate detail.

A Layered Universe

The medievals got almost their entire understanding of the physical universe, and our place in it, from Ptolemy and Aristotle. There were additions and refinements from other sources, mostly Roman, but they were drawing on the same Greek ideas. Aristotle divided everything into two realms: everything above the orbit of the Moon, and everything below it. This wasn’t an arbitrary division but the result of a very real problem.


Aristotle, being interested both in biology and in astronomy, found himself faced with an obvious contrast. The characteristic of the world we men inhabit is incessant change by birth, growth, procreation, death, and decay. And within that world such experimental methods as had been achieved in his time could discover only an imperfect uniformity. Things happened in the same way not perfectly nor invariably but ‘on the whole’ or ‘for the most part’. But the world studied by astronomy seemed quite different. No Nova had yet been observed. So far as he could find out, the celestial bodies were permanent; they neither came into existence nor passed away. And the more you studied them, the more perfectly regular their movements seemed to be. Apparently, then, the universe was divided into two regions. The lower region of change and irregularity he called Nature. The upper he called Sky. But that very changeable phenomenon, the weather, made it clear that the realm of inconstant Nature extended some way above the surface of the Earth. ‘Sky’ must begin higher up. It seemed reasonable to suppose that regions which differed in every observable respect were also made of different stuff. Nature was made of the four elements, earth, water, fire, and air. Air then (and with air Nature, and with Nature inconstancy) must end before Sky began. Above the air, in true Sky, was a different substance, which he called aether. Thus ‘the aether encompasses the divine bodies, but immediately below the aethereal and divine nature comes that which is passible, mutable, perishable, and subject to death’.



The rest of the universe follows a similar principle and is also divided into layers. The heavens are made up of 9 concentric spheres, each one housing a celestial body. From top to bottom the order is as follows:


	The Primum Mobile, which is the outermost part of the universe and rotates, which drives the movement of all the layers beneath it.

	The Stellatum which contains all the “fixed” stars. These are the stars that don’t move relative to each other when observed with the naked eye. They are in contrast to the “planets” which are stars that move relative to the fixed stars and to each other.

	Saturn

	Jupiter

	Mars

	The Sun

	Venus

	Mercury

	The Moon



However, the layers don’t stop there! Everything below the Moon is made of the four elements, and these elements also stack themselves in layers based on their “purity”. The layers of Nature were:


	Fire

	Air

	Water

	Earth



The order of air, water, and earth makes sense. After all, if you put dirt, water, and air in a jar you’ll quickly find that they sort themselves into the same order. Fire throws us off a bit: if there was a layer of fire between ourselves and the Moon, then why isn’t the sky glowing like a flame? The answer is that they believed the bright flames we see in a campfire or a candle are actually impure fire. The burning wood or wax are made of other elements as well as fire, and flames occur when those “impure” elements are cast away. Pure fire is transparent and quickly rises upwards through the air to find its proper layer. Anyone who has seen the visible distortion of hot air rising off a campfire can understand how they came to this belief.

This layered model of the universe is entirely Pagan in origin. From Christianity only two new layers were added. Above the Primum Mobile, as a kind of layer 0, was “The Very Heaven” where God dwelled. It wasn’t a physical place, but more of a recognition that everything that isn’t God’s Creation must be God. The other layer they added would be layer 14, underneath Earth, Hell. As you ascend higher into the heavens you get closer and closer to God; as you descend lower and lower towards the Earth you get farther and farther away from Him, until you reach the very center of the universe which is the farthest possible place from God.

The most significant difference between this model of the universe and our own, at least at an imaginative level, is that the Model’s universe is finite. We look out on the universe and see an infinite void, populated by more stars than we can count. The medievals in contrast believed in a universe with definite proportions and a specific size.

So how big is their universe? “As to estimates of distance, we are fortunate in having the testimony of a thoroughly popular work, the_South English Legendary_: better evidence than any learned production could be for the Model as it existed in the imagination of ordinary people. We are told there that if a man could travel upwards at the rate of ‘forty mile and yet some del mo’ a day, he still would not have reached the Stellatum (‘the highest heaven that ye alday seeth’) in 8000 years.” Doing a little back of the table math put the radius of the Universe as greater than 116,800,000 miles.

The finite yet immense size of the universe naturally had a strong impact on the medieval perspective:


These facts are in themselves curiosities of mediocre interest. They become valuable only insofar as they enable us to enter more fully into the consciousness of our ancestors by realising how such a universe must have affected those who believed in it. The recipe for such realisation is not the study of books. You must go out on a starry night and walk about for half an hour trying to see the sky in terms of the old cosmology. Remember that you now have an absolute Up and Down. The Earth is really the centre, really the lowest place; movement to it from whatever direction is downward movement. As a modern, you located the stars at a great distance. For distance you must now substitute that very special, and far less abstract, sort of distance which we call height; height, which speaks immediately to our muscles and nerves. The Medieval Model is vertiginous. And the fact that the height of the stars in medieval astronomy is very small compared with their distance in the modern, will turn out not to have the kind of importance you anticipated. For thought and imagination, ten million miles and a thousand million are much the same. Both can be conceived (that is, we can do sums with both) and neither can be imagined; and the more imagination we have the better we shall know this. The really important difference is that the medieval universe, while unimaginably large, was also unambiguously finite. And one unexpected result of this is to make the smallness of Earth more vividly felt. In our universe she is small, no doubt; but so are the galaxies, so is everything–and so what? But in theirs there was an absolute standard of comparison. The furthest sphere…is, quite simply and finally, the largest object in existence. The word ‘small’ as applied to Earth thus takes on a far more absolute significance. Again, because the medieval universe is finite, it has a shape, the perfect spherical shape, containing within itself an ordered variety. Hence to look out on the night sky with modern eyes is like looking out over a sea that fades away into mist, or looking about one in a trackless forest–trees forever and no horizon. To look up at the towering medieval universe is much more like looking at a great building. The ‘space’ of modern astronomy may arouse terror, or bewilderment or vague reverie; the spheres of the old present us with an object in which the mind can rest, overwhelming in its greatness but satisfying in its harmony.



It's worth noting how emotionally at odds this Model of the universe is with the one we are often taught the medievals had. When we learn about the Copernican Revolution and Galileo defying the Church we are often given the idea that heliocentrism was opposed because it meant Earth was no longer the center of the universe; that is to say, the most important part of the universe. Yet the opposite was the case. Earth is at the bottom of the universe, the scummy seabed of the universe where all the muck sinks to and collects. Earth is smaller than all the other stars and planets, save the moon, and in comparison to the spheres is too small to be seen. Earth is far closer to Hell than to Heaven: millions of miles closer. It may have been the center of the universe, but it was also the lowest and worst place. Heliocentrism changed that. “Whatever else a modern feels when he looks at the night sky, he certainly feels that he is looking_out_–like one looking out from the saloon entrance on to the dark Atlantic or from the lighted porch upon dark and lonely moors. But if you accepted the Medieval Model you would feel like one looking in. The Earth is ‘outside the city wall’. When the sun is up he dazzles us and we cannot see inside. Darkness, our own darkness, draws the veil and we catch a glimpse of the high pomps within; the vast, lighted concavity filled with music and life.”

Myopic Medievals

Medievals (and the ancients who came before them) had no sense of scale when it comes to fiction. If there is a giant in the story then his size will be inconsistent: one minute he’ll be so massive that his glove is mistaken for a viking mead hall, and the next he’s small enough that his drinking horn can be lifted, with effort, by a man of average height. Similarly there is no sense of scale that comes with distance: a man is carried up to the heavens and at one point looks down and sees the Earth as smaller than a pebble, yet shortly after describes seeing beasts and ships moving around on it.

They also had no sense of anachronism. When they depicted stories from ancient Rome or the Bible in literature or painting they would have all the characters dressed like themselves, with the same technologies and customs. You might see Julius Caesar conquering the Gauls in a suit of armor, or King David decked out in ermine and hose.1

Yet despite their blindness when it came to distance, whether physical or chronological, medieval writers had an intensely clear vision of what was right in front of them. They will describe a lady’s clothing in exacting detail, or note the changes of expression on a knight’s face, or otherwise take careful note of the most mundane details.


The Middle Ages are unrivaled, till we reach quite modern times, in the sheer foreground fact, the ‘close-up’. I mean things like the little dog’s behavior in the Book of the Duchess_; or ‘So stant Custance and looketh hire about’; or, of Constance again, ‘ever she prayeth hire child to hold his pees’; or, when Arcite and Palamon met for the combat, ‘Tho chaungen gan the colour in hir face’...This sort of vividness is now part of every novelist’s stock-in-trade; a tool of our rhetoric, often used to excess so that it hides rather than reveals the action. But the medievals had hardly any models for it, and it was long before they had many successors._



Why this love of detail? Lewis thinks it comes from the Model itself. If you believe the universe is a beautiful, orderly, and finely crafted work of art, then it colors every mundane detail.


If I am right, the man of genius then found himself in a situation very different from that of his modern successor. Such a man today often, perhaps usually, feels himself confronted with a reality whose significance he cannot know, or a reality that has no significance; or even a reality such that the very question whether it has a meaning is itself a meaningless question. It is for him, by his own sensibility, to discover a meaning, or, out of his own subjectivity, to give a meaning–or at least a shape–to what in itself had neither. But the Model universe of our ancestors had built-in significance. And that in two senses; as having ‘significant form’ (it is an admirable design) and as a manifestation of the wisdom and goodness that created it. There was no question of waking it into beauty or life. Ours, most emphatically, was not the wedding garment, nor the shroud. The achieved perfection was already there. The only difficulty was to make an adequate response.



However, this confidence in the significance and beauty of all things was a bit of a double edged sword:


The typical vice [of Medieval literature], as we all know, is dulness; sheer, unabashed, prolonged dulness, where the author does not seem to be even trying to interest us…One sees how the belief in a world of built-in significance encourages this. The writer feels everything to be so interesting in itself that there is no need for him to make it so. The story, however badly told, will still be worth telling; the truths, however badly stated, still worth stating. He expects the subject to do for him nearly everything he ought to do himself.



Concluding Remarks

C. S. Lewis is known today first as a Christian apologist, and secondly as a writer of fantasy and science fiction. It can be easy to forget that writing was not the primary concern of his life, or how he spent his days. He was a scholar and teacher, teaching English Language and LIterature at Oxford University for twenty-nine years, and then a further nine years teaching at Cambridge as the Chair ofMediaeval and Renaissance Literature (a chair Cambridge created for him specifically, to poach him away from Oxford). Most of his adult life was concerned with teaching and studying literature. The Discarded Image is one of the rare chances to experience Lewis the scholar, writing on a subject he had taught for decades and knew better than the back of his hand.

The book is very well written, as is to be expected from Lewis. While the book is dense with information it is a pleasure to read. Lewis was one of the best writers of the 20th century for taking complicated ideas and writing them in a way that almost everyone can understand. The book is not only benefited by his decades of experience with the subject, but also all his practice at the art of writing, as it likely was the last book he ever wrote, being published a few months after his death.

I would heartily recommend this book to anyone interested in European history, medieval literature, or who just likes learning new things in general. If you are a fan of Lewis’s other works then I can recommend it without reservation. It is Lewis through and through. I regret that I was not able to touch on more than a fraction of the book’s content. I didn’t even get to touch on: fairies, the Antipodes, astrology, the five wits, the four humors, Bestiaries (“Home dwellers in an unscientific age will believe almost anything about foreign parts; but who could have believed, and how, what the Bestiaries told them about eagles, foxes, or stags?”) the three souls of man, or the Seven Liberal Arts. It is for the best that I have no more time to write before my deadline, for if I did I would no doubt write a book about this book. It would be an inferior book by far, so instead of doing that I will simply recommend you read The Discarded Image.

1This blindness to anachronism continued into the modern age, particularly among folk and fairy tales, which is why today fairy tales are typically set in the late 18th or early 19th century. That’s when the brothers Grimm published their famous book. By taking oral tales that had constantly been “updated” to be contemporary and writing them down, they froze them into the form they took at the time of writing.




The Educated Mind

[This is one of the finalists in the 2023 book review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. 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 promise of a new educational theory”, writes Kieran Egan, “has the magnetism of a newspaper headline like ‘Small Earthquake in Chile: Few Hurt’”.

But — could a new kind of school make the world rational?

I discovered the work of Kieran Egan in a dreary academic library. The book I happened to find — Getting it Wrong from the Beginning — was an evisceration of progressive schools. As I worked at one at the time, I got a kick out of this.

To be sure, broadsides against progressivist education aren’t exactly hard to come by. But Egan’s account went to the root, deeper than any critique I had found. Better yet, as I read more, I discovered he was against traditionalist education, too — and that he had constructed a new paradigm that incorporated the best of both.

This was important to me because I was a teacher, and had at that point in my life begun to despair that all the flashy exciting educational theories I was studying were just superficial, all show and no go. I was stuck in a cycle: I’d discover some new educational theory, devour a few books about it, and fall head over heels for it — only to eventually get around to spending some time at a school and talk to some teachers and realize holy crap this does exactly one thing well and everything else horribly.

If my life were a movie, these years would be the rom-com montage where the heroine goes on twenty terrible first dates.

I got to look at some approaches in even more detail by teaching or tutoring in schools. Each approach promised to elevate their students’ ability to reason and live well in the world, but the adults I saw coming out of their programs seemed not terribly different from people who didn’t.

They seemed just about as likely to become climate deniers or climate doomers as the average normie, just as likely to become staunch anti-vaxxers or covid isolationists. They seemed just as likely to be sucked up by the latest moral panics. The strength of their convictions seemed untethered to the strength of the evidence, and they seemed blind to the potential disasters that their convictions, if enacted, might cause.

They seemed just about as rational as the average person of their community — which was to say, quite irrational!

Egan’s approach seemed different. 

I began to systematically experiment with it — using it to teach science, math, history, world religions, philosophy, to students from elementary school to college. I was astounded by how easy it made it for me to communicate the most important ideas to kids of different ability levels. This, I realized, was what I had gotten into teaching for.

The man

Kieran Egan was born in Ireland, raised in England, and got his PhD in America (at Stanford and Cornell). He lived for the next five decades in British Columbia, where he taught at Simon Fraser University.

As a young man, he became a novice at a Franciscan monastery. By the time he died, he was an atheist, but — he would make clear — a Catholic atheist. His output was prodigious — fifteen books on education, one book on building a Zen garden, and, near the end of his life, two books of poetry, and a mystery novel! 

He was whimsical and energetic, a Tigger of an educational philosopher. He was devoted to the dream that (as his obituary put it) “schooling could enrich the lives of children, enabling them to reach their full potential”.

He traveled the world, sharing his approach to education. He gained a devoted following of teachers and educational thinkers, and (from an outsider’s vantage point, at least) seemed perpetually on the edge of breaking through to a larger audience, and getting his approach in general practice: he won the Grawmeyer Award — perhaps educational theory’s highest prize. His books were blurbed by some of education’s biggest names (Howard Gardner, Nel Noddings); Michael Pollan even blurbed his Zen gardening book.

He died last year. I think it’s a particularly good moment to take a clear look at his theory.

The book

This is a review of his 1997 book, The Educated Mind: How Cognitive Tools Shape Our Understanding. It’s his opus, the one book in which he most systematically laid out his paradigm. It’s not an especially easy read — Egan’s theory knits together evolutionary history, anthropology, cultural history, and cognitive psychology, and tells a new big history of humanity to make sense of how education has worked in the past, and how we might make it work now.

But at the root of his paradigm is a novel theory about why schools, as they are now, don’t work.

Part 1: Why don’t schools work?

A school is a hole we fill with money

I got a master’s degree in something like educational theory from a program whose name looked good on paper, and when I was there, one of the things that I could never quite make sense of was my professors’ and fellow students’ rock-solid assumption that schools are basically doing a good job.

Egan disagrees. He opens his book by laying that out:


“Education is one of the greatest consumers of public money in the Western world, and it employs a larger workforce than almost any other social agency. 

“The goals of the education system – to enhance the competitiveness of nations and the self-fulfillment of citizens – are supposed to justify the immense investment of money and energy. 

“School – that business of sitting at a desk among thirty or so others, being talked at, mostly boringly, and doing exercises, tests, and worksheets, mostly boring, for years and years and years – is the instrument designed to deliver these expensive benefits. 

“Despite, or because, the vast expenditures of money and energy, finding anyone inside or outside the education system who is content with its performance is difficult.”



Q: Oh, can it really be that bad?

Imagine a group of 100 American adults, chosen at random. They’ve sat through years of science lessons, so you decide to ask them some basic questions. What will they know?

Bryan Caplan, in his book Against Education, cites surveys of what Americans know about basic scientific concepts. Here’s what they find:


	
of the hundred adults, 76 know that the center of the Earth is hot (this is good!)



	
only 54 know that the Earth goes around the Sun



	
only 50 know that not all radioactivity is man-made



	
only 29 know that ordinary (as opposed to GMO) tomatoes have genes





Q: Well, those are facts, not understanding — and that’s just looking at American adults in general! Surely good schools are doing a better job educating than that?

Caplan cites a famous study by the educational psychologist Howard Gardner:


“Researchers at Johns Hopkins, M.I.T., and other well-regarded universities have documented that students who receive honor grades in college-level physics courses are frequently unable to solve basic problems and questions encountered in a form slightly different from that on which they have been formally instructed and tested.”



Q: Okay, but schools teach reading, writing, and math… right?

Basic literacy and numeracy: yes. Adult-level: no. 

If you gave someone two editorials that clashed over interpreting economic evidence, what percent of American adults could compare the editorials? One U.S. Department of Education study that Caplan cites finds: just 13%.

And while 78% could “calculate the cost of a sandwich and a salad, using prices from a menu”, only 13% could “calculate an employee’s share of health insurance costs for a year, using a table that shows how the employee’s monthly cost varies with income and family size”.

Q: I’m afraid to ask about reasoning abilities.

Caplan quotes from a study that looked into how well college students were at applying academic learning to everyday life. The authors write:


“The results were shocking. Of the several hundred students tested… the overwhelming majority of responses received a score of 0. Fewer than 1% obtained the score of 2 that corresponded to a ‘good scientific response’.”



America isn’t so much of an outlier; numbers across the rest of the world are comparable. The 4.7 trillion-dollar question is why.

The usual suspects

Ask around, and you’ll find people’s mouths overflowing with answers. “Lazy teachers!” cry some; “unaccountable administrators” grumble others. Others blame the idiot bureaucrats who write standards. Some teachers will tell you parents are the problem; others point to the students themselves.

Egan’s not having any of it. He thinks all these players are caught in a bigger, stickier web. Egan’s villain is an idea — but to understand it, we’ll have to zoom out and ask a simple question — what is it, exactly, that we’ve been asking schools to do? What’s the job we’ve been giving them? If we rifle through history, Egan suggests we’ll find three potential answers.

Job 1: Shape kids for society

Before there were schools, there was culture — and culture got individuals to further the goals of the society. 

Egan dubs this job “socialization”. A school built on the socialization model will mold students to fit into the roles of society. It will shape their sense of what’s “normal” to fit their locale — and what’s normal in say, a capitalist society will be different from what’s normal in a communist society. It’ll supply students with useful knowledge and life skills. A teacher in a school built on socialization will, first and foremost, be a role model — someone who can exemplify the virtues of their society. 

Job 2: Fill kids’ minds with truth

In 387 BC, Plato looked out at his fellow well-socialized, worldly wise citizens of Athens, and yelled “Sheeple!”

Fresh off the death of his mentor Socrates, Plato argued that, however wonderful the benefits of socialization, the adults that it produced were the slaves of convention. So long as people were shaped by socialization, they were doomed to repeat the follies of the past. There was no foundation on which to stand to change society. Plato opened his Academy (the Academy, with a capital ‘A’ — the one that all subsequent academies are named after) to fix that. In his school, people studied subjects like math and astronomy so as to open their minds to the truth.

Egan dubs this job “academics”. A school built on the academic model will help students reflect on reality. It will lift up a child’s sense of what’s good to match the Good, even when this separates them from their fellow citizens. And a teacher in an academic school will, first and foremost, be an expert — someone who can authoritatively say what the Truth is.

Job 3: Cultivate each kid’s uniqueness

In 1762, Jean-Jacques Rousseau looked out at his fellow academically-trained European intellectuals, and called them asses loaded with books.

The problem with the academies, Rousseau argued, wasn’t that they hadn’t educated their students, but that they had — and this education had ruined them. They were “crammed with knowledge, but empty of sense” because their schooling had made them strangers to themselves. Rousseau’s solution was to focus on each child individually, to not force our knowledge on them but to help them follow what they’re naturally interested in. The word “natural” is telling here — just as Newton had opened up the science of matter, so we should uncover the science of childhood. We should work hard to understand what a child’s nature is, and plan accordingly.

Egan dubs this job “development”. A school built on the developmental model will invite students into learning. And a teacher in this sort of school will be, first and foremost, a facilitator — someone who can create a supportive learning environment for the child to learn at their own pace. 

Q: Can you recap those?

We might sum these up by asking what’s at the very center of schooling. For a socializer, the answer is “society”. For an academicist, the answer is “content”. And for a developmentalist, the answer is “the child”.

You want a visual? We might think in terms of these three images:
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Kieran Egan laughs at your educational reforms

Okay, of those three jobs, which should we give to schools? You probably have your favorite — I certainly did! But Egan wants you to know they’re all crap. None of them, by themselves, can give us the kinds of schools we want.

Q: I kind of like Rousseau! What’s the problem with pure development?

Like I said before, my bookshelves overflow with authors who want to knock down Rousseau (and the people who followed in his wake — John Dewey in particular). Egan will have none of it: before the developmental approach, many schools were terrible places where children were beaten for getting math problems wrong. “Rousseau and Dewey,” he writes, “have enriched our conception of education in important ways. We will not make educational progress by trying to cut away their contribution”.

But, he continues, there’s no way a purely developmental approach could possibly work! Rousseau imagined human nature to be selfless and kind; this ideal state could only survive if it was kept away from the evils of society — the titular child in his book Emile was kept away from human society, unable even to read, until age twelve. 

Of course, schools don’t go this far — they can’t — but I can attest from personal experience that even fairly serious attempts to raise children in an accepting community of peers often crash and burn when faced with actual human nature. Kids reared in the most developmentally appropriate schools can be nasty, bored, and lazy at about the same rate as their mainstream peers.

Q: In my heart, I’m an academicist. What’s the problem with it?

I think Egan was an academicist in his heart, too. His book drips with classical references — so much so that it can make some sections difficult to read. But, he points out, those purely-academic schools really were hellscapes. And their brutality wasn’t something that was just tacked on, it flowed from their understanding of knowledge: enlightenment will come when the right information enters a child’s head, regardless of how it gets in there (or whether the child wants it in there). 

And again, Egan feels obliged to point out that we’ve tried this approach for thousands of years, and it hasn’t worked. In fact, Plato’s original vision so obviously doesn’t work that people hawking academic schools have modified their pitch: no longer is the goal for students to understand the Truth, but to cultivate inquiring, skeptical minds who are perpetually dissatisfied with old answers. Can we imagine taxpayers paying for this?

Q: Fine, fine. I’m not a fan of socialization, but I’ll ask the question — what’s wrong with it?

The funny thing is that of the three, this is the only one that has shown its ability to work for a long stretch of time! (As John Calvin pointed out, as animals, we’re pretty pathetic. Socialization allowed our ancestors to become something more than individuals so that they could survive; we owe this job our gratitude.

That said, it would be impossible for schooling today to seek only to socialize. That would require that members of a society share values, and fundamentally agree that their society is good. It also requires that a society not be changing, so the values and skills that are taught to children today will be the ones that will be useful to them in thirty years. Obviously, modern Western society is none of those things. Pure socialization might work for the Amish, or for Catholic trad communities, but not for us. And, frankly, we should feel okay about this. (Do you know where you could get a pure socialization education in the 20th century West, Egan asks? The Hitler Youth!) There really are good reasons to be wary of any education that decrees that its society is uniformly good.

Which combination is best?

Okay, you say, it’s clear that none of these jobs is good on its own — the solution (obviously!) is to smoosh them together. If we do that wisely, the good parts of each will make up for the deficiencies of the others.

This sounds eminently reasonable — but Egan would like to have a word with you.

Q: What’s the problem in combining socialization with academics?

Wouldn’t this be a beautiful combination? Socialization would cohere the school together, and then they could leverage those good feelings to, say, read Aristotle. I’ve seen this work in schools (like conservative Christian academies) founded on a set of specific beliefs. But when intellectual diversity enters in, it becomes harder.

You, perhaps, say that socialization could unite people around their differences — schools could support a society made up entirely of critics! Yes, a society of critics would be interesting, and so would a herd of cats: neither works in practice. Imagine students reading their Ibram X. Kendi books in the morning, then pledging allegiance to the American flag after lunch.

Q: What’s the problem in combining academics with development?

Again, this seems like a beautiful vision: we can invite children into discovering the big ideas. Alas, it crashes into the reef of reality quite quickly: what do we do when kids don’t want to learn about the big ideas? This combination works wonderfully for kids who naturally want to be academics, but — and this is a crucial point that geeky education types too often sweep under the rug — lots of kids don’t naturally want to be academics.

Okay, you say, ignore the “liberatory” element of the developmentalist program, and focus on the “uncovering the nature of the individual child” part: academics can tell us what the students should be learning, and development can tell us how they should learn it. Egan has a thought experiment for you.

Imagine that you get the funding to fully pursue this combined goal — you set up a hundred different types of schools in the nearest big city. There’s a specific school for every possible permutation of learner — a school for big-picture kinesthetic learners who score as INFJ on the Myers–Briggs, a school for detail-oriented auditory learners who score ENFP, a school for marine-biology-loving hyperactive learners who lost their personality test results… you get the idea.

You build the schools, you work out the bus schedule, and then, on the first day, all the students learn exactly the same content.

Because that’s what it means for a school to be an academy — it teaches “the best that’s been thought or said”.

Q: What’s the problem in combining development with socialization?

What’s wrong with telling kids to become their authentic selves, even as you squeeze them into the roles most beneficial to society?

Imagine two rural schools merging together, due to declining local population. Now imagine that one of them is a hippie free school, and the other is a military academy. (That’s a reality TV show I’d watch.)

It’s possible, I suppose, to imagine this working for kids who naturally want to be, say, plumbers, or paleontologists, or presidents — and who happen to go to a school that prepares its students to fill that one role. But the odds of matching students to schools just perfectly seems small.

But enough thought experiments — we can state this in a visual form: behold, the SAD triangle. It’s bright around the edges, but muddled where they mix:
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One of the things I love about Egan is that he looks at educational ideas historically. (Most histories of education start around the turn of the 20th century; I remember being excited when I found one that began in the 1600s. Egan begins in prehistory.) And what we’re reminded of, when we see these historically, is that these jobs were meant to supplant each other. Put together, they sabotage each other.

What are we asking of schools?

Of the three possible jobs, which are we asking mainstream schools to perform? Egan answers: all three.

To confirm this, stretch your memory back to your student days, and see if you can put some of the most basic elements in any of these three categories. We’re so immersed in these that they seem obvious, “natural” aspects of schooling, but of course they’re nothing of the sort. 

Did you spend your time with other children of the same age? Was your work graded according to a standard? Were you forced to play team sports, or to pledge your allegiance to your nation-state?

All of these, Egan says, bear the fingerprints of the goal of socialization. Progressive reformers in in the 1960s saw these as the markings of a dark conspiracy, but socialization has more warm-feely aspects: counselors to help students cope with the strains of modern society, field trips to the local fire station and historical monuments, and everything “practical” — life skills, sex ed, emotional regulation, and so on.

Did you learn anything that wasn’t obviously useful? Did you read Hamlet, say, or master the Pythagorean theorem, or learn that the planets orbit the Sun (and not the other way around)? That’s the fingerprints of the academic goal.

Finally, did you hear teachers show concern about “age-appropriate” content, or see signs that your school valued individualized learning? Does it seem right to you that learning should be “active” rather than “passive”, or that it’s better for someone to discover something than to be told it?

Did your kindergarten have tiny, child-sized chairs?

All these, Egan says, are the fruit of developmentalism.

The first time I read the book, I wondered at all this. What Egan was saying was indeed lining up with my memories. But perhaps, I thought, he was playing loose with the categories; I was still skeptical that schools really were trying to balance all three goals. 

So I decided to check his idea from a different perspective and look up the mission statements of school districts I was familiar with. Here’s the one from the town I currently live in:

“Skills” and “become involved members of a global community” seem to connote socialization, “challenge” and “knowledge” seem to connote academics, and “empower” and “reach their full potential” seem to connote development.

But I wasn’t sure if I was just seeing faces in clouds, so I looked up the mission statement for my hometown:

“Succeeding” seems like socialization, “learning” seems like a nod to academics, and “growing” seems like code for development. But again, I was worried that I engaging in motivated reasoning, so I looked up the largest district I’ve lived in, a city of about a million people:
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Wow. That seems pretty clear.

So, to sum up: Egan says that there are three potential jobs we can give to schools. Alone, each of these jobs is terrible; together, they’re worse. And what we’ve done is given schools all three jobs.
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A sad triangle, indeed.

What about alternative schools?

I was curious to see whether this “sad triangle” could help us understand other philosophies of education, and why they work (or don’t). Where would, say, unschooling, and classical education, and vocational ed, and Montessori go?

The first three seem obvious. Radical unschooling is in the upper-right, classical schools (with its focus on feeding kids “the best that’s been thought or said”) is in the upper-left, and vocational ed is in the bottom corner.

What can that tell us? Intriguingly, each of those approaches can claim to have done some impressive stuff. I’ve worked with radical unschoolers, and while their skills have often been lopsided (not learning math is an acknowledged issue in the community), they’ve all at least exhibited a zeal for learning the topics they’ve been interested in. (Video games, frequently.) 

And I remember a massive study in the early 2000s that asked which kinds of schools actually improved student test scores controlling for the effects of socioeconomics. What it found was that only two types of schools stood out: Catholic schools that were operated by a religious order (e.g. the Jesuits — not local parish schools), and vocational schools. 

Q: Oh, that’s terrible evidence. One of those was just personal anecdotes! And what about selection effects? And what about…?

I wouldn’t disagree — and, as Freddie deBoer points out, most educational research is bunk. I’ll take this to be only weak confirmation of Egan’s theory that combining jobs undercuts education.
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Are we hosed?

If Egan’s critique is correct, we’re in a bad situation. Educational radicals yell from their dark corners to abandon the middle and come join them; a century of educational reforms have amounted to little more than wobbling around, first in one direction, then another.

At the moment, the conversation about schools in the United States, at least, seems to have hit an all-time pessimistic blech. Freddie deBoer speaks for a lot of people when he says “Even the most optimistic reading of the research literature suggests that almost nothing moves the needle in academic outcomes. Almost nothing we try works.”

I’m not quite that pessimistic — the word “almost” is doing some work, there. There are some reforms that seem to work at the margin: raising teacher pay, making it easier to become a teacher, reducing air pollution, free school lunches, and more. Actually applying what the science of reading has been telling us for a few decades seems a big one.

And perhaps you have your own pet reform proposal. Sure — add it to the heap! What Egan suggests, though, is that so long as we’re bopping around this triangle of jobs, we won’t be able to get the schools that we want.

The dream

There’s a moment at the end of my favorite Bollywood movie that’s become stuck in my head. The protagonists have made the arduous journey to a beachside rural school. In the sun outside, flocks of children are experimenting with art and playing with inventions; inside, the walls are covered with books and the tables are covered with models. The kids are learning joyously and deeply.

In the real world, such places do exist — they’re just exclusive, pulling their students from among the families who are already the most gifted and curious. They don’t make kids this way; they scoop up the kids who are already this way. But in the movie, we’re supposed to believe these are normal children — normal, except they’ve been transformed by a school.

Egan’s wild idea is that it’s possible to make schools like this. He thought that we didn’t have to wait for the communists to make people equal or for the transhumanists to make people smarter. All he thought it required was giving schools a different job — not socialization or academics or development, but something that brings pieces of them together in a new way. But in order to understand that job, we have to come to a cleaner, bigger, and truer understanding of what “education” is.

The road ahead: a special Q-and-A

Q: This is the proverbial thousand-dollar-bill-lying-on-the-sidewalk: if this is possible, someone should have done it now. Is Egan going to give sufficient evidence for me to believe this?

Maybe! I’ll address this in a special section at the end, after sketching out what his theory looks like. 

Q: If his theory is even plausibly true, then why haven’t I heard of Egan before?

His books can be hard to read — he was an intellectual’s intellectual; he had difficulty writing a page without a reference to William Wordsworth, Friedrich Nietzsche, Sigmund Freud, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Claude Levi-Strauss, Richard Rorty, Noam Chomsky, or Steven Pinker.

And his paradigm is wonky and multidimensional; he rejiggers common categories, and tells you everything all at once.

But worst of all, when his paradigm is stated plainly, it sounds stupid. 

Q: Oh! What… is his paradigm?

I’m going to jigsaw his book, and hold back his big idea for its own section. First, I’m going to list out some simple observations of students at different ages, and imagine what schooling could look like, if it were built on these principles. (First I’ll do this for elementary school, then middle school, then high school.) 

Then I’ll explain how his theory ties all of this together… by clarifying our definition of what education actually is. 

Q: I’m not from America; could you be clear on what you mean by those divisions of schooling?

Egan’s framework has three main stages, but they don’t divide neatly into “elementary, middle, and high school”. (The precise age ranges he talks about, if you’re interested, are 2–8, 8–15, and 15 and older.) Regardless, I’m going to use those terms — he sometimes did — because it gives me something specific to imagine. Don’t sweat ‘em.

Part 2: A new kind of elementary school

What’s the matter with elementary schools?

Egan suggests that Plato and Rousseau, for all their differences, might have the same reaction if they visited a modern elementary school: they’d call it “trivial”.

I’ll admit, here, that I have tremendously fond memories of my elementary school years — committed teachers, good friends, and interesting activities. But I suspect my memory has edited out the most typical work I did. Either that, or elementary schools have taken a drastic plunge in quality from the 1980s. My wife and I homeschool now, but before the pandemic, we sent our kids to our local public school, and whenever we volunteered in the classroom, we were horrified. They spent their days practicing reading on shallow texts, or half-mindlessly practicing basic arithmetic. Occasionally they’d bring us home a sign of learning about something from the real world — usually something as intellectually and emotionally compelling as the importance of tooth brushing. And at parent–teacher conferences every year, we’d be sat down on tiny chairs and informed that, while our children were quite bright, they were struggling to pay attention in class. No sh**, I wanted to reply. The school seemed hermetically sealed; almost nothing that felt meaningful from the outside world could get in. 

Though they might agree about little else, Egan thinks that Plato and Rousseau would look at the dull worksheets and insipid “hands-on activities” and call modern elementary schools trivial. He agrees, and thinks that fixing this is the first step to building a new kind of school. 

Why so trivial?

Ironically, Egan thinks it's all the fault of Plato and Rousseau. Hidden in the ways that both the academicists and developmentalist think about education is an assumption: that children’s reasoning is basically the same as adult reasoning, but lesser.

Q: This isn’t some romantic, children-are-the-real geniuses theory, is it?

Egan actually does think that there’s an intensity to how children perceive the world that we lose — but no, it’s not. He’s building on mainstream cognitive science — just aspects of it that are currently more-or-less ignored in school. The upshot, though, is that he thinks that educational researchers (be they of academic or developmentalist persuasions) see kids as smaller, stupider versions of adults.

Q: But that’s the opposite of what my local developmentalist school says!

It was the opposite of what the developmentalist school that I worked at said, too. But at teacher meetings, I’d frequently hear people ask what was “developmentally appropriate” for a child. I’ll grant that there are perfectly reasonable times to ask this: “Honey, is it developmentally appropriate for our 10-year-old to watch ‘Cocaine Bear’?” is just one of many examples. But “is it developmentally appropriate for our class to learn about world religions?” or “is it developmentally appropriate for our school library to have a book mentioning homosexuality?” probably aren’t some of them. (The latter example was not one that I heard at my progressivist school, but Egan points out that this sort of language is often used by conservative activists.)

This notion of “developmentally appropriate” took on a scientific sheen with the work of Jean Piaget, the famous Swiss psychologist. Before age 12, he “proved”, children aren’t able to form hypotheses, draw conclusions, or think abstractly. This, his followers thought, should transform schools — and so they did! To math, they added in “manipulatives” — physical cubes and rods and such — to help students see math. To the history curriculum, they — well, they ended it. Why waste time, they asked, lecturing students about history that they couldn’t possibly understand? In its place they put the “expanding horizons” model of social studies. One version goes as follows:

In kindergarten, students learn about themselves

In first grade, they learn about their families

In second grade, they learn about their neighborhood

In third grade, they learn about their city

In fourth grade, they learn about their state

In fifth grade, they learn about their nation

In sixth grade they learn about the world

We can admit that there’s an elegance to this model. (I can picture how clever the theorist who first came up with it must have felt!) The downstream effects of it, however, seem horrible. Doesn’t keeping kids ignorant of the rest of the world seem provincial? Doesn’t reinforcing their self-centeredness seem infantilizing? Perhaps we could stomach it if it was founded on some unshakable findings of child psychology — but does it really strike you as likely that kids are incapable of understanding anything that happened long ago or far away? How, Egan asks, can we explain the $50 billion success of a movie franchise aimed at children that literally begins “A long time ago, in a galaxy far, far away?”

Q: Because… Jedis aren’t history?

The point is, kids obviously have the mental abilities to understand — and in fact care a lot about — things far outside their own experience, and we’ve built elementary schools on a long-dominant model of educational psychology that swears they can’t. This is actually a great example of a general principle. Let’s call it “the Star Wars test”: can our model make sense of the most obvious facts of students? When we find that the answer is “no”, we should at least consider radically revising what we’re doing in school. 

What are elementary schoolers good at? (or: kids are smarter than students)

Someone — I can’t now find who — once observed that children seem to lose IQ points the moment they step into a classroom. Egan agrees, and suggests that we think of ourselves as primatologists to kids, Jane Goodalls who investigate children “out in the wild” to see the sorts of things they gravitate to, and do fairly well at.

If we do this, what do we see?

Kids tell jokes, for one. They get mental images stuck in their heads, for another. They engage in role-playing, get lost in reverie, and beat out rhythms when they’re bored. They make ample use of metaphors, tell stories, and insist on seeing the world in terms of abstract binaries (e.g. stupid/smart, cowardice/courage, slavery/freedom, and so on).

These, Egan holds, are the cognitive strengths that children use to understand the world. They’re the things that kids are often about as good at as adults — or much better than. They’re going to be the tools Egan wants us to use to rebuild the entire elementary curriculum, and in fact he spends most of his second chapter geeking out about how we might define these, how they operate in the mind, where they first pop up in history and anthropology, and even how they might have developed in our evolutionary past. I’m going to skip all of that, and get to the curriculum.
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From trivial to rich: the trick

What could an intellectually rich elementary school curriculum look like, if we built it on kids’ cognitive strengths? He gives us one suggestion to help us do this: ask where each discipline came from in the first place. What was math before it was math, for example — or science before it was science?

Q: How on Earth could that help?

That’ll become clear later, when we finally uncover what Egan thinks “education” actually is, and see what job he wants us to give schools. For now, take it as a tantalizing hint… or, y’know, just ignore it.

Elementary literature & language

What was literature before it was literature? Before people invented writing, they had rich oral traditions: they told simple stories, recited poems, and shared proverbs. Egan suggests that these bits of oral tradition should form the backbone of the elementary literature curriculum.

Q: What sorts of stories?

As many as we can, and from as many diverse cultures as possible! Folktales are wonderful, as are myths. Think the Aboriginal story of “The Rainbow Serpent”, episodes from the Sumerian “Epic of Gilgamesh”, the Egyptian story of Osiris & Isis, the Greek story of Orpheus & Eurydice, the Chinese Legend of the White Snake, the Japanese Tale of Amaterasu and Susanoo, the Ashanti tales of Anansi, the Aztec myth of Quetzalcoatl, the English legend of King Arthur, the Maori myth of Maui and the Sun, the Roman story of Romulus and Remus, selections from the Indian Mahabharata, the Anglo-Saxon epic of Beowulf, the Inca legend of the Sun and Moon, the Iroquois Myth of the Flying Head (a real thing! look it up!), and the Ojibwe story of Turtle Island.

Q: That was a lot of examples. Are you going to keep giving so many? I’ve got a [mumble mumble mumble] to get to.

Sorry about that. Sometimes, though, I feel that a limitation of reading Educated Mind is that, in trying to keep his book to a manageable size, Egan skimped on examples in some places that it matters. It’s easy to read his occasional example and assume he intends that it hold some central place in the curriculum — when all he wants to do is display how rich and diverse the curriculum could be. (Also: good God, I didn’t even include an example from Norse mythology!) So from now on, just assume that every category could be filled with oodles of examples.

Q: What sorts of poems?

Lots of poems, first of all. We shouldn’t steer toward “fancy” poems — rather, we should find poems that appeal to kids immediately — think Shel Silverstein, Mother Goose, Dr. Seuss, Jack Prelutsky, Edward Lear, or Ogden Nash… that sort of thing. In a biting essay, Egan suggests these poets like these appeal to kids precisely because they leverage kids’ cognitive strengths: “we should find, and encourage saying and singing and shouting aloud verse with strong narrative forms, thumping rhymes and rhythms, the most vivid images, fun with metaphors, and a rollicking story.”

Q: Why proverbs?

Proverbs stick in your mind almost effortlessly. (“All’s fair in love and war!” “When in Rome, do as the Romans do!” “You can’t judge a book by its cover!”) They’re also useful; they capture general truths. Kids can apply them to all sorts of situations, but also discuss them — to what extent are they wise or foolish? (I remember my surprise when I realized that they couldn’t all be true — because you can’t follow “look before you leap” and “he who hesitates is lost” at the same time! I’m embarrassed to say that I think I only realized this when I was in college.)

Elementary science

What was science before it was science? Egan suggests: being immersed in the natural world. We might, he writes, encourage elementary students to “adopt” some feature of the natural world — a patch of grass, a cat, a branch, a stream — and simply observe it at length. To do this, we can use the cognitive strength of reverie.

Q: Oh, do you mean like kids sometimes do in science class nowadays — describe a thing to a partner, make notes, draw it, and label its parts?

No, the exact opposite! That’s all about squeezing the experience into words and forms that we understand. What we want “is less an attempt to know about nature as to know it in some participatory way, to know it as something we are an intimate part of, not set off from”.

Q: That sounds a little… “woo” to me.

It did to me, too… until I remembered my childhood climbing tree. I didn’t much like to go outside as a child, but I had this one tree that I’d climb up and read for hours and hours. If I close my eyes I can bring to mind the precise texture of its bark, the roughness of its broken-off branches, the coolness of its leaves, the always-surprising solidness of its trunk… I’m bigger now, but I think if I were back in my parent’s yard, I could still navigate its limbs with my eyes closed. I have, at this point in my life, read a fair number of books about trees, but I’d be surprised if all of them together more than equaled the amount I learned from that tree — my tree.

Elementary math

What was math before it was math? Egan suggests: counting and logic. We might, then, use rhythms, metaphors, stories, and jokes to help kids become fond of these.

Q: Counting is pretty… basic. Could it really be improved?

Beware of “the curse of knowledge”: Steven Pinker’s phrase for forgetting that something was once difficult! Egan suggests we should spend time helping kids count wonderfully. We can start early with counting rhymes. (“One, two, buckle my shoe! Three, four, out the door! Five, six…”) But we can also help kids use their fingers as metaphors. There are some pretty cool ways of using your hands as an abacus — and did you know that you can count up to 1,023 using just your fingers on both hands, and a knowledge of binary?

Q: Logic — I’m intrigued! Aristotelian, or Boolean?

Neither, for the time being — Piaget was presumably onto something when he found that young children couldn’t reason abstractly, but he was looking at logic in a vacuum. When we put logic into the context of stories, we find that kids can deal with logic just fine. There’s an entire worldwide network of educators, in fact, called Philosophy for Children, who have written whole books about how to do this, and Egan loves it all. Sometimes they read stories and ask simple questions: “What is friendship?” or “What does it mean to be brave?” They also pose ethical questions: “Is it ever right to spill a secret?” And they pose paradoxes: “Can you step in the same river twice?” 

Q: You mentioned “jokes” a moment ago. Care to elaborate?

Egan thinks that, to help kids get good at math, you should tell kids jokes.

Q: That’s… new.

I think so, too — but he backs it up pretty well. To be funny, jokes (or at least most kid jokes) rely on a leap in logic:


Why can’t you trust an atom?

They make up everything.

Knock-knock.

_Who’s there?

_Boo.

Boo-hoo?

Don’t cry, it’s just a joke!



To understand the joke, kids have to follow the logic — spotting patterns, making connections, and tracking what their audience expects a word to mean. That’s a lot of cognitive lifting. And Egan goes further, suggesting that we grit our teeth and create methods to help kids invent their own jokes, no matter how horrible they’ll be at first. (The things we do for learning…)

Q: Wait wait wait! What about addition facts, and multiplication tables, and fractions?

Egan emphasizes that his methods are designed to be add-ons to the standard math curriculum. In general, he’s a don’t-blow-up-the-system sort of guy, and if something seems especially weird, you should probably assume it’s an add-on to the regular curriculum rather than a replacement, even if I forget to say so.

Elementary arts

What was art before it was art? Egan suggests we pop our heads into Paleolithic caves for our inspiration. Whatever the specific meaning of all those charcoal elk and aurochs and mammoths (communication with the spirit world? art for art’s sake? a way to impress babes?), Egan thinks it obvious that they were also an attempt to capture an intense experience that would be difficult to express in words alone. What did it feel like to be near an aurochs, or a saber-toothed tiger?

“The arts help us,” Egan writes, “to hear and see afresh, to force our perceptions and sensations to experience again the immediacy and vividness of the world”. 

If we follow this, then, we don’t want to help kids build “art skills” so they can draw like an adult — rather, we want to help them amass a repository of diverse aesthetic feelings that they’ll want to express. We should provide them with a riot of experiences.

Q: That couldn’t be more opaque. Examples, please!

Egan writes that we should have children learn to whistle, sing, and click their tongue; we should help them emulate the ways a skunk or a hawk or a stick bug might move through a space. We should expose them to scores of different temperatures and materials. In music, we should help them love Beethoven, yes, but also the Beatles; Tchaikovsky, yes, but also Tuvan throat singers, and also John Cage, whale song, and bird song. 

Q: That’s a lot of experiences, but what would they be doing?

An interesting aspect of Egan’s view of education is that he doesn’t seem to think we should push kids right to the “doing” phase. He wants to help kids cultivate an affective relationship with the world.

In any case, he writes that as students get more experienced, we should prompt them to move from merely enjoying these experiences to trying to systematically shape similar experiences. And drawing, painting, and playing music could easily be folded into other parts of the curriculum.

Elementary social studies

What was social studies before it was social studies? Well.

Remember how, just a moment ago, I wrote that you could assume that you should probably assume that Kieran isn’t in favor of junking the curriculum as it currently stands? He suggests we very carefully pick up the elementary social studies curriculum, place it into a trash can, and set the whole mess on fire. He isn’t worried about much of importance being lost. (Remember that the “expanding horizons” model is, to him, the original sin of 20th century educational reform, and he repeatedly quotes student surveys showing that “social studies” regularly wins the title of “most boring subject”.)

In its place, he suggests we put history — which, he hints, we should think of as the centerpiece of the elementary curriculum.

So the real question is what was history before it was history? His answer, surprisingly, is myth.

Q: Egan wants us to teach myths as if they were history?

Not at all. What he suggests, though, is that we look at how myths operate as narratives — so we can design an intellectually vivid history curriculum. And myths really are special: each is built on at least one binary (like weak vs. strong, or lies vs. truth, or so on), and uses that to tell the story of the big picture of the world. They’re so powerful that people can understand it, remember it, and love it — even if that thing never happened. 

We should take that power, Egan says, and apply it to things that really did happen.

Q: So what history does he think kids should learn in elementary school?

The great struggles of humanity from across the whole. Flippin’. World.

We’re still talking about young children, so these should be done as simple stories. The goal isn’t to make them history PhD’s, so we needn’t even try to put them in any sort of order. Egan suggests that, in first grade, we pick a single binary like “freedom against oppression” and tell kids a welter of stories, again from as many cultures as possible, and as many times in history as possible. 

Q: Can you give examples?

Oh, all right — in first grade we can tell kids the stories of the war of the Greek city-states against the Persian empire, and the slave uprising of Spartacus against the Romans. We can tell them about the plight of Jews in medieval Europe, and of the unsuccessful Sepoy Rebellion in India against the British. We can tell the stories of the American, French, and Haitian Revolutions, and about the Chinese Taiping Rebellion against the Qing Dynasty. We can tell them the story of the escaped slave Harriet Tubman returning to the South to rescue her kinsmen, the story of six-year-old Ruby Bridges facing threats to integrate her elementary school, and the story of how the Mau-Mau uprising led to modern-day Kenya. We can tell the stories of Mexican-American union organizer Cesar Chavez and of Malala Yousafzai surviving an assassination attempt to advocate for female literacy. The world does not lack for stories of oppression and liberation that can capture the attention of a six-year-old.

Q: That’s… huh. What stories might they hear in second and third grade?

Egan gives examples, but I won’t list them here. He suggests we use a similar approach for each, except that we swap out the binary each year. He thinks “the struggle for security against danger” would work well for year two, and “the struggle for knowledge against ignorance” would work well for year three. (That year could have a lot of overlap with the science curriculum.)

Q: Anything else, for history?

Yes — they should get a sense of Big History. They should get some simple stories about the ice age, the Cenozoic, the age of dinosaurs, the Paleozoic, the origins of our solar system, and the Big Bang. (Because if the ancient Norse can tell their story of the beginning of the universe, by gum, we can tell ours, too.)

To sum up

Egan argues that the problem of early schooling is that it’s trivial — and it’s trivial because the dominant theories of educational psychology see children as lesser versions of adults. What else would we teach them, except dumbed-down versions of what adults learn? But children have certain cognitive strengths that schools aren’t making systematic use of. If we rebuild elementary schools on those strengths, we could turn schooling upside down. We could stop seeing the curriculum as a bag of information to impart, and start seeing it as a set of great stories to tell — and invite kids into. Kids could experience (both intellectually and emotionally) the great struggles of humanity and see that they can join in them. Students could experience the story of education as the beginning of a very real adventure.

Egan’s elementary school: some skeptical questions

Q: I’m not sure I’m understanding what you mean by “mental images”. Care to explain?

It’s an interesting fact of human cognition that just a few words can whip up a complex mental experience. Egan doesn’t just mean what we might call “visual imagery” — the ability to hold, say, the image of a bespectacled, spat-wearing duck in your mind without seeing a photograph. He’s also including what psychologists call auditory imagery, olfactory imagery, gustatory imagery, and tactile imagery. 

Q: How could all of that be helpful in schools?

Humanity has a built-in VR system, and we’re not using it! Egan invites us to pretend we’re teaching a class about the humble earthworm. We might list off facts — “earthworms are so many centimeters long, move through soil by means of their something-or-other muscles…” but he suggests we can evoke images, say, “of what it would be like to slither and push through the soil, hesitantly exploring in one direction then another, looking for easier passages, contracting and expanding our sequence of muscles segment by segment, and sensing moisture, scents, grubs, or whatever”. Those facts are now felt by the student; the knowledge has become part of them. And just a few words can spark a complex mental experience, one going beyond literal images to include imagined sounds, smells, tastes, and more. These experiences can feel real and stick with us. (That these mental images are so easy to evoke, and so meaningfully felt, feels something like the proverbial hundred dollar bill on the ground.)

Q: How could metaphors be helpful?

It really is interesting that so much of the “constructivist” turn in psychology — that is, the notion that children don’t absorb knowledge, but construct it — has continued to focus on logics-mathematical reasoning, when there’s been mounting evidence for decades that metaphors are more central. It’s not just that we use metaphors to better understand things we already know, we also use them to grasp new knowledge. What’s more, psychologists have devised tests to measure the skill at metaphor-making, and have given them to people of different ages. What they found was that eleven-year-olds make more metaphors (and higher quality metaphors) than do undergraduates — and that four-year-olds have both groups beat. Again, hundred dollar bills on the sidewalk.

Q: Your talk of “binaries” has me worried — binaries like good/evil and male/female are the source of so many of our most pernicious stereotypes! Isn’t the purpose of education to get us beyond stuff like this?

Yes, it is! Education is supposed to complicate our understanding — but that means we’ve gotta start somewhere, and binaries provide us a natural starting place.

As an uncontroversial example, think about temperature. We all begin as babies by perceiving two temperatures — hot and cold. Later, we add on intermediate categories — warm and cool. (Note that the human body is the assumed mid-point to temperature. Binaries often work like this; “big” and “small” mean “bigger or smaller than me”, “nasty” and “kind” mean “nastier or kinder than I am, except when my brother is really asking for it”, and so on.)

A good story (and an Egan-inspired elementary curriculum is, in a sense, nothing but good stories) will go further, and transform the binary. Toy Story is grounded in the binary of abandonment/belonging: at the beginning, the toy cowboy Woody belongs to his owner, and has his affection. Then a rival comes who threatens his belonging. In trying to get back to belonging, Woody is entirely lost — and to save the day, he has to come to a deeper understanding of what belonging means.

Now, all lessons can’t be Pixar movies. But the good stories (especially in literature and history) will challenge and subvert the binaries they begin with. 

Q: I see the pattern of Egan drawing from “as many cultures as possible”. Why so many? Is this a political correctness thing?

If it helps to think of it as such, then, sure! I don’t think Egan would have had a problem with that. But his ultimate reason for including so much diversity goes deeper. For Egan, including such world-wide diversity isn’t optional, and the answer to why is bound up in his definition of education. (Keep reading.) His answer also insists that we, whenever possible, also include stories from the Bible and Homeric epics (the Iliad and Odyssey).

Q: Mmm, stories from the Bible aren’t going to fly in my local school!

So be it! Egan doesn’t spend much time obsessing over the practicalities of… 

His interest is in describing what an ideal education might look like, if it were possible. Every lesson, every classroom, and every school is necessarily a compromise.

Q: You make a big deal of poems. But isn’t poetry dead?

An interesting contrast can be made to classical education, which also has kids read a lot of poems — they see knowing great poems as one of the marks of an educated person; again, for an academicist, it’s the information that transforms. Egan begs to disagree. Poems are important because they’re a wonderful way to train their cognitive strengths, like rhythm (poems are language fueling by thumping). We want to help kids learn to use this tool better, and a great way to do that is to help them recite poems that they’ve learned by heart.

Q: “Learn by heart” — is that code for “memorize”?!

It is! Egan is actually quite big on memorization — he points out that all the knowledge in the world can do nothing for a person once they’ve forgotten it. He didn’t, however, appreciate the academicist focus on memorizing without understanding (or at least enjoyment).

Q: I’m still worried about the science curriculum, as you’re describing it. Can you allay my fears?

Honestly, while I feel there’s something profoundly right to how Egan is describing early experiences of nature, I feel the same way. Note that there’s more science coming in the social studies curriculum. But if that’s still not enough, one could bring down aspects of the middle school science stage.

Q: Anything else that Egan suggests we do in elementary school literature and language?

He suggests that we help kids learn a second language! This is so obviously true (why do American schools typically wait until kids lose the ability to naturally absorb languages to start teaching languages?) he doesn’t belabor it, though.

Q: You had mentioned that Egan’s vision seems more internal-focused. Should we be worried about that? 

While I strongly suspect that his curriculum would make kids more creative in any way you’d like to measure it, Egan wasn’t particularly interested in “creativity” — he was more about helping kids find the world interesting.

I get the sense that he thinks kids will do things with minimal prompting once they’re loaded up with complex internal experiences. 

Q: I think I’m beginning to understand Egan — is he basically saying “make learning fun”?

“Fun”, applied to education, is a dangerous word. Egan worries about the dangers of an emotionally unserious curriculum producing emotionally stunted adults. That doesn’t mean we need to tell students only “serious” stories — only that we treat the world honestly. “Disney-esque sentimentality is the exact emotional equivalent to intellectual contempt”.

Q: But aren't some of these stories too dark for children who have themselves experienced oppression and disaster?

Egan argues that these stories may be especially helpful to them — they can help them understand their struggles better, and give voice to them.

Q: At the very start of this, you promised us “rationality”… but I’m not seeing rationality here! All this talk of “adventure” almost seems to go the opposite direction. What gives?

Wait for it. But for a hint right now — Egan is fond of citing his fellow educational theorist Jerome Bruner, who claimed “any subject can be taught effectively in some intellectually honest form to any child at any stage of development”. Bruner was criticized for that; his critics charged that he was ignoring learning differences and socio-economic realities. Egan thinks he was profoundly right.

Part 3: A new kind of middle school

What’s the matter with middle school?

What was middle school like for you?

In math, I recall a jumble of barely-related topics. In literature, I remember reading great literature — Frankenstein, Romeo and Juliet — only in their dumbed-down summary formats. In social studies, I remember teachers proclaiming on the first day of class that unlike all of our previous history classes, this class wouldn’t be about names and dates… and then going on to memorize names and dates. And in science, I remember being forced to dissect a frog only to discover that frogs are — you guessed it — made of slimy frog parts.

Your mileage may vary, but for a lot of us, middle school feels like getting booted out of the (in retrospect) Eden of elementary school, and like marking time before the serious studying of high school. It feels meaningless. In my favorite of his books, Egan calls so much middle school curricula “human deserts”, noting “we have created a system in which the importance of human emotions for meaning seems barely noticed”.

Why so meaningless?

If our dominant approaches to educational psychology fundamentally misinterpret younger children, Egan suggests, they basically throw up their hands when faced with pre-teens and teenagers. Mainstream schools begin to introduce vocational training to help lighten the load, and Maria Montessori famously suggests that adolescents should be sent to go run a farm. Egan is sympathetic to those responses, but points out that they don’t do much to lighten the load that the academic curriculum often becomes at this age.

This feeling of meaninglessness, he argues, is utterly tragic — it comes just when a hunger for meaning blossoms in adolescents! We can see that hunger for meaning in their lives outside the classroom, where their interests ramp up into veritable obsessions.

What are adolescents obsessed with?

What might we see, if we become Jane Goodalls of early adolescence?

First, teens are obsessed with gossip. The motivations of others — why did he do that? and what was he THINKING? — are hypothesized and talked to death. 

Second, that they’re pulled toward idealism. Many feel a dissatisfaction with the world as it is, and feel a romantic urge to make it a better place. They’re often lured into simplistic beliefs that promise to help them do that. 

Third, they love extremes: they want to find limits, and test them. Obviously, this can show up as risky behavior, but we can also see it in their love for the bizarre — note adolescents’ fascination in things like aliens, cryptids, and ghosts. (Egan loves pointing out that The Guinness Book of World Records is a perennial bestseller among kids at this age. How else would they find out who had the world’s longest fingernails?)

Fourth, they gravitate toward heroes — people who push the edges of those limits. By celebrating heroes, they can vicariously share in their transcendence. Look for the posts hanging up in a teenager’s bedroom to guess what boundaries they feel most hemmed in by: athletes push against physical limits; a death metal guitarist might push against authority and conventional morality. An activist or entrepreneur might push against our dulled morality or our sense of what’s possible.

Finally, we might spot teens taking up hobbies and making collections. Hobbies can be a way to identify yourself as part of a group against the rest of the world (“I’m the sort of person who goes bird-watching!”), and collections can be a way to climb the status ladder inside the community. Egan points out that a collection can also be a way to feel like you have control over what you’re discovering is a very big and complex world of detailed information (“I’ve spotted every one of the fifty most common birds of Texas — even the black-capped vireo!”)
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Egan’s insight is that these obsessions give teenagers a sense of meaning, and that we can use them as tools to make middle schools that overflow with meaning.

From meaningless to meaning-soaked

Again, Egan sketches out a new kind of curriculum subject-by-subject. Before, his trick was to ask where the subject first evolved out of; now, it’s to ask who first discovered or created the specific content we’re teaching. “All knowledge”, he writes, “is human knowledge. Everything we know is knowable through the lives of its inventors, discoverers, or users, and we can have access to that knowledge through the hopes, fears, or intentions that drove them”.

Middle school math

Who first discovered the concepts students learn in math? The answer, of course, is a wide diversity of curious men and women living across the world over the last few thousand years. Egan says: bring those people into how we teach math. 

If we used gossip and heroes to help students find it meaningful, what kind of math would result? When we teach the Pythagorean theorem, we should give a sense of who Pythagoras was — a cult-founder who worshiped numbers to find God, whose followers (according to a piece of ancient gossip) murdered one of their members who discovered irrational numbers! 

Q: Well, sure, that works for Pythagoras, but he’s a known nut job; surely most math doesn’t come from such interesting roots?

When we teach the Cartesian coordinate system, students should meet Rene Descartes, the Calvinist French polymath who saw the possibility that math could decipher the world, if only we could unite algebra and geometry… and invented the xy-plane to do exactly that. When we teach scientific notation, we should call our students’ attention to the importance of the number zero, and tell them the story of the Pope who tried to introduce Arabic numerals to Christian Europe and may have been assassinated because of it. When we teach algebra, we should ask students why “algebra” is Arabic for “the fixing of bones”, and tell the story of what Muhammad ibn Musa al-Khwarizmi was up to.

We could do this all day. Literally everything students learn in school was first invented or discovered by some interesting person who was struggling to accomplish something hard. To learn is to connect with those people, whether we know it or not. Egan says: help kids know it. Math has been dehumanized: re-humanize it.

Q: So the math curriculum needs to become a history of math curriculum, and math teachers need to become history teachers?

No, the content needn’t change. But with surprisingly little work, we can bring in the gossipy stories of heroes, and their obsessions can spread to students. 

Middle school science

Who first discovered the things students learn about in science?

If you’re thinking “scientists”, you’re only partially right. Most of the big-picture ideas that we now think of as “science” were discovered before the word “scientist” was invented, or the discipline was professionalized. Frequently, they were hatched by true amateurs, working in their free time, hungry to unlock the secrets of nature. We can use gossip and heroes to spread their obsessions to students just as we taught math, but Egan points out two twists. 

The first is that the content itself can take on heroic qualities: everything is impressive, when you look at it in a certain light. In an interview, Egan once said:

“My book is an attempt to show that, indeed, everything in the world is wonderful, but that schools are designed almost to disguise this slightly shameful fact. We represent the world to children as mostly known and rather dull. The opposite is the case: we are surrounded by mystery, and what we know is fascinating”.

What would even the most boring subjects look like, if we emphasized their heroic qualities? Well:

What’s a tooth? Bone, wrapped in rock, surrounding tiny cells that your body feeds with blood.

What’s a bar of chocolate? A crystal of jellyfish-shaped fat molecules stacked together; when you put it in your mouth you shake them apart into a writhing confusion.

What’s the air around you? The bottom of a 10-mile-deep ocean; when you put your tongue over a soda straw and your Pepsi stops leaking out, it’s not because a “vacuum” is “sucking” it up, but because that ocean is squeezing it into your face.

Again, we could do this all day! And in middle school science, we can. Everything in the world is wonderful; we can help students see this again and again.

The second twist is that science is a subject rich in extremes. Here Egan introduces a concept that we’ll see crop up again: “15-minute segments”. To help us fit as much wonder as possible into a school day, he suggests we supplement the usual school subjects with a few quick lessons. To infuse science with extremes, he suggests we add on three: “human & natural records”, “extremes of animals & plants”, and “cosmology”.

Middle school history

Who first made the things students learn about in history? Why, the historical characters themselves! Since we’ve given kids a grounding in history in elementary school, now we can build on that, going through many of the same events as before, but in more depth, and more vividly.

We’ll leverage the interest with other people’s inner lives to tell stories focusing on the perspectives of the people who made history — zooming in, when possible, on scandalous details. We’ll leverage the tool of idealism to choose historical characters who chafed against their surroundings, and understand what they were trying to accomplish. What was their vision of the world? What did they hope for, and what did they fear?

Q: Isn’t the “great man” approach to history out of fashion?

Egan’s approach doesn’t say that “great men” made history — it’s just leveraging gossip to help kids see history as something meaningful that can expand their own possibilities. “Early adolescence is commonly a time of intense and vivid emotional life, and also a time of deepest boredom and depression… [We] can give shape to the intermediate curriculum and offer the students a world that is rich, complex, varied, and as intense and vivid as their own emotional lives”. 

We also should add on another “15-minute segment” just to pump in as many biographies as possible, and from people who don’t always fit into the normal history curriculum. Call it “Brief Lives”, and throw in anyone who’s struggled to push some limit — Mary Wollstonecraft, Jesse Owen, Dietrich Bonhoeffer, one of the students’ great-aunts, whoever.

As students get older, this can transition to “People and Their Ideas”. Here, we’d focus less on the details of the person’s life, and use it as a backdrop to showing how meaningful some of history’s most important ideas could be. Think Aristotle and syllogisms, Edward Said and orientalism, Confucius and propriety, Cornel West and race, Buddha on the four noble truths, Muhammad and the five pillars, Karl Marx and communism, Adam Smith and the invisible hand, Thomas Hobbes and the state of nature, John Locke and natural rights, Jeremy Bentham and utilitarianism, Thomas Aquinas on the sacraments, Martin Luther on faith, Voltaire on the freedom of speech… you get the idea.

Q: Can you really get a profound understanding of utilitarianism in 15 minutes?

Yes! The point of this segment isn’t to develop a systematic understanding of any one idea, it’s to introduce students to the exciting possibilities of human thought. (As a bonus, this might make them less likely to fall for the first ideology that they encounter later in life.)

Diversity is important for this — as it is with culture. Throughout this, we should also be trying to expose students to as much cultural diversity as possible, because in high school, we’ll be trying to make sense of our society, and it’s impossible to do that unless we have something to compare it against.

Middle school literature & language

You might think that this subject would be easy — that middle school literature is already filled with “strong and clear narratives”, that it deals with “transcendent human qualities such as courage, love, and persistence”, that it focuses on “extremes of human experience”, that it examines “something strange and exotic”.

You’d be right! Egan’s pretty happy with a bog-standard middle school literature curriculum, done well. In this part of the book, his spends most of his limited space suggesting three rather odd activities which could also be useful — especially for increasing students’ awareness of language, so they can use it better.

The first is etymology — not, however, memorizing lists of roots, but in being told the entertaining backstories of specific words. Take the word “berserk”, for example — we now use it to mean something relatively mild (“if my mom catches me coming home late, she’ll go berserk”), but it comes from an old Norse word meaning “a raging warrior of superhuman strength”. And that’s because ber meant “bear” and serk meant “shirt”: soldiers of the bear cult would don the skin of a bear to, in their minds, transform into one — howling, foaming at the mouth, and gnawing the rims of their shields.

(Most adults walk through life with little understanding that the words falling out of their mouths are entities, with their own back-stories. Communication is, at the very least, more interesting when we become aware of this.)

The second is to add on another language to learn — not, this time, to become fluent in it, but just to become aware of how very different human languages can be. (For native English speakers, Sanskrit might work well, or Cantonese, or perhaps even ancient Egyptian. Again, the point isn’t for this language to be useful — it’s to explore diversity.)

The final one is to study humor — not just jokes anymore, but comedy at its finest. Egan cites (at length!) Monty Python as a group of people who were particularly brilliant in their use of the English language. Examining their skits can lead us into not just an appreciation of semantics (the study of how meaning is made from smaller pieces, like etymology) but also pragmatics (the study of how meaning is made in social situations). 

Pretty heady stuff, for a conversation about a dead parrot.

Part 4: A new kind of high school

I’ll confess — I loved parts of high school… and among nerdy folks, I suspect I’m not alone. For some of us, this was a golden time. Even at my local public high school, I had access to academically thrilling classes — especially, in my last two years, advanced literature and history. I felt like I was finally understanding the ideas that mattered.

In any case, Egan is quick to acknowledge that, at this level, the sort of education he advocates really is being practiced in some places. What he can add is an understanding of what makes it wonderful, how to make it even more wonderful, and how to make it wonderful for many, many more people.

What’s the matter with high school?

Far too often, even when high school classes are intellectual, they’re dry. For the majority of students, all this academic stuff is experienced as utterly lifeless, a mass of dead information to be squeezed inside one’s head for a test and then left to evaporate. Egan mocks the curriculum wars that seem to be a permanent feature of the teaching life; quoting the sociologist Pierre Bourdieu, he says “while the academic left and right bicker over whether the curriculum is too traditional or too radical, they fail to recognize that most students absorb so little of academic culture that the bickering is largely irrelevant”.

Why so dry?

Egan suggests three reasons to explain this.

First, because high school academic classes are too often masses of small details with no sign of the big picture. Second, because they’re typically slavishly disciplinary, and aren’t able to address the questions that span the disciplines. Third, because they’re often designed to bring students through what everyone is sure of, and hide away any controversies. In all of these, Egan suggests that what’s called “academics” in high school is too often a dim imitation of what real academics are actually practicing. 

There’s a fourth reason, though, and it’s probably the biggest of all — by the time they get to high school, most students haven’t actually learned that much! An academic approach is designed to connect small details into the big picture; for people who arrive in high school (and college) classes without having already collected much in their heads, academics are going to taste dry.

(An implication of this for anyone trying to improve schools is that we might not want to start with high schools. If your goal is to create a new kind of academic learning, first start at elementary school — or barring that, middle school.)

What motivates mad scientists?

When we wanted to re-conceive the elementary and middle school curriculums, we looked at what students were already good at — kids’ cognitive strengths and adolescents’ obsessions. For this level it might be easier to look — for reasons that will become clear when we finally unveil Egan’s crazy-sounding definition of education — at the sorts of things that bring intellectuals joy.

Q: Which intellectuals?

Take your pick. Galileo, Einstein, Smith, Marx, Goodall, Chomsky, Curie… all the people who took to the life of the mind like fish to water. But that’s a lot to hold in my mind at once, so I’m just going to think about Doc Brown from Back to the Future:
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He was high on intellectualism

I’ve never been there, but the brochure looks nice

Let’s call these people “mad scientists”. And let’s pretend we once again took up our job of being primatologists, and snooped on these folks “in the wild” (“in the lab”? this is beginning to get recursive…)… what would we find motivating them?

Asking simple questions, for one. (What is space? What is society? What is a human? What is language?) Building general schemes (big theories) that hold lots of evidence together. Finding their place in the cosmos. And (perhaps above all) seeking certainty.

Once again, Egan suggests we use these as tools to remake the curriculum.
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From dry to daring

What could a high school curriculum look like, if it were rebuilt on these tools? Once again, Egan has a trick. This time, it’s to ask what fights have driven the development of each of these fields forward — and how we can help students enter them.

First, a mini-segment!

Intellectuals invented the academic disciplines to better pursue the life of the mind, but the disciplines can get in the way. Some of the most important intellectual discoveries that could help students are too big to fit into any of the disciplines. We need a place to introduce them plainly. Egan proposes another mini-segment — again, just 15 minutes a day, a few times a week — called “Metaknowledge”. 

Q: Isn’t that already in the International Baccalaureate program?

Yes, he acknowledges that he’s borrowing from that! This segment would introduce ideas that would enrich student thinking across the disciplines: game theory, cognitive biases, systems thinking, Bayesian reasoning, epistemology, ethics, logic, cultural evolution, and so on.

High school literature

How can we help students enter the big fights of literature? Intellectuals of a literary bent — professors, critics, poets, novelists — delight in arguing over literature like rabbis arguing over the Talmud. Take, just for one example, the debates over Shakespeare’s character of Ophelia. Does she love Hamlet, or is she a victim of his emotional abuse? Is she truly insane, or is she acting? Is she passive, or is she pulling the strings? Oceans of ink have been spilled arguing over questions like these; our students can, perhaps, spill a few ounces more.

The usefulness of arguing literature, for Egan, isn’t that it’s oh-so important for educated adults to know a lot about Ophelia. (This, again, was where the academicists went wrong — in thinking that being educated was about getting the best knowledge in your head.) Rather, arguing over literature is a training arena for the all-important intellectual move of this kind of understanding: building general schemes out of evidence, and struggling with anomalies.

One person, for example, might hold that Ophelia is insane, and cite all sorts of obvious evidence — her father just was murdered by her lover, she rants nonsense while (bizarrely) handing out flowers to friends… But then he’s challenged when he reads a scholar pointing out that, to people in Elizabethan England, types of flowers have symbolic meanings. 

How does he deal with that? He could ignore it, claiming it an over-reading of Shakespeare. (Sometimes a flower is just a flower!) Or he could address it, complicating his own scheme.

This intellectual work is best done with other people, who are incentivized to challenge your understanding of something, and go back and forth, building competing models and calling attention to anomalies. This process — the “dialectic” — pops up again and again in the academic disciplines. It’s the center of how understanding works, at this stage.

And the nice thing about practicing it on literature is that, more so than in history or science, the evidence is shared knowledge — it’s right in front of everyone, written out.

But there are other ways literature class can be helpful to the general life of the mind.

Egan also suggests that we’ll want to specially include literature that helps students understand complex ideas. Camus, Orwell, Borges, Calvino might be particularly helpful here… and I imagine that genres like science fiction and magical realism might be particularly useful, too. (Note, though, that once again none of this requires a radical remaking of the curriculum, or of the canon of texts that we traditionally assign to high schoolers.)

Q: Oh yes, the canon — what does Egan have to say about the canon wars?

When he wrote Educated Mind in the nineties, the long-brewing canon war was approaching its inevitable apocalyptic climax. On one side of this Plain of Megiddo were the pro-canon traditionalists, arguing that we should keep assigning the texts that had been argued over for centuries. Facing them were the anti-canon reformers, arguing the standard texts over-represented the perspective of dead white men.

Onto the middle of the plain rides Egan on a white horse, who bellows above the din: “I’VE GOT A BUSLOAD OF HIGH SCHOOLERS WHO WANTS TO JOIN IN, EVERYONE OKAY WITH THAT?” 

To do so, he says, we need to give students the arguments from both sides. So, for example, bell hooks, Edward Said, and China Achebe should be on the syllabus, as should Allan Bloom, Mortimer Adler, and Diane Ravitch. And of course they should actually read the texts cherished by both sides, too, so they can argue better.

High school history

How could entering the big fights help us reinvent high school history?

First, we might look for dueling histories. It’s time for students to get into historiography and understand that history isn’t just what happened, it’s something we make. We might help kids read chapters from Howard Zinn’s socialist history of America alongside the corresponding chapters from Paul Johnson’s conservative history of America. 

How could big questions help? We want to help students see how various people have disagreed over some of the big questions of what human history is, at its most basic. We can have them compare Steven Pinker’s theory of civilization’s progress (Better Angels of our Nature) with Yuvah Noah Harari’s theory of civilization’s woes (Sapiens). We could have them compare so-and-so’s account of human history as an ever-expanding unlatching of energy sources with Robert Wright’s account of human history as unlatching more and more positive-sum games (Nonzero). 

What role could the lure of certainty play?

To help them grow their skills at finding anomalies, we might help them work through pseudo-histories and conspiracy theories.

Q: Conspiracy theories! Oh, come now, you’re playing with fire.

Well, the world is on fire. Our students will spend the rest of their lives encountering terrible-but-beguiling arguments about how the world works; if we don’t prepare them for those, what have we been doing?

So we should introduce arguments that the Moon landing was a hoax, that the Illuminati founded America, that aliens built the pyramids, and so on. At no point can we demean students for falling for any of these theories — the job of a teacher at this stage, Egan writes, is to support students in their reasoning even when their beliefs are offensive and stupid, gradually offering anomalies. There’s no way out of bad theories except through them.

By the time students graduate, we want them to have wrestled with terrible ideas and — for a while — lost. They need to experience what it’s like to change their minds about something they felt strongly about. They need to viscerally realize, in Feynman’s famous phrase, “The first principle is that you must not fool yourself and you are the easiest person to fool.” 

High school natural science

How could entering the big fights reinvent high school science?

At present, so much of the high school science curriculum — especially “honors” classes — is oriented toward helping amass details. (The same is true of 100-level university classes, which  famously “survey” the field to prepare for more advanced studies. I always thought this was stupid — of the huge lecture hall of students in my Geology 100 class, how many went on to take even a second course?) The meaty debates that propel science forward are held back. Egan complains: “The more general and speculative theories in any discipline are treated like an unconventional and disreputable relation who, even though the children find her exciting and entertaining, must be kept hidden from view, her very existence denied as long as possible”. This is a stupid approach — students with an adventurous bent are convinced that science isn’t for them.

Egan proposes, simply, that we flip this, and organize high school science classes around the big debates. We shouldn’t be ashamed at how, well, adolescent this might look: “the dramatic, speculative, and contentious theories will be up-front in the early years of the [high school] curriculum”. What might those be? Egan doesn’t give a list, but we can spitball some: 


	
instead of explaining what “matter” is from the top down, a physics class could problematize “matter” by following the debates over the nature of dark matter and dark energy, and by becoming familiarized with the various interpretations of quantum mechanics



	
instead of holding back the origin of life, a chemistry class could treat it as a central debate, and investigate molecules and cellular processes to follow the scholarly conversation



	
instead of giving the usual short definition of natural selection, a biology class could dip into the recent professional debates that have motivated specialists — things like selfish gene theory, multi-level section, punctuated equilibrium vs. gradualism





If these are too high-level, teachers could dip into the historical debates that resulted in our now-dominant theories — showing, for example, the evidence that led to our understanding of the atom, and how people like J. J. Thompson, Ernest Rutherford, and Niels Bohr argued over it.

High school social science

But wait, there’s more! If, in elementary and middle school, history is the most important subject in Egan’s paradigm, then in high school, science takes that role. Science is so important that we should double it, and make social science (especially psychology and sociology) part of the core curriculum.

How should we teach it? He suggests that the tools of “simple questions” and “finding one’s place in the cosmos” can play a big role. 

At present, Egan writes, it’s common for an instructor’s perspective to focus the curriculum in ways that aren’t ideal for cultivating students’ understanding. Say two people run Psychology 101 courses — a cognitivist and a behaviorist. How might their curriculums differ? The cognitivist might focus on helping students understand memory and attention, investigating optical illusions and goal-setting; the behaviorist might emphasize the differences between classical conditioning and operant conditioning. Egan argues that something important is being lost in both classes — students aren’t being invited into the fight that the instructors might have with each other.

Q: How might that look?

A high school social science course can lean into these disagreements by asking simple questions. For psychology, Egan suggests, one of these might be “what is the mind?” The course might begin by introducing a handful of scholarly perspectives — a cognitivist might respond “a computer”, a biopsychologist might say “a car engine”, a Freudian might say “an iceberg”, and a behaviorist might say “a team a trained seals”. Then the course might continue by looking at famous studies in psychology, and students can argue about which of these paradigms the studies might be giving evidence for, or against.

Q: How about sociology?

Egan suggests one simple question might be “what’s society”? And a functionalist might compare it to a body, a Marxist might compare it to a battlefield, a symbolic interactionist might compare it to a theater. Again, students can read famous studies and argue about which of these paradigms are supported (or not) by the evidence.

Questions & answers

Q: You had said, back in the elementary curriculum, that we need to bring in as much cultural diversity as possible. Why?

The high school curriculum is about coming to understand the simple patterns that sit beneath the complex surface. Gertrude Stein said it well: “I like a thing simple but it must be simple through complication. Everything must come into your scheme, otherwise you cannot achieve real simplicity.”

If we don’t shower kids with cultural diversity, they’ll never understand what humans really are. (Nor, ironically, will they ever come to understand their own culture.)

Q: Does Egan say anything about foreign languages, for high school?

He drops the thread here, but one assumes that, after having learned a second language and dipped one’s toes into other languages, some of the cool ideas in linguistics could be introduced here. How do these languages connect to each other historically? What features, if any, do all languages have in common? To what extent is the Sapir-Whorf Hypothesis correct?)

Q: Can we really find teachers who can teach this?

I suspect, actually, that we keep getting them — they come in with romantic notions of discussing ideas with interested students. The trouble is that they leave the profession when they discover how much teaching amounts to babysitting.

Imagine if we could multiply the number of students hungry to discuss ideas. If we could do that, I don’t think we’d have too much of a problem finding teachers.

Q: Aha! I slogged through this much, and I’ve finally found the section on how we train kids to be rational… right?

Don’t be so sure! Keep reading.

Part 5: What education is

Finally, the moment of the unveiling! Egan says that to educate is

to guide students

through humanity’s five great revolutions

as they learn to speak and write,

so they can imitate

each new kind of understanding

(while keeping alive the old ones)

Q: What?

Yeah, okay, let’s unpack that.

Each of these kinds of understanding existed before any of us were born. They’re the products of specific cultures struggling to survive and thrive.

Q: Where did they each come from? 

The kind of understanding we laid out for high school was first hammered out by Plato and Aristotle, went dormant in Europe, and was further developed by Arab & Jewish scholars before blossoming again in the Renaissance and Enlightenment. Nowadays it’s carried on by scholars in more-or-less every university department. Egan needed a name that would encompass all of that, and he picked “Philosophic”.

How about the kind of understanding we laid out for elementary school? At first glance, it seems to bear some similarities to indigenous knowledge — and those similarities point to something important.

Robin Kimmerer, professor of biology, member of the Potawatomi tribe, and author of the bestselling Braiding Sweetgrass, pointed out that what Egan dubs “Philosophic” understanding is limited: 


“There’s no replacement for learning from the land herself. You learn to exercise all of your facilities, not just your intellect, your mental powers to know how the world is, but how to feel how the world is, to sense it, to develop a relationship with it. We know that we learn so much better when we’re engaging our memories, when we’re engaging stories, when we’re engaging our aesthetic senses, and I’m sorry but that doesn’t happen much in a textbook. So to me, the place to learn to become a biologist, to learn to become a naturalist, is on the land.”



But this isn’t unique to the Potawatomi, or to Native Americans — you can find these “cognitive strengths” showing up in the Maori of New Zealand, the !Kung San of Botswana, the Yanomami of Brazil… in fact, anthropologists have found these “cognitive strengths” in every society they’ve researched: all but one of them show up in Donald Brown’s list of human universals. Like clothing and fire, these ways of encoding information were part of humanity’s original toolkit, equipping each person with the collected knowledge of their tribe so they could survive in environments that found them tasty.

Q: Are you saying that indigenous knowledge is “childish”?

No — no more than you’d say that Stephen Hawking’s thinking was “high school-ish”. The tools are shared, but each indigenous knowledge system is the culmination of millennia of evolution. 

But the question does call our attention to something odd — why should it be that there’s any connection between children and indigenous knowledge? To answer that, we need to ask a bigger question: where did Philosophic come from in the first place? 

The birth of an understanding

Greece was a backwater on the periphery of the Persian Empire — but in a historical instant it was transformed into an intellectual and cultural powerhouse: philosophers like Plato, and Aristotle revolutionized Western thought; mathematicians like Pythagoras and Euclid revolutionized math; playwrights like Aeschylus and Sophocles revolutionized drama. 

What the heck? This is one of the simple questions that’s lured in generations of classical historians.

Egan points to an intriguing fact: not long before, writing was introduced to Greece.

Q: Why would writing make such a difference?

When we write down a thought, we give it an existence separate from our own. We free up our working memories. Our ideas stop being things we see the world through, and become objects of contemplation in their own right. (How often have I had a world-shaking idea, only to write it down and realize it’s moronic?) But Egan suspects there’s more — and he points to the famous research of the psychologist Alexander Luria, who trekked into the hinterlands of the Soviet Union in the 1930s, and asked a simple question:


“In the far north, where there is snow, all bears are white. Novaya Zemlya is in the far north. What color are the bears there?”



The answer, of course, is white — it’s a simple syllogism. But here are some of the answers Luria reported hearing: 


“I've never been in the north and never seen bears.”

“If you want an answer to that question, you should ask people who have been there and have seen them.”

“There are different kinds of bears. If one is born red, he'll stay that way.”

“Your words can be answered only by someone who was there, and if a person wasn't there, he can't say anything on the basis of your words.”



Only one person got it correct: “From your words it means that bears there are white.” And that person was the village priest, who could read.

Literacy seems to be special — seems to open up the human capacity for decontextualized, abstract, logical thinking even when we’re not reading or writing.

Q: So is that what caused the “Greek miracle” — the advent of writing?

If the ability to write was all that it took, then we’d expect every literate person to be a near-genius. We might expect that the secret sauce is in the quick transition from the oral tradition to writing, but there have been many other groups who’ve learned to write with nary a trace of intellectual revolution.

There’s something missing… and Egan thinks we find it in the emotion-laden, unsystematic, wonder-struck kind of writing that he says spread through Greece in the early years of the Greek Miracle. This looks for all the world like a mash-up of Mythic and Philosophic understanding. It’s best exemplified, Egan writes, in The Histories, by Herodotus — a sort of “Guinness Book of Ancient World Records. But you don’t need to take Egan’s word for it — here’s the historian (and vampire novelist) Tom Holland, being interviewed by Tyler Cowen:


“what I loved was the infinite curiosity that he has about everything. His writings are called Historia, which in Greek basically means researches, inquiries. It doesn’t mean history in the sense that we have…. He’s writing about wild animals, he’s writing about rivers, he’s writing about wonders in different lands. He’s writing about how Egyptian men squat to go to the toilet and Egyptian women stand up, and how Scythians get stoned on bongs, and all kinds of extraordinary, mad, weird, fascinating stuff. …he was the first person to be doing this. He was the first person to be pursuing the infinite curiosity he felt about the vast expanse of everything to its absolute limits… He’s doing it for the first time.”



Writing predated the Greeks, but before the Greeks got their hands on it, Egan says, it was mostly used for simple matters — listing out the names of rulers, or itemized debts. People like Herodotus realize writing has the potential to immortalize the greatest, strangest things in the world. The word that comes to mind when reading it is “adolescent”. (The first time I opened my copy, my eyes landed on the sentence “There is a place in Arabia… which I visited because I wished to know more about the flying snakes”. The fourteen-year-old in me was eager to read more.)

This, then, is the origin of the tools Egan lays out for middle school. Searching for a name for this mermaid of an understanding — half in the Mythic water, half in the Philosophic air — he settles on “Romantic”. (The name is a nod to the Romantic period of Western art, which tried to re-infuse the Enlightenment’s rationalism with emotion and intuition. But don’t confuse the two — the 18th century European movement is just one place we see “Romantic understanding”.)
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With that history, we can answer the question: why should there be any connection between indigenous knowledge and elementary school, or between Plato and high school? These reflect the ages that people in our culture undergo revolutions in language — and revolutions in language lead to revolutions in understanding.

When children learn to understand spoken language (and speak themselves), they gain the ability to tell stories, use metaphors, understand jokes, and so on. Those types of speech can be used as tools for understanding the world; a society with those tools (and centuries to use them) will develop rich oral traditions.

When students learn to read (and write) simple prose, they can connect to a much greater quantity of information. Details can accumulate. We get the sense that the world is more complex than our mind can contain, and we focus on the bright details, to get our bearings.

And when students learn to read (and write) scholarly, systematic prose — think technical manuals, intricately-argued blog posts, encyclopedia entries — they gain the ability to see the world in abstractions. If before they saw a problem as being caused by individual people, now they might see it as being caused by huge systematic forces. If language is to point to truth, it must be tamed — words precisely defined, literal meanings explicated.

Or, to put it more simply:


“Educational development, I am suggesting, is a process whose focus on interest and intellectual engagement begins with a myth-like construction of the world, then ‘romantically’ establishes the boundaries and extent of reality, and then ‘philosophically’ maps the major features of the world with organizing grids.”
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Q: My mind is flashing to the phrase “ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny” — the notion that when an animal is an embryo, it goes through stages where it takes on the appearance of its evolutionary ancestors. Isn’t that a discredited bit of pseudoscience?

This is actually a helpful way to understand what Egan is and isn’t arguing.

“Ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny” — the rare academic concept whose popularity is increased by how difficult it is to say aloud — was sparked by the 19th century biologist Ernest Haeckel, who developed a fascination with embryology when he saw in it a new way to defend Darwinism.

The patterns that he saw really are there, at least to some extent; a dog and a chicken and a human do really resemble each other at certain points in their development. But Haeckel’s hypothesis that this demonstrated some deep cause and necessary cause didn’t pan out. Those similarities are now understood to be the result of some constraints facing any embryo (you probably want to grow a circulatory system before you grow individual fingers) and, of course, the fact that we share most of our genes with other animals.

Egan isn’t positing that there’s any mysterious force directing children to progress in the pattern of their culture; he’s not even suggesting that this progression is “natural”. Our genes don’t make us develop Romantic understanding around age 8 — our culture does. The fact that these come in a certain order in both individual kids and cultural history — Mythic, then Romantic, then Philosophic — stems from certain constraints (like the fact that it’s easier to learn to speak before we read, and that the latter kinds of understanding are helped along by the accumulation of knowledge).

Minding our bodies

There are two more kinds of understanding — one explains how we have any of these, and the other explains what the goal of education is.

Q: What’s the base of all this — how do humans have any of these kinds of understanding at all?

We often imagine that language is the trait that sets us apart from the animals, but why was it that humans — rather than (say) meerkats, or vampire bats — developed language in the first place? Egan suggests there’s a kind of understanding hiding inside all the others, and that acknowledging it can help us make education deep and personally meaningful.

He dispatches this kind of understanding frustratingly quickly — just nine pages — but he points to bodily senses, emotional attachment, humor, and one other one that drives everything.

We can see it if we ask, what can a hunter-gatherer deaf-mute child who’s not yet learned to sign do… that a chimpanzee can’t?

The answer turns out to be quite a lot! She can play the games other kids play, she can figure out her group’s social organization, act out her social role, and learn toolmaking. How can she do this, without language, Egan asks? Mimesis. We are the apes who imitate. “Monkey see, monkey do” is more true of us than actual monkeys; we’re parrots who intuit the meaning of the things we’re repeating. Though Homo sapiens has used language for around 50,000 years, we’ve been around for at least four times that long — and we survived by copying each other. Mimesis, more than words, is the anchor of our uniquely human way of being in the world.

Looking for a term to encompass this non-linguistic, body-oriented way of knowing, Egan settles on “Somatic”.
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Oh, the irony

Q: Where’s this whole process headed — is Philosophic the last, best kind of understanding?

No, Egan answers — and it can’t be. There’s a fatal flaw baked into this whole recapitulation theory: the kinds of understanding want to destroy each other.

Have you read Plato’s Republic? His plan for building an enlightened society was to kick out all the poets, storytellers, and actors — more than anyone before him, Plato recognized that the tools of Mythic understanding give us false understandings of the world. Stories lie! Metaphors lie! He and his students hammered out the Philosophic tools so we could climb out of our mental cave, and see the world as it really is.

And for its part, Mythic understanding doesn’t much appreciate Romantic and Philosophic. Egan writes: “A complaint of aboriginal people on the west coast of Canada who had been compelled to send their children to residential schools was that ‘they taught them to read and made them stupid.’ The schools disrupted and significantly destroyed the children’s native oral culture, and in its place were able to put only a crude and debased literacy.” (He adds: “This is analogous to what we do to most children in schools.”)

If we hope to make these kinds of understanding gel, we need another kind of understanding.

Q: Excellent; I was worried Egan’s paradigm was getting too easy to follow. Where can we find this cure-all kind of understanding?

Well, what came after modernism?

In the end, Egan writes, Plato’s project failed. The zealous pursuit of truth was supposed to lead us, well, to the Truth! We were supposed to arrive at a place beyond shifting arguments and subjective perspectives. The twentieth century was not kind to this optimism. Many intellectuals have despaired that we’ll ever be able to find anything like Truth with a capital ‘T’. As J. B. S. Haldane put it, “The Universe is not only queerer than we imagine — it is queerer than we can imagine.” In logic, Gödel's Incompleteness Theorems exposed basic limits to formal axiomatic systems, showing that even math has intrinsic limitations. More and more, we recognize that ape brains which evolved to throw rocks at hyenas may not be able to take in the naked truth of reality.

Worse, Plato’s was a spiritual project: we were supposed to find the truth, and the truth was supposed to set us free. But many of the truths we’ve found seem less than edifying? Egan quotes the physicist Steven Weinberg: “The more the universe seems comprehensible, the more it also seems pointless”. This has sent some intellectuals to nihilism — or, worse still, to a snarky, clove-smoking postmodernism.

Q: You do know this is a book review contest for a Rationalist blog, right? We’re not exactly despairing about the end of the Enlightenment here. (Read. The. Room.)

I promised self-understanding for the capital-R-Rationalist community back at the beginning, and here it is.

You might assume that the Rationalist community is squarely in Philosophic understanding — and I think that’s mostly right. Just looking at Eliezer's “Twelve Virtues of Rationality”, I’m seeing argument, empiricism, simplicity, precision, and scholarship — pitch-perfect expressions of what Egan means by “Philosophic” understanding.

But at our best moments, I think, we have one toe in the Ironic.
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Q: Extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence. Your evidence, please!

I think you see it, for example, in the community’s penchant for yelling “Chesterton’s Fence!” whenever anyone criticizes something they don’t understand. Philosophic understanding is obsessed with things making sense; Ironic understanding says, reality is always a few steps beyond you. “Chesterton’s Fence” is a Rationalist shorthand for the idea that we should expect the world to be more complex than our models; if something looks stupid, you should consider that the stupidity may be in you. 

I think we see a sign that we’re stepping into Ironic, too, in our skepticism toward political ideologies.

A person in Philosophic thinks we build beliefs the way a mason builds a house: a general scheme is a house, each data point is a brick, and logic is the mortar that holds them together. An Ironist thinks we build beliefs the way that you’d wrestle a trans-dimensional octopus: carefully. A catchy idea isn’t an object that will just let you put it down, it’s a slippery, multi-tentacled monster that wants nothing more than to crawl in your brain, grab the levels of motivation and speech, and use you to spread itself to others. Anyone entering the octopus-wrestling arena needs to take proper care.

The metaphor (with all its problems!) is mine, but the idea fits what Egan is saying. An Ironist, he writes, will mistrust all ideologies.

Q: And then collapse in indecision, unable to believe anything except their own skepticism?

Well, yes, that happens sometimes! This is a known fail state of Ironists — Egan refers to them as “alienated”, cut off from the world.

His ideal is something very different: someone who can be skeptical even of their skepticism, so they can see what’s good (or useful, or valid, or beautiful) in every perspective. Such a person can, say, “support a neo-conservative or liberal or radical political initiate for its likely beneficial effects without becoming a neoconservative or a liberal or a radical”. They can have control even over their Philosophic metanarratives; they can keep their octopuses in line.

Q: Goodness — has anyone really achieved this?

At least one person has: Socrates. Egan points to him as an exemplar of Ironic understanding done well. Socrates demonstrates radical doubt toward virtually everything; Egan cites Kierkegaard in saying that Socrates “seizes the columns bearing the edifice of knowledge and plunges everything down into the nothingness of ignorance”. This infuriated his fellow citizens of Athens — and that fact that his irony gained him a following among some of the city’s young men led, ultimately, to their decision to execute him.

And yet, Egan points out, Socrates was “buoyantly cheerful, even while facing death”. He’s jaunty — the original philosophical Tigger.

How? Not in spite of his irony, but because of it. The payoff of Socrates’ irony is freedom from metanarratives. It’s a kind of lightness — the ability to float above the fights that others are embroiled in, engaging only where you want.

Q: A lofty goal; how can anyone hope to achieve it?

Egan says: by using Irony to balance all the kinds of understanding. He writes that “irony without Philosophic capacities is impotent”; adding in Philosophic allows beliefs to have stability and strength. Philosophic understanding by itself can become anxious about making every last piece of data fit into a general scheme; Irony lets Philosophic relax. 

Romantic understanding gives Philosophic energy and life (recall that Egan’s basic critique of schools is that they press down the Philosophic before building up Romantic). And, in return, Philosophic understanding gives Romantic direction; instead of just going from shiny fact to shiny fact, details can be used to build new theories. Ironic understanding, meanwhile, gives Romantic an expanded moral universe — the heroes we celebrate don’t need to be just our kind of people, we can celebrate the excellence of our opponents, too. 

All of this is fueled by the power of Mythic understanding. Philosophic understanding, traditionally, looks down its nose at Mythic, but Ironic can swoop in and remind Philosophic that its metanarratives are, in the end, more narratives — even while reminding Mythic that its simple stories shouldn’t be confused with the world as it is, but are accounts that we choose to tell.

Q: I’m not sure I got all that. Could you re-cap this recapitulation scheme?

Here’s what it amounts to: if the goal of a development economist is “getting to Denmark”, Egan’s goal is “getting to Socrates”. The aim of Egan’s entire educational theory is “to keep alive as much as possible of the earlier kinds of understanding in the development of irony”.

That is to say: these aren’t stages we move through, they’re Pokémon we collect. And the goal — of course! — is to collect ’em all. 

Q: I’ve gotten so tired of postmodernists sniping at science, saying that it’s “just another narrative”. Is Egan saying that? (Please don’t tell me he’s saying that.)

He’s not. He does want to admit the limits of science — objectivity isn’t the only game in town; our minds allow us other kinds of understanding. But he also acknowledges it as one of our best hopes for understanding the world:


“Ironic understanders remain open to the possibility that the Enlightenment project might not be exhausted, that rationality might not be the deliverer only of nightmares, that knowledge, truth, and objectivity might not be confined only to contingent agreements, that Western science and rationality might be discourses more privileged than some others in terms of access to reality.”



Q: Got any other evidence that the capital-R-Rationalist community should understand themselves as having — how did you say it? — “one toe in Ironic”?

I think the best indication comes from the twelfth (and, Eliezer writes, most fundamental) rationalist virtue — to keep in mind that what we call “rationality” may itself become a trap: 


How can you improve your conception of rationality? Not by saying to yourself, “It is my duty to be rational.” By this you only enshrine your mistaken conception.



Where do we see this? Only a few months ago, in his book review of What We Owe the Future, Scott responded to the Repugnant Conclusion (a seemingly-unwinnable philosophical paradox) by saying:


“I’m not sure I want to play the philosophy game. Maybe MacAskill can come up with some clever proof that the commitments I list above imply I have to have my eyes pecked out by angry seagulls or something. If that’s true, I will just not do that, and switch to some other set of axioms…. 

“I realize this is ‘anti-intellectual’ and ‘defeating the entire point of philosophy’. If you want to complain, you can find me in World A, along with my 4,999,999,999 blissfully happy friends.”



For someone who has only Philosophic understanding, logic isn’t something that can be easily disobeyed. But logic, for an Ironist, is a game that can be played — or not! Egan writes that, for the “sophisticated” (Socratic) Ironist, the point of logic and science and intelligence is to live well, and not cause others pain. I suspect Scott would concur: in a follow-up post, he writes:


“On questions of truth, or questions of how to genuinely help promote happiness and avoid suffering, I will follow the crazy train to the ends of the earth. But if it’s some weird spur line to “how about we make everyone worse off for no reason?” I don’t think my epistemic or moral commitments require me to follow it there.”



Part 6: In conclusion, a conversation

“Alice” is a Rationalist-with-a-capital-R who’s interested in educational reform; she lives in a large metropolitan area with her son. She runs into “Reviewer” in the supermarket, who is wearing a mask.

Alice: Great to see you! I looked at that book review you sent me.

Reviewer: Oh? How’d you like it?

Alice: Oh, much too long: I didn’t really pay attention to any of it. Could you “nutshell” all that stuff about… was his name “Egan”?

Reviewer: Sure thing. Egan argues that schools don’t work because they ignore the tools that have worked for hundreds (and thousands) of years — things like humor, emotion, stories, metaphors, extremes, gossip, idealism, general schemes, finding one’s place in the world, and the lure of certainty. 


If we rebuild the school curriculum on those things, organizing in something like the order they first arose historically, we can guide many more people into a rich, meaning-soaked, daring intellectual life, understanding that the complexity of the world will always strain the limits of what their minds can hold. (You might even call them “rational”.)



Alice: Huh. Forgive me if this sounds rude, but I find that paradigm janky and filled with holes.

Reviewer: So did Egan! I remember my reaction when I first read the end of one of his final chapters:


“I confess that this theory still seems to me like an engine with bits falling off, steam coming from inappropriate joints, oil dripping, some gleaming pieces attached insecurely to scavenged old bodywork”.

He continues: 

“but it does seem to chug forward a bit, better at least than the traditional-conceptions-of-education engine with its massive crew and smartly uniformed technicians, which hums and clangs admirably but doesn’t actually go anywhere”. 



Alice: What was your reaction to that?

Reviewer: I thought, “How Ironic”. [sees Alice rolling her eyes] No, I mean that literally: it’s an instance of an Ironic stance toward reality — the admission, by someone putting the finishing touches on his magnum opus, that all models are insufficient, that the map is not the territory. Even if Egan’s paradigm is correct, it’s not the final word on what education is.

Alice: Well, I guess I can appreciate that. But now I have a devastating critique that will dismantle Egan’s entire project… and also a bunch of cutesy, softball questions! Which would you like first?

Reviewer: Oh, the softball questions, please! (Let’s build up to the fun stuff.)

Alice: Say someone created an entire school — kindergarten through twelfth grade — on Egan’s principles. What would it look like, if I took a visit?

Reviewer: Very possibly, like any boring ol’ school. 

Alice: What? I thought Egan promised the moon!

Reviewer: He does — but he doesn’t promise it will look shiny. When I toured an Eganian charter elementary program in Oregon — the only one of its kind, and now defunct for the usual awfulness of local politics — I could have missed the magic that was going on there, had I not talked to the kids.

Alice: What were the kids like?

Reviewer: Thoughtful, hungry to talk about everything they were learning. Like everything I wanted my own kids to be like.

Alice: That’s nice to hear! I’m still struggling to enunciate how the “looks dull on the outside” part doesn’t sit well with me.

Reviewer: I actually think it’s a problem for anyone wanting to get this sort of education off the ground. If you follow the conversations about “educational innovation”, you find that it’s chockablock with examples of futuristic-looking “Schools of the Future!!!” which, upon inspection, typically turn out to be white-collar vocational training. (In fact, there was even a Simpsons episode about this.)

Alice: Would you expect an “Eganian” school (“Eganish”? “Eganesque”?) to at least raise test scores?

Reviewer: Yes — because students would care more about what they’re learning. I suspect the scores would particularly go up in reading, because those exams don’t just measure skill in “reading comprehension”, but content knowledge. Kids who know more about the world will look like better readers on standardized tests… and kids in an Egan school would know a lot about the world.

Alice: Would they reduce the achievement gaps between rich kids and poor kids, between Black kids and white kids… that sort of thing?

Reviewer: I’m really curious about that, actually. A pretty typical thing in educational improvements is for the lower-scoring students to go up a little, and for the higher-scoring students to go up a lot. (It even has a name: the Matthew effect.) But what’s interesting about Egan is that he expands the number of ways kids can engage with learning. 

Alice: How do you mean?

Reviewer: Put it this way: the traditional way schooling works is that we identify the things most kids are terrible at — logico-deductive reasoning, cramming lots of facts into their head, that sort of thing — and then we build lessons based on those things. From Egan’s viewpoint, this is sort of insane? Better to build learning on the things that kids are already good at, so they can achieve the other things.


It’s almost like, in the dominant paradigm for learning, you’d expect massive performance gaps. My intuition is that people are much more similar in their capacity for things like stories and metaphors and emotions. If that’s right, then it at least seems possible that an Egan school would reduce those gaps.



Alice: Speaking of gaps, there’s a huge one in your treatment of this — what about IQ? It’s the most-tested, most-validated measurement in all of schooling! Is Egan one of those “everyone is equally smart” romantic navel-gazers who find The Bell Curve too scary to open?

Reviewer: No, he acknowledges that differences in intelligence are real, and matter: even in his system, “differences in ability to learn will no doubt affect the speed, the degree, and the richness of understanding different children will attain—”

Alice: Ah, so this ends up being an elitist system! The cognitively gifted ascend to the heights of Philosophic and Ironic reasoning, while the poor midwits are left to play with their Mythic toys?

Reviewer: You interrupted me; it’s quite the opposite. The quote continues, “but none of this implies dismissal of students who are at least able to develop Ironic understanding”. And many, many people currently locked out of the life of the mind are able to achieve Philosophic and Ironic understanding, if only they were guided to it in the right way.

Alice: But you’re admitting that not everyone can enter the “life of the mind”?

Reviewer: Look, not everyone has the cognitive capacity to put their shirt on by themselves; I have nieces and nephews who are developmentally disabled. This “all children” rhetoric that you hear so much in educational reform seems to shut its eyes to the existence of people on the far end of the bell curve.


But we shouldn’t overlook that someone can have profound intellectual experiences just with Somatic and Mythic understandings — sometimes, especially with those. At present, our schools are mostly blind to that.

Anyhow, at the other end of the bell curve, Egan has something interesting to say, too.



Alice: And what’s that?

Reviewer: You’ll have heard of the Flynn Effect — the observed fact that, over the last century or so, IQ scores have been going up, and fastest of all in the most abstract sections of the test. (The average score now is defined to be 100; the average score in 1900 seems to have been 70 — two full standard deviations lower!) The causes of this are debated — some suggest that it’s as simple as better nutrition. But the more intriguing hypothesis is that modern life is becoming more cognitively demanding; we practice abstract, decontextualized reasoning many more times a day than we did in the 1800s.

Alice: And what does Egan say of the Flynn Effect?

Reviewer: So far as I know, he didn’t write about it — but I think the intriguing hypothesis is the same thing as the spread of Philosophic understanding! Philosophic understanding is all about the abstract, the general, the decontextualized. As low-level Philosophic understanding structures our society more and more, we have to practice elements of it, even outside school. This constant practice at Philosophic reasoning will probably show on an IQ test.

Alice: You haven’t mentioned much in the way of neurodiversity. Would an Egan school work well for a student with, say, ADHD?

Reviewer: As a person with ADHD who has two kids with ADHD and who teaches students with ADHD, the two words that pop into my head are: hot damn. And this seems to be the common opinion of Egan-fans around the world. For a lot of us, school is just so boring, and bringing back in emotional binaries and extremes and big ideas makes it not just bearable, but enjoyable.

Alice: That reminds me, I don’t remember you mentioning “attention” before, or a lot of other aspects of cognition that my educational research friends might spend their entire careers studying — I’m thinking things like “motivation”, “long-term memory”, “metacognition”, “creativity”, or “long-term thinking skills”. Is Egan silent on those?

Reviewer: He thought they were too small, and stole our focus from the bigger reality of how they all worked together. If you wanted a curriculum that maximized students’ metacognition, for example, you shouldn’t spend an inordinate amount of time training “metacognition” — you should aim to help them develop the five different kinds of understanding. Get the big picture right, and the details will follow.

Alice: “A rising tide lifts all boats”?

Reviewer: Sure, why not… except that, in this case, Egan is the first person to clearly explain what “the tide” is.

Alice: How about “rationality”? You opened this review raising the idea that, just maybe, a new kind of school could make the world rational. Does Egan talk about “rationality” a lot?

Reviewer: He does! For Egan, “rationality” is what begins to grow in Romantic understanding, and reaches full bloom in the Philosophic.

Alice: Oh, so he wants to move us all past rationality, then, in the Ironic stage? (Did you think you could lure me into planting the seeds of my own community’s destruction?)

Reviewer: No, he’s using a slightly different definition of “rationality” than the Rationalist community does — one more in line, actually, with the historical use of it. Don’t forget the twelfth Rationalist virtue — the rationality that can be named is not the true rationality.

Alice: Oh, yeah, I think I actually do remember that. If his big goal isn’t “rationality”, then what is it?

Reviewer: In this book, he mostly uses the word “educated”. But in the years after he wrote it, I think he realized that word wasn’t distinctive enough (and to some potential allies, actually had a negative connotation), because he switched to using another one-word summary of his whole “five kinds of understanding” model. But frankly I think it was a terrible choice, and I’ve tried hard to scrub any mention of it from the review so far.

Alice: What word was it? Out with it!

Reviewer: [suddenly finding his shoes very interesting, and speaking in a quiet voice] “Imagination”.

Alice: That’s a pretty word. What do you think the problem with that is?

Reviewer: I think most people hear it and make a bunch of wrong assumptions about his philosophy. The word falls on one side of a binary in education that goes “serious/unserious”, “challenging/easy”, “intellect/imagination”. This is ironic — and not in the good sense — because I think Egan’s approach would give us the most intellectually vibrant schooling we’ve ever had. Anyhow, that’s why, if you Google Egan, you’ll see the phrase “Imaginative Education” popping up.

Alice: What term would you have preferred?

Reviewer: If I had to choose, I might have gone with “human”.

Alice: Why “human”?

Reviewer: Because it’s about embracing our evolved human nature — through the Somatic — and connecting to a wide span of cultural innovations that our genetic programming let us cultivate. With that as the frame, I think Egan might have said that the problem is we haven’t built schools for humans — we’ve built schools for Vulcans.

Alice: That’s interesting — I think I was imagining that, in some ways, this was secretly a program for turning the whole world into geeks, those most Vulcan-like of humans.

Reviewer: I can understand that interpretation: geeks seem to be natural systematizers, and creating logical systems is a very Philosophic thing. But remember that Egan’s big complaint is that schools don’t recognize the more obviously emotional, more story-centric kinds of understanding, so they try to press down the one kind of understanding they do understand on children who are mostly unready for it. His whole project is helping people cultivate all the kinds of understanding, and using Ironic to balance them.

Alice: I’m curious — might “geeks”, in this system, be defined as the people who have a natural predilection for Philosophic reasoning?

Reviewer: That’s pretty good! Yeah, maybe. 

Alice: Well then, I have a major bone to pick with you. Even if I had the chance to send my super-geeky son to an Egan school, I’m not sure I’d feel comfortable doing so — wouldn’t he be limited, in elementary and middle school, by being in these Mythic and Romantic classrooms?

Reviewer: Ah, I’m very glad you asked that: I’ve been meaning to tell you that those pretty diagrams I showed you were profoundly wrong.

Alice: You— what?

Reviewer: I’ve been drawing Egan’s “kinds of understanding” like they were “stages” — categories that you move between, one to the other. From that, you might imagine that an elementary school teacher will only be making Mythic lessons, and a teacher in middle school will only be making Romantic lessons, and so on. That’s not true — and it’s actually a misunderstanding of Egan’s system which, if not watched out for, could actually make education worse off.

Alice: Worse off! How’s that? 

Reviewer: First, if we want to persist in using the “stages” metaphor, note that, at the very least, these stages stack on top of each other:
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That means that, at the very least, a middle school teacher can (and should) be using Romantic and Mythic and Somatic tools.



Alice: And if we don’t persist in thinking of them as “stages”?

Reviewer: Well, then we get to acknowledge something that’s obvious: everyone uses some of these kinds of understanding, to at least a little extent, all the time. So even a preschool teacher has to be thinking about, say, how to bring out her students’ Philosophic understanding, even if only a little. 


Also, the divisions between the kinds of understanding aren’t neat — Egan acknowledges that “how one slices up the developmental continuum is in part a strategic matter, determined by your particular interest”. 

So a more accurate diagram might look like this:
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Alice: Hmm. I can see why you didn’t lead with that.

Reviewer: Thanks. 

Alice: If you’re willing to make the boxes blurry, then what’s the use of saying they’re still different boxes?

Reviewer: Think of the boxes (blurry or not) as attempts to capture a common historical pattern (and a common statistical reality, now) — humans usually master simple stories before they master gossipy, complex stories, and they usually master those before they master general schemes. 


You should expect that, sometimes, the wisest thing you can do is to break the pattern; that’s not a good reason to throw out the pattern.



Alice: Okay, I can accept that, but — forgive me for asking this, but: why? Why can’t we just go straight to rationality? Why do we need to go through all the others? This really does seem terribly inefficient.

Reviewer: You mean, why can’t we just slap up some cognitive biases posters on the classroom wall, and call it a day? I’ll agree that Egan’s approach does seem a rather circuitous way to get to rationality. 


But then, we’ve been trying clever shortcuts for a while. Dewey’s shortcut was to put kids in small democratic communities; Rousseau’s was to let the individual student follow his interests; Plato’s was to cram minds full of truth. By and large, they’ve failed.



Alice: Hey, I loved those posters!

Reviewer: Me too! 

Alice: I’m reminded, actually, of how in the early days of AI research, a lot of people thought there must be a shortcut to getting computers to reason flexibly — if only we could get them to play, or use symbolic reasoning, people thought, then they’d bring themselves the rest of the way there. But it turns out there was no shortcut — LLMs need to be large! The inefficiency seems to be part of the recipe.

Reviewer: That’s good. Although, if you zoom out to the big picture, it took our species a long time to get to rationality. If we evolved speech fifty thousand years ago, and Egan is right that Socrates achieved something like “sophisticated Irony” around 400 BC, then it took us… well, about fifty thousand years! Compared to that, gaining five kinds of understanding over twelve-or-so years doesn’t seem so inefficient.

Alice: Are you ready for my big question now?

Reviewer: Absolutely. I’ve never been more ready for anything in my life. Bring it on!

Alice: [looking skeptical]

Reviewer: Please don’t hurt me.

Alice: Here it comes: why should we have confidence that this approach would work, when every single other exciting-sounding “this will change everything” educational reform has failed, failed, failed? Maybe I can be convinced that Egan’s paradigm is fully twice as likely to succeed as all of the others combined — I think that would put it at a 1% chance of working.

Reviewer: Oh, you’re asking if I’ve noticed the skulls?

Alice: I guess so.

Reviewer: I’ve noticed the skulls.

Alice: And how do you respond?

Reviewer: I think there are five possible ways we could try to suss out how likely Egan’s paradigm is to work. The first is through lots of formal, peer-reviewed studies of Egan-inspired educational interventions in classrooms, and then meta-analyses of those studies.

Alice: And have those been done with Egan’s methods?

Reviewer: Barely, and it frustrates me, and I think the fault lay with Egan. He was quite pessimistic on how much you could learn from this sort of study. One of his books was actually reviewed by the then-Second-Lady-of-the-United-States, Lynne Cheney. She really liked how he lambasted the developmentalists, but she criticized him on his pooh-poohing of educational research.

Alice: I feel like “visionary proposes radical new method of x, says standard tests don’t apply” is a fifty-foot-tall glowing red flag. Does this make you skeptical of Egan?

Reviewer: Sure, I think it makes sense for this to adjust our priors down some. But, to be clear, there have been some quantitative studies — I was just looking at a fun one that measured how much more kids learned about electricity when they were taught it through the struggles of Nikola Tesla.

Alice: And what did it find?

Reviewer: Oh, it found a statistically significant positive effect — but it was just one study. And the trouble in education is that almost everything seems to work in individual studies. There are more studies that test Egan-inspired stuff, but not so many that you could call them a trustworthy research base.

Alice: You said there are five ways we could try to figure out if this really works. What’s the next?

Reviewer: Look at how the components of Egan’s paradigm have fared in the broader scholarly literature.

Alice: And how have they fared?

Reviewer: Educated Mind came out in 1997, but he had built the fundamentals of his paradigm by the late Eighties. And since then, the cognitive sciences have swung toward embracing the power of the tools of what Egan’s dubbed “Somatic” and “Mythic” understanding — see Jonathan Gottschall for a popular account of the move toward narrative, Douglas Hofstadter for one on metaphor, Antonio Damasio for one on emotion, and Rebecca Schwarzlose for one on mental images.


Actually, that makes me think that a better way to ascertain how much stock we should put in Egan would be to ask what it would take to falsify his “kinds of understanding”. If we woke up tomorrow, and the front page of Reddit announced that scientists had concluding that stories and metaphors and emotions and mental images weren’t actually useful in cognition.



Alice: That seems incredibly unlikely.

Reviewer: Indeed! And yet, schools don’t systematically use those as tools for learning. Actually, there’s a whole ’nother aspect of this that seems like it’s the most important of all: cultural evolution. Have you read any Joseph Henrich?

Alice: The aerospace-engineer-turned-Harvard-professor-of-human-evolution who’s helping reinvent how we understand anthropology, psychology, and economics? The author or The Secret of Our Success and The WEIRDest People in the World? I’m familiar with his work, yes.

Reviewer: Well, I think Egan is Joseph Henrich for education.

Alice: What?! 

Reviewer: Both show how you can’t understand psychological differences among individuals just by looking at their genes, or at their immediate environment — you have to see what’s been happening in the hundreds and thousands of years of their ancestor’s cultural history. They also both point to the importance of “cognitive tools” gained through culture, argue that we’re smart because we connect up with others, and think that mimesis is at the very base of our cognition.

Alice: Woah.

Reviewer: Henrich makes a big point that the social sciences, thus far, have proceeded on the assumption that humans “are just a really smart, though somewhat less hairy, chimpanzee”. But cultural evolution has made us a fundamentally new kind of animal — and that the scholarly road ahead is wide open for exploring this. I sorta can’t imagine a more Egan-y thing to say. I think that one of the reasons Egan’s ideas didn’t spread is that they were ahead of their time; this was the paradigm Egan’s ideas make sense in.

Alice: And again I say: woah.

Reviewer: Yeah, I wish I coulda seen a conversation between the two of them! They both lived in the Vancouver area for a number of years; maybe they bumped into each other in the grocery store. So, anyway, that’s two ways so far of adjudicating Egan: formal studies of classrooms, and looking at how the components of his paradigm have fared.

Alice: What’s the third?

Reviewer: Promise you won’t laugh.

Alice: It’s a promise.

Reviewer: I feel like his system describes a lot of us Rationalists oddly well?

Alice: How do you mean? 

Reviewer: I won’t share too many personal details; I am wearing a mask, after all. But as a kid, a lot of my learning was driven by jokes — I read Calvin and Hobbes so many times, I probably had all the SAT words memorized. I got a feel for the constraints of reality through the copy of Guinness Book of World Records that my mom got for me when I was nine years old — right at the beginning of Egan’s “Romantic” span. And I probed what might lie beyond the edges of reality by getting really into cryptids and paranormal nonsense.

Alice: Good for you! I think that describes a lot of kids.

Reviewer: I wouldn’t disagree — I think I went further: I jumped into Philosophic understanding by becoming a young-earth creationist, when assigned to a middle-school science-class debate over the age of the Earth. Don’t judge! The web was young, and I was, too. But I recall the absolute thrill of realizing that I could find anomalies that could overturn other people’s entire schemas. There’s a bit of Egan’s writing that I find haunting:


“As the years go by, we may forget the ardor of early Philosophic understanding, and, of course, it comes to some only partially, as a feeble glow rather than a lightning flash. But it can feel like what Faust sold his soul for.”

I felt exactly that, and I was hooked.



Alice: Did you stay a young-earth creationist?

Reviewer: No — and it wasn’t because I was mocked out of the belief. I kept pursuing the truth, trying to build a general scheme that could hold all the evidence, and after a year or two, gave it up. But that got me into theology, which gave me an urge to learn history and philosophy — to understand where I fit in the cosmos.

Alice: Are you a theologian, now?

Reviewer: No — I’m an agnostic. I lost my ability to hold together my theological schema years ago. But the process of moving through that, of pursuing the truth no matter what it ended up suggesting to me, has made me an intellectual thrill-junkie. I sorely want to find something else big that I’m wrong about — something as big as “my entire worldview”. I’m find myself deeply skeptical of my convictions, but I’m pretty skeptical of my skepticism, too, so it’s not a downer — the whole thing is actually pretty danged freeing.

Alice: So you’re saying that it’s your religious history that birthed your rationalism.

Reviewer: In large part, yes! It’s given me a deep fondness for religions to this day. And from my experience, I think an unusually high number of people in the capital-R-Rationalist community have similar stories, too.

Alice: How confident are you about that? 

Reviewer: Oh gosh, no, not at all. It’s just a beguiling intuition. I’d love to see some numbers.

Alice: Okay, so “personal experience” was number three. Four?

Reviewer: If the “tools” that Egan describes are real, then they’re huge honking things. If we haven’t paid much attention to them up ’til now, it’s because they’re too big for us to notice. If Egan is right, then we should be able to point to people making billions of dollars off these tools.

Alice: What would that look like?

Reviewer: I mean, “story” is the most obvious — how much money passes through Hollywood? The binaries are a bit harder, but it’s funny: Egan discovered them through anthropology, but I discovered them by reading books on writing: Robert McKee’s classic Story teaches the idea to screenwriters, The Story Grid teaches it to novelists, and Building a Storybrand teaches it to marketers. 


Pokémon takes the tool of “collections” and turns it into an international obsession. I feel like the more people learn to use these tools, the more money they can make. We’re Egan-izing everything.

There’s a dark aspect of this, but, I know you need to get back home to feed your dog.



Alice: Thanks, but, um — what’s the dark aspect? 

Reviewer: I’m worried that Egan-izing is eating the world. That as these tools are perfected, they begin to constitute a mass of super-stimuluses that it will be harder and harder to turn away from and live in the real world. Erik Hoel wrote about this problem well, and included tips on how to avoid it.

Alice: How can we avoid it?

Reviewer: I’ll let you read his piece for his thoughts; from my vantage point, the gradual Eganization of everything means that it’s past time for us to apply these same tools to the real world, to re-enchant reality. And the ideal place to do that is school.

Alice: Okay — if I’m counting right, that’s four ways we could try to figure out if Egan is right: classroom studies, scholarship more generally, personal experience, and capitalism. What’s your final one?

Reviewer: Well, someone could make a school of it, and see how it went.

Alice: People make schools? Wait, wait, I knew that. People start schools all the time. But where would they find the teachers? And which brave families would send their kids?

Reviewer: The teachers already exist; the teacher-prep program that Egan started is still going. They just don’t have any place to tie their teaching together. As for the families, it wouldn’t even take so very many — small schools pop into existence all the time.

Alice: But wouldn’t it be risky? It’s an untested means of education, after all — the one elementary program you visited aside.

Reviewer: See, that’s maybe the strongest evidence for the theory, as janky as it still appears to me — that the educational practices it recommends are so danged appealing to so many people. It gives the passion that people look for in the developmental approach, the great ideas that people look for in the academic approach, and the connection to the rest of humanity that people look for in the socialization approach.

Alice: That’s how Egan claims to fulfill those three jobs, in a new way!

Reviewer: Well, something like that. Anyhow, you’ve got a dog that needs a-feedin’. 

Alice: Thanks! 

Reviewer: [walks away]

Alice: [walks away]




The Everything Store: Jeff Bezos and the Age of Amazon

Points:

Let’s play a game what if you had 1000$ to invest in any of the prestigious FAANG companies (Meta, Amazon, Apple, Netflix, Google) companies during its IPO (Initial Public Offering), which company do you think would give you the most ridiculous earnings back? Did you answer Tesla, the poster boy of overvalued stocks (remember at it’s peak was worth the rest of the car industry combined). Tesla would have certainly been a great decision, your thousand dollars would be worth 400k$ at its peak, yet it would still be half of your return on Amazon which would be worth 800k$ now and almost worth 1.6 million at it’s peak. The more incredible part is that there isn’t any huge argument that Amazon is massively overvalued, maybe it’s worth 10% more or 10% lower but everyone thinks Amazon deserves its place. The contrast is far more stark when compared with rest of the tech industry. You would do more than twice as better as Netflix (313k)(which is just 1/10th the market cap of Amazon, not a fair comparison), 20 times better than Google (41k), 200 times better than Meta (4.5k), only Apple would have turned out to be a better bet (1.3 mill) which Amazon at its peak beat Apple at its peak. Apple also is boring because its been studied to death, Hollywood has made 2 biopics to Steve Jobs, Jobs commencement address at Stanford was viewed 41 million times, and we’ve reached a point where the most cliche isms of the prevailing zeitgeist are falsely attributed to jobs

“Your true inner happiness does not come from the material things of this world. Whether you’re flying first class, or economy class — if the plane crashes, you crash with it.” (This is a fake Steve Jobs quote).

Jeff Bezos of course has instead been made into an evil villain in the media , especially since Bezos is not fortunate enough to contract out the sweatshop work to Asia unlike Apple. Bezos also proceeded to tackle this problem in the most Bezos way imaginable, organizing a book reading session with his executive team at his lakeside home to analyze and dissect what needs to change in the company to stop being portrayed as an evil empire, to arguable success (Do you know Jeff and Andy added being the world’s best employer to Amazon’s leadership principles, lol.

So let’s dive in to the story of Amazon and it’s meteoric rise in American History.

Thinking big in Silicon Valley is pretty much the default option. Startups are looking to disrupt and upend an existing industry , else are they even a startup. Yet somehow, Amazon is the one company that employees join not prepared to think as big as Bezos or Amazon. In some cases the employee can be faulted, if an employee joined Amazon thinking it was a book selling company they should have extrapolated that it would become an “everything store”. Yet in many cases, it’s actually the opposite. Employees join thinking e-commerce is their main business and they are joining a subsidiary only to be overwhelmed by the scale at which Amazon is willing to invest into the new business. AWS a particularly early example, is a company that requires large capital expenditures and has now gotten bigger than IBM (also is Amazon’s most profitable business by far.)  The best example comes from employees (now senior VP) Rohit Prasad. When Mr. Prasad was hired out of Raytheon to work on speech recognition and question answering in Alexa; he thought he was here to build a voice assistant that would play a small but integral role in a giant retail company. This of course led to an infamous Bezos “nutter” as the employees used to call it where Bezos abruptly left the meeting, disappointed by the lack of resources employees were using to solve the problem. Rohit then had to recalibrate. He realized what he needed to do was to rent homes in ten cities like Boston, Seattle etc over six months and hire actors to talk as if they were talking to an assistant. This was followed by bugging the homes with multiple Alexas all over to collect data from a variety of different alexa placements, hire hundreds of annotators for thousands of hours of speech data and then training a deep learning algorithm for speech recognition. This was a few orders of magnitude of scale beyond what the alexa team was doing, which was giving Alexa’s to engineers to test at home and collect data. Only when employees started thinking this big about Alexa, did Bezos perk up and say “Now you guys are serious about building this”.  A similar story played out with Amazon studios. Roy Price could be forgiven for thinking that getting a few golden globe nominations for Amazon Studios shows would be enough, especially considering Amazon just entered the business in 2010.  Jeff of course was deeply unsatisfied. He kept demanding Roy (and later his successors) to bring Amazon his own Game of Thrones , which now it’s clear seems to have been the 1 billion dollar Lord of The Rings show to arguable success. To set a scale for Amazon’s ambitions, Amazon is trying to launch satellites (Kuiper), create checkout less stores (Amazon Go stores), Build a self driving car (Zoox), Create a healthcare subscription service (RxnPass) and this is ignoring some of the less successful businesses like Last Mile delivery (Amazon Scout) and Drone Delivery (Prime Air), Phones (Fire phone) and also ignoring the incredible behind the scenes that Amazon has successfully done like their own Air Logistics Service (Amazon Air), Dark Warehouse (Kiva Robotics Acquisition) and so on. This is not normal in Silicon Valley. This is in fact highly abnormal. Amazon has consistently ranked number 1 in R and D investment, almost double of the second highest Google in 2020 with 42 billion spent. One big indicator of a lack of innovation or more favourably ambition is when a company spends huge amounts of money buying back it’s own stock. It’s basically saying they don’t know what to do with this money, investors take it back and be happy. Apple is the poster-boy of stock buybacks, it has spent more than 80 billion buying back its own stock. The top 20 companies buying back their own stocks include Apple, Alphabet (Google), Meta, Microsoft, Walmart. Amazon is not in the list. Amazon meanwhile in number 4 in the total amount of cash in hand. Amazon knows what to do with it’s money, Amazons going to spend it trying to disrupt healthcare or launching fucking satellies (Head by an ex-vice president from SpaceX) cause why not.  The more books I’ve read about Amazon (5+) the more I’ve come to appreciate how rare it is to find such a company, once in a generation or less.

Final Draft:

Silicon Valley represents a lot of things in the modern world. One formulation is that Silicon Valley is the valley of invention. It is the place where idealists, hackers and hippies come together and invent new technologies, augment human capabilities, create new industries from scratch and usher in the new era of human civilization. The poster boy for this silicon valley is the eccentric lone hacker, the kind of guy who studied cryptographic trust schemes in 2002 and decided to dedicate his life to creating a secure distributed ledger (or the guy who decided deep learning was the way in 2010). Such a person has no need to be from a prestigious college, though he often is, it is more to the college's credit for recognizing his talent than any specific thing he did to get admitted. Similarly he is rarely, if ever chasing high prestige jobs like an lawyers, bankers etc, it could be very likely that his field of study never pans out and he languishes for life in obscurity and that would be completely fine by him.

There is however a resoundingly different view of silicon valley that has emerged in recent years. In this view, Silicon Valley is the valley of disruption. It is the place where smart and hungry people discontent with the status quo come together and then proceed to light a fire that devours anyone in its path, crushing small enemies with sheer scale and dethroning incumbents with superior execution and technology. The poster boy for this silicon valley is the disgruntled financier. He is someone who has at every point in life succeeded or at least worked very hard for it. He is very likely to be from a prestigious Ivy League or equivalent university, very likely to join a prestigious career right after college. His thinking goes like this, he has worked hard and used all his smarts to reach where he is, yet there are people in this industry who are dumber and lazier than me who are doing completely fine. What's up with that? In these cases silicon valley serves less as a vehicle of technical invention and more as a vehicle of simple disruption. A case where an able and power hungry aristocracy sees vast amounts of land under control of a kakistocracy. This view came to the forefront with the new generation of Silicon Valley Startups like Uber and Airbnb. Before Uber, a taxi driver was an actual career. You worked x years, then you got your medallion, then you owned a few taxis and then you possibly started your own taxicab. Now you’re relegated to the gig economy, there is no career growth beyond putting more hours a day, it is essentially a career dead end. Uber is undoubtedly better for consumers but its disruption has caused people to ask, at what cost? Amazon however did everything Uber did, if Uber lit a candle, Amazon periodically light forest fires and started  ten years earlier and continues doing it to the present day, etching disruption into the company ethos. Amazon is in my view, the poster boy of silicon valley disruption, at once marveling onlookers with the rapid achievement of scale, injecting fear into incumbents who have seen it eat away other industries, hated by all competitors and yet loved by consumers.




The Evolving Self: Problem and Process in Human Development, by Robert Kegan
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Unfortunately, the apes’ lack of attention to the text ended in them following a different evolutionary process than intended.



I.

When I was in college, one morning I was walking to a reactor systems class, thinking about how poorly I had done on a test in that class the previous week. I pondered all the terrible effects this was about to cause in my life, like getting a lower grade in the class, and having to study more the rest of the semester to pass. Overall, my life seemed really terrible and tragic. Unwittingly, I had drunk a cup of coffee ten minutes prior, and about five minutes into my walk the caffeine suddenly kicked in and my perspective changed. My estimate of my performance on the test was exactly the same, the specific effects I guessed it would have on my academic career were exactly the same, but suddenly everything was fine and nothing was so terrible after all. I stopped and stood on the sidewalk while people pushed past me because I abruptly realized that coffee is a hell of a drug. But I also realized that, since it was not possible that my life had changed from terrible to satisfactory in the five minutes while I was walking past the stadium, the fact my perspective had changed so quickly had only one logical conclusion. Namely, that emotions do not directly reflect reality, and just because I felt my life was terrible did not mean the feeling necessarily corresponded to a real state of the world. I’m sure I had been told before not to judge everything based on how I felt in the moment, but apparently the message had never clicked. I guess I just hadn’t been in a place where I was capable of comprehending and integrating it into my worldview. Eventually I had to keep walking to make it to class on time, but I never quite looked at the world the same way again.

After personally experiencing such a transition, Robert Kegan’s premise in The Evolving Self seems at least plausible to me. Kegan claims that people pass through a series of discrete states, or levels, which are defined by the framework by which they view the world and interpret their lives.

I would guess that most people can recall such moments of epistemic transition. But lest he has readers who cannot, and who doubt that such disparateness can exist in internal perspective, Kegan gives a series of anecdotes to demonstrate just how bizarre the worldviews of children can be. I found this one amusing:

One day a mother of two was at the end of her rope with her sons’ constant bickering. The current squabble was over the allocation of a dessert pastry. The mother had given two of the small squares to her ten-year-old and one to her four-year-old. She had explained to her aggrieved younger son that he had received only one because he was smaller, that when he was bigger he could have two. He was quite unappeased by this logic, as you can imagine, and he continued to bemoan his fate. The mother lost her patience, and in a fit of sarcasm she swept down on his plate with a knife, saying, “You want two pieces? Okay, I’ll give you two pieces. Here!” – whereupon she neatly cut the younger boy’s pastry in half. Immediately, all the tension went out of him; he thanked his mother sincerely, and contentedly set upon his dessert. The mother and the older son were both astonished. They looked at the boy the way you would look at something stirring in a wastebasket. Then they looked at each other; and in that moment they shared a mutually discovered insight into the reality of their son and brother, a reality quite different from their own.

But just because a worldview is different or unconventional, it does not, to Kegan, mean that it lacks internal cohesion:

…these quaint ways of seeing demonstrated by children are not random fancies, incomplete or dim perceptions of reality as we see it. Rather they are manifestations of a distinct, separate reality, with a logic, a consistency, and integrity all its own.

Even undeveloped children live in worlds with rules, though those rules may not match those of the worlds more-developed adults live in. But to Kegan, that doesn’t make the child’s worldview wrong – just incomplete. In fact, it would be hypocrisy to call the child wrong, because adults also live in worlds with rules – and those rules are also incomplete. Nobody’s worldview actually describes a complete, one-to-one depiction of reality. But some worldviews are more accurate and more comprehensive than others, and a person might benefit from developing their worldview to a higher, more complex, and more cohesive level.

The theory Kegan is proposing in The Evolving Self is not just another childhood development theory. It may be based in childhood development research, but it extends beyond mere classification to hypothesize underlying patterns throughout the process by which people develop. And hypothetically, these patterns could be expected to continue, not just beyond childhood, but beyond any standard stage of development experienced by most of humanity, thus providing a framework for people to develop – beyond humanity? Into ultra-humanity?

II.

But to begin at the beginning, Kegan starts with his interpretation of two different childhood or human development theories, those of Jean Piaget and Lawrence Kohlberg.

Piaget’s theory tracks “cognitive” development, i.e. how well children can do logic puzzles. Piaget says infants start in a sensorimotor stage, where they can’t distinguish their own bodies from the rest of the world. Around age 2-5 they reach a preoperational stage, where they can observe the world as separate from themselves, but can’t conceptualize that the world might be different than the way they are perceiving it. Piaget’s example is a child looking out a plane window, seeing people look as small as ants, and assuming they must have shrunk. Around age 6-10, children reach the concrete operational stage, where they can do logic, but only when it involves concrete, physical objects. And around age 11 they reach the formal operational stage, where they can manage abstract thought, like reasoning about hypotheticals.
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Piaget's office. Evidence that in developmental psychology, the plural of “anecdote” is “theory”.



Kohlberg’s theory, in contrast, follows moral (or social) development. Children in Kohlberg’s first stage, punishment and obedience orientation, follow rules because they are rules. Children in the second stage, instrumental orientation, follow rules to gain benefits for themselves. People in the third stage, interpersonal concordance orientation, care what other individuals think of them, and want relationships. People in the fourth stage, societal orientation, care how society judges them, and want to contribute to their society. People in the fifth stage, universal principles orientation, believe in a social contract. And people in the sixth stage (still part of the universal principles orientation) believe in universal moral principles.

Kegan noticed that children tend to develop into certain of Piaget’s cognitive development stages at the same time as they develop into certain of Kohlberg’s social development orientations. Since for Kegan nothing is ever a coincidence, he decided that there must be some underlying factor driving development in both domains.

What is this factor? Kegan theorizes that fundamentally, a person’s perception of the world rests on an inherent confusion about which parts of her reality belong to and constitute herself, and which are instead part of the external world as a whole. In order to develop, she must “disembed” herself by better distinguishing between an “inside” world and an “outside” world. This means pushing more and more aspects of her physical and conceptual reality, and even parts of her own thought-processes, into the outside section. Once she is able to view these objects and concepts from the outside, she is then better able to understand and manipulate the objects and concepts than when she conceptualized them as part of her fundamental sense of self. But consequently, once these thoughts or objects become part of the outside, she must discover a new fundamental self, and a new inside from which to view her new outside – she must find new ground to stand on from which she can manipulate the new outside she created. Or, as Kegan, trying to be punny, describes the transition process, “what was immediate gets mediated by a new immediacy”. Thus, development through Kegan’s “constructive-developmental” stages is a process of separating oneself from the world – a process of realizing that something one thought of as part of one’s core self is actually something one has. Kegan refers to this process as a personal “evolution” of the self.

Kegan finds a series of “objects” for his subject-object relation that a person can disembed himself from, thus driving his development through both Piaget’s cognitive stages and Kohlberg’s moral orientations simultaneously. This series of subject-object shifts defines the stages – or levels – of Kegan’s “constructive-developmental” theory.

Level 0: The Incorporative Balance

The disembedding process starts from infancy. A baby experiences crying and having her needs satisfied by her caregiver, without realizing that her caregiver is a separate entity from herself. She conceptualizes herself implicitly as part of a “parent-infant system.” As Kegan echoes the English pediatrician Donald Winnicott, “there’s never just an infant.” Or in Kegan’s words, “if there is a thriving infant he or she comes ‘attached to’ another person.”

Viewing infant experience through Kegan’s subject-object lens, the wholly embedded infant starts with no “object.” She is embedded entirely in her “subject” – the subject here being “action-sensations” and “reflexes.” This state of affairs corresponds to Piaget’s sensorimotor stage.

The baby’s “undifferentiated subjectivity” is Kegan’s level 0, which he names the Incorporative Balance. If you squint, this name almost makes sense, which is more than you can say for all of his levels (here’s looking at you, level 2). Unfortunately, Kegan’s overriding consideration when naming his levels seems to have been getting them all to start with one of the prefixes “In-” or “Im-”. Frankly, I thought the theory was complex enough already without adding six similar-sounding and easily confused level names. And this is not the only place Kegan’s naming sense is dominated by the need for alliteration (note, for example, the book’s subtitle).

But all the alliteration is at least on theme for Kegan. His thought seems to be driven by an underlying need to detect patterns – and at times it seems that where he cannot detect them, he creates them. I suppose he wouldn’t have come up with a massive theory about a complicated topic in a field that’s more experience than data driven without that propensity. However, I worry that sometimes this pattern-creation drive sometimes creates false matches. For example, Kegan begins the two main sections of his book by quoting long passages from T.S. Eliot, the relation of which to his topic I never quite managed to discern.

Or take the image on the cover. Since I cannot find a credit for it anywhere inside, I can only guess Kegan drew it himself:

[image: ]


I thought the idea was that people interpret their experiences in different ways, not that some experiences are uninterpretable? I defy anyone to explain to me what on earth this picture is supposed to be.



But this associative tendency has its upsides as well. Kegan sees not only correlations between the ways different people develop, or the different theories of human development, but also patterns within the process of development itself.

One such pattern stems from the tension – sometimes intensifying into outright contradiction – between the need for independence, autonomy, and distinctness, versus the need for inclusion, connection, and communion. People want both of these at once, but their contradictory nature means that a person’s experience at any given level can only emphasize one of them at a time. Thus, the person ends up with an overemphasis on one side of her dichotomy, while suppressing her need for its opposite. When she begins to evolve, the suppressed need breaks free, leading to an emphasis of the opposite once she reaches the next level. Kegan’s levels, starting with level 1, develop a sort of alternating polarity in this regard. And this independence-inclusion dichotomy roughly mirrors an additional dichotomy between cognition, reason, and logic on the one hand, versus affect, emotion, and feeling on the other.

Kegan also stresses often that these levels are not mere dry, mechanical categories, but rather include the full richness and motion of human experience. Thus, those traversing them should not be treated as if they are defined by the level they are currently on, but rather should be regarded as individuals at a waypoint along a journey:

For we are not our stages; we are not the self who hangs in the balance at this moment in our evolution. We are the activity of this evolution.

For Kegan, time flies like an arrow, fruit flies like an apple, and “human being is the composing of meaning”. No matter how it may appear from the outside, people are never really sitting at just one level at a time – rather, they’re always in the process of developing towards the next. This is why he calls each level a “balance.” I, however, have had about as much terminological convolution as I can take at this point, and thus will stick to calling them levels.

Level 1: The Impulsive Balance

Returning to our level 0 baby – eventually (eventually in this case meaning generally sometime between the ages of 6 months and 2 years), he must realize that he is a being separate from both his caregiver and the rest of the world, and that he can experience the world only through his senses. This realization brings him to level 1, the Impulsive Balance.

In terms of Kegan’s subject-object embeddedness framework, the baby differentiates himself from his “action-sensations, reflexes and motions” – these are now things that he has, not what he is. His new subject – his new self – is embedded instead in “impulse and perception.” As best I can tell, what all this means is that the child realizes that he not only has a body that he can move around, but also that moving around is what lets him feel and see things. However, since he is still embedded in his senses, he cannot distinguish between his personal perceptions of the world and the way the world actually is.

This corresponds to Piaget’s preoperational stage, where the child can’t imagine the world not being identical to how he perceives it. For example, if you show a level 1, preoperational child a tall, thin glass filled with water, then pour the water into a short, wide glass, the child will say there is now less water, since that’s what it looks like from his perspective, and he cannot conceive of perspectives other than his own, nor conceptualize physical quantities as being conserved.

Kegan’s level 1 also corresponds to Kohlberg’s punishment and obedience orientation. The punishment and obedience oriented child can understand rules only where breaking or following them is immediately punished or rewarded – i.e., where the consequences are immediately obvious to his senses. But he is too bound within his own perspective to conceive of a perspective outside of himself, such as that of his parents, by which he can judge more complex consequences of his actions.

Since a level 1 child’s sense of self is grounded in his impulses, he has no deeper him that can control the impulses, making his behavior impulse-driven. Or in terms of the inclusion-independence dichotomy Kegan has posited, level 1 is a level overfocused on inclusion, as the child conceives himself as overconnected with his parents and his senses as overconnected with the physical world.

Level 2: The Imperial Balance

Eventually though (eventually here meaning sometime between ages 5 and 7), this over-inclusion leads to contradiction: the child realizes that she doesn’t always want to obey her parents’ rules, even when she is punished for it. She discovers that she has desires and wishes quite separate from what her parents want from her, and that she can take action to achieve these desires. This leads to her discovery of Kegan’s level 2, the Imperialist Balance, and the first constructive-developmental level with an individualist polarity.

(In all honesty, the name “imperialist balance” does not strike me as particularly descriptive of the level, but I can only assume Kegan stretched the very limits of his associative mind trying come up with something that started with “In-” or “Im-” that was at least halfway conceptually related.)
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Why doesn’t it surprise me that Kegan sees human development not as a nice, straight, normal line, but a wacky spiral?



Starting with level 2, things start to get more relevant and interesting. (No offense to Piaget – I just can’t find toddlers misestimating water in a glass fascinating to the same spend-your-career-on-it level. After all, everyone already knows little kids think some strange stuff – for example, when she was a toddler my younger sister thought that when she grew up she would turn into each of her older siblings and then her parents in turn.)

For the level 2 child, the senses and impulses she once thought of as constituting her core self now become something she has, rather than what she is. That is, the impulses become the object, and the new subject is her needs, interests, and wishes. As a result, the child gains an internal “principle of conservation.” This allows her to “conserve” her desires and take action to achieve them, maintaining an enduring personality over time (corresponding to Kohlberg’s instrumental moral orientation). Simultaneously, this allows her to conserve physical quantities and characteristics of objects in her logical reasoning (corresponding to Piaget’s concrete operational stage).

As a result of her development, the child at level 2 is capable of embodying “roles”: as a daughter in a family, as a student at school, as a player in a game, etc. While she still obeys rules, she now obeys them to gain benefits or avoid punishment. She cultivates a desire to be self-sufficient, alongside an individualist attitude towards using the rules to her own advantage. This might make her appear selfish. But it does not mean she is a psychopath, only that she lacks the internal framework that enables deeper relationships with others (that’s coming in level 3).

Of course, this selfish-individualist attitude will be replaced with something more socially adaptive in its turn, just as the worldviews of the prior levels were. But one might wonder, what is causing all these transitions? What drives people to ascend from one level to another, catalyzing all these changes in the first place?

Part of the answer has to do with a person’s environment, as Kegan explains:

This psychosocial environment, or “holding environment,” in Winnicott’s terms, is the particular form of the world in which the person is, at this moment in his or her evolution, embedded. Since this is the very context in which, and out of which, the person grows, I have come to think of it as a culture of embeddedness. “Culture” here is meant to evoke both an accumulating history and mythology and something grown in a medium in a Petri dish.
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Kegan studying childhood development.



Leaving aside Kegan’s creepy pun, the idea that people are driven to develop their worldviews by interacting with the world itself makes intuitive sense. Kegan goes on to specify that an ideal evolutionary holding environment must serve three main functions: confirmation, contradiction, and continuity (alliteration strikes again!). This means, the environment must not totally reject the terms of the person’s current level, yet must still incentivize or nudge her towards thinking in the terms of the next higher level, and all the while provide a stable situation in which she can work on evolving her conceptual model of self-versus-world.

This applies equally to the lower levels as to the higher. So for example, a baby transitioning from level 0 to level 1 needs a caregiver to conceptually detach herself from. When going from level 1 to level 2, she needs a family wherein she can take up a role separate from her parents. A child will struggle to evolve to the next level unless her environment has the “capacity to nourish and keep buoyant the life project of [the] ‘evolutionary guests’”. Though if we’re the “guests”, I do rather wonder – who is the host?

Level 3: The Interpersonal Balance

A child at level 2 eventually (eventually here being sometime between ages 12 and 16) finds another contradiction within himself. He desires more than the mere selfish pursuit of his own personal needs and wants. Now, he seeks a deeper connection with others again – similar to that he had with his parents at level 1, but this time reflecting his own more complex mind, including his better understanding of others’ minds. The individualist, logical balance of level 2 is broken, and the pendulum swings back to communion and emotion. Or as Kegan describes it:

At adolescence, the impulses are defrosted, they break out again into the body politic which has meanwhile been developing on its own during the freeze.

Thus does the child reach level 3, the Interpersonal Balance, returning not only to emotion and connection, but also to level names that actually make sense.

In terms of the subject-object dichotomy, the child who was formerly embedded in his own wants and desires realizes that he is something more than that: he is a person who still has wants and desires, but who can subordinate those to his relationships with others, forming true friendships that go beyond the merely transactional or quid-pro-quo exchanges. The child’s needs and wants become secondary to his relationships, and he can put others’ interests above his own. His new subject-self is embedded in “mutuality” and “relationship concordance.” Kegan’s level 3 is equivalent to Piaget’s stage of early formal operation, which allows abstract reasoning about hypotheticals, as well as (obviously) Kohlberg’s interpersonal concordance orientation.

At higher levels with increasingly complex associated worldviews, the holding environments necessary to catalyze a next-level transition likewise increase in complexity. Thus, the environment that best encourages a level 2 to 3 transition is no longer just the family unit.

According to Kegan, for most people the environment where this transition occurs is school, where a child forms his first communal-style relationships with his peers. Kegan even goes so far as to contribute his own theory to the eternal true-function-of-public-education debate:

Whatever other kinds of learning one might be told the primary grades are about, what they are most centrally about is learning to go to school, learning to live in a world of rules and roles where egocentric behavior is less and less tolerated.

Though the dark side of this is that school as an environment can be rough for a child who is at a different level than most of his peers – since he is not operating off of the same conceptual framework, he is seen as “weird”. (Though this certainly creates a strong incentive for him to level up!)

According to Kegan, most people reach as far as level 3, yet many never go any further. Some of this is perhaps due to a lack of appropriate holding environments. But part of the cause is surely also that ascending from one level to the next is not only tricky, but often actively unpleasant.

Why this should be is obvious if you think about it: to evolve to the next level, a person must first give up his current worldview, which he perceives (incorrectly but no less vividly) as identical with his core self. Of course, what awaits him is an even deeper and more comprehensive worldview, but this is not always obvious when looking up from below.

Often, people only work to attain higher levels at all because they are forced to. Though each level feels true from the inside, since no level is a complete representation of reality, the individual’s worldview is always threatened by contradiction:

…every developmental balance involves as well an illusion, a built-in falsehood or subjectivity which forms the seed of its own undoing.

This undoing begins when a person faces problems in his life that he cannot solve with his current conceptual framework. If these problems are urgent, the process of emerging from embeddedness quickly becomes a crisis for him – or, as Kegan puts it, a “natural emergency.” Unsurprisingly then, Kegan classifies many kinds of anxiety and depression as originating from the struggle of standing on the cusp between one level and the next. On this uncertain footing, his worldview seems untenable but the next level of comprehension is still unclear.

Here Kegan’s view becomes more controversial: like pain during exercise means one’s muscles will grow, he believes that intellectual and emotional pain as a person evolves is inevitable, and indeed even desirable. One might describe his view as almost Nietzschean, in the sense that he believes people must suffer in order to ascend to higher states of being.

As a therapist then, he sees anxiety as not something to be eliminated or reduced, but rather the inevitable side effect of a natural process which must be allowed and even encouraged to run its course:

Pain…is about the resistance to the motion of life…When the body tenses and defends against its reorganization, this causes greater pain than the reorganization itself…

In Kegan’s view, mental crises are often positive, since they are “portals to growth work.” (Though, his perspective aside, I find this a rather odd way of putting it. For all his study of human thought processes, sometimes Kegan doesn’t seem to think quite like a human himself.)

Yet perhaps Kegan is overemphasizing the negative side of the self-evolutionary process. As a therapist, it would stand to reason he would interact most with those whose evolution was the least smooth and the most painful. After all, those who found the process easy would hardly need to come to him for help.

Indeed, Kegan points out that the pain of evolving, while normal and natural, is not necessarily inevitable:

My attention in this book to the framework’s understanding of distress can give the false impression that all transition is only painful; on the contrary, it can consist in extremely positive, literally “ecstatic,” transcendent experience.

But despite whatever pain it may cause, Kegan believes the evolutionary process is well worth it – since a person’s constructive-developmental level does not just determine his accuracy and fidelity in modeling the world, but limits the very meaning he can find in his life. By developing through the levels, he changes the meaning of his own life. This is the true, fundamental reason that makes evolving through the levels worthwhile – to increase the meaning one sees in the world, and thus in one’s own life:

It is the greater coherence of its organization which is the presumed motive, a transorganic motive shared by all living things…the organism is moved to make meaning or to resolve discrepancy…

How relatable! I, too, consider myself first and foremost an organism with a transorganic motive…

But what implications does this have for the relationship between a therapist and his client?

Kegan thinks T.S. Eliot speaks to this problem best, in his poem “Burnt Norton”:


The enchainment of the past and future

Woven in the weakness of the changing body

Protects mankind from heaven and damnation

Which flesh cannot endure. Time past and future

Allow but a little consciousness. To be conscious is not to be in time.



Kegan interprets this passage as representing the misalignment between the client’s desire to solve his short-term issue as quickly as possible, versus the therapist’s focus on addressing the longer-term issues:

The weakness of the changing body does not permit much consciousness but it does permit some. The constructive-developmental clinician has one primary function: to protect those opportunities for consciousness – for meaning-evolution – which the client brings to him or her as ‘problems.’

Sometimes short-term problems have long-term solutions, true – but is it really Kegan’s prerogative to decide on what terms the solution should come? (Though quite honestly, I am not seeing what Kegan says he sees in this poem. I admit I read T.S. Eliot in college and understood nothing from it then either. Perhaps my level is not yet high enough?)
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“Maybe we should have just banned AI.”

“Not at all – it may be painful now, but this pain is a natural step in the evolution of the alignment process.”



Level 4: The Institutional Balance

Whoever’s prerogative it is to choose solutions, it is clear what solution Kegan is advocating – if someone’s worldview is not working for her currently, she must simply go up another level.

In moving beyond level 3, we move past the stages of childhood development – much less early childhood development – and onto stages a person generally only reaches during adulthood, if at all. Though reaching level 4 is by no means rare, neither is it guaranteed.

There are many possible contradictions between experience and worldview that might catalyze a person’s transition from level 3 to level 4. This contradiction might come when the demands of one of her relationships conflict with the demands of another. When her own sense of self is derived from these very relationships, what other “self” is there to judge between them? Or alternatively, she might begin to feel that the communal and inclusive demands on her ego are too much, that she is dissolving into others and unable to maintain her own coherent personality, thus triggering an individualist reaction.

Either way, she must discover a new self – a new subject that can take her relationships as its objects. She must become someone who has relationships, rather than is her relationships. By developing a new self that is based in what Kegan calls “personal autonomy” and “self-system identity”, she thereby enters into level 4, the Institutional Balance.

This new self-system identity might take various forms. According to Kegan, the most common route is to base one’s identity off of the conventional social morals of one’s society, such as the society’s laws, or patriotism. Alternatively, someone who feels excluded by the mainstream culture may find her identity in feminism, black power, or gay rights. Most types of ideologies appear to fit Kegan’s criteria. Even a personal morality, if it were consistent and comprehensive enough, could theoretically apply. (And though Kegan barely mentions it, religion is clearly another possibility.)

This self-identity allows the level 4 evolvee to regulate the emotions that arise out of her relationships and experiences – an appropriate function for an even-numbered level, with its logical and individualistic emphasis. Meanwhile, her new self-system also provides her a place and context in her broader society, whether she is taking up a traditional or counter-cultural role, thus making this level the equivalent of Kohlberg’s societal orientation.

The holding environment within which a person makes this transition is generally a job or other organization that she takes part in, and through her participation internalizes its principles. However, a subculture or other group could also serve this purpose.

Of course, her new emphasis on individual autonomy and personal values does not mean that relationships will no longer matter to her. At level 4, she still keeps her relationships from level 3, just as she retains the wants and desires that were the subject of level 2, the senses of level 1, and so on. But these are now subordinated to a deeper self – the self embedded in her new system of values.

Consequently, level 4 individuals are in some ways perhaps best suited to life in a complex industrial society, where the needs of the individual and her personal relationships must be subordinated to a greater institutional or social system that facilitates the functioning of the organizations and groups she belongs to.

Level 5: The Interindividual Balance

Eventually (eventually here meaning likely never, since according to Kegan, most people don’t reach this far), rather than finding the self-system of level 4 empowering, a person might start to find it confining. When the pendulum swings back from the logic and individualism of level 4, the process of self-evolution continues and the evolutionary climber reaches for level 5, the Interindividual Balance.

The person at level 5 is embedded, according to Kegan, in the “interpenetration of systems.” What Kegan means by this phrase specifically, I could not quite puzzle out. Yet the process for generating this new subject constituting the self is clear enough: the self-system identity of level 4 must go from being something a person defines himself by, to something he has – the principles that were before rigid are now subject to judgement and even to change. A person at level 5 is no longer defined by values accepted whole-cloth from his society or community, but stands on some higher ground from which he might judge between or even generate these values for himself.

Kegan gives an example of how a level 5 balance would look for someone who had taken the law as his level 4 self-system identity:

No longer is “the just” derived from the legal, but the legal from a broader conception of the just.

Judging one’s own dearly-held values according to some higher standard seems like the sort of challenging undertaking that would lead to a diversity of decisions about what principles were truly important, which would result in a vast variety of outcomes in ultimate worldview.

Yet, Kegan seems certain that the attainment of this balance will result in specific beliefs, including the need for a community that is “for the first time a ‘universal’ one in that all persons, by virtue of their being persons, are eligible for membership,” alongside an aspiration to participate in this species-wide communion. Since this level is the equivalent of Kohlberg’s universal principles orientation, the reasoning is at least understandable. I can’t help but wonder, though, whether the discovery of this specific principle of universal human community is in fact necessary to reach level 5, or whether it is only sufficient. After all, there are many different ideologies a person might take up in order to go from level 3 to 4 – why should there not be multiple universal principles that could bring him from level 4 up to 5?

Of course, whatever form this transition takes, the new perspective generated does not mean that any of the understandings of the lower levels are lost. The subjects of these levels – ideologies, relationships, and roles – are all encompassed by the new understanding.

Another aspect of level 5 is that Kegan considers it to be the first level of true “intimate” relationships, as he terms it. As an odd-numbered level, level 5 emphasizes the emotional and communal aspects of a person’s life experience. But having passed through level 4, the person now has a greater sense of self-identity, and thus is not “lost” in his relationships the same way a person at level 3 might be. Relationships at this level are “a commingling which guarantees distinct identities”.

On the flip side, relationships between someone at level 5 and someone at level 4 or 3 might feel empty to the former, since “love comes in shapes as well as intensities; it has a way of seeing or not seeing, which can never be made up for by the depth or sincerity that accompanies it.” The level 5 individual has cognitive depths that he yearns for his partner to understand, only to find that she is incapable of this. Alas, to someone at level 3 or 4, people at level 5 are “not easily decipherable since their interior life cannot be constructed by the subject any more complexly than she can construct her own.” As a corollary of this, just as for authors it’s hard to write characters smarter than oneself, it’s probably also hard to write characters who are at a higher constructive-developmental level. (An interesting exercise: take a novel, and determine what level each of the major characters is. Then take the max of that – and you’ll probably have found the author’s level.)

A person at level 5 can integrate new information into his self-system without considering it a threat to his core self, since his first-level values are now something he has and not something he is. As a result, he “regards motion, process, and change (not forms and entities) as the irreducible and primary feature of reality.”

But of course, motion, process, and change are some of the fundamental aspects of Kegan’s constructive-developmental theory of human development.

I believe Kegan sees his own theory itself as functioning on level 5: it takes the systematic, self-contained theories of Piaget and Kohlberg, and integrates them into something greater and more explanatory than either. The result is a new theory that does not reject or lose either of their threads but synthesizes them in order to derive higher meaning from the process of human development. In the process of creating his theory, Kegan utilized the steps and procedures of his very theory itself.

III.

“But what level am I?” you might be asking yourself.

Just kidding, I know everyone reading this has decided they are level 5. Oh, I hear you claiming that no, actually, you’re level 6? I don’t recall going over that one, but oh well…

But wait – what level is Kegan? He doesn’t say, but apparently level 5 is as far as he cares to explain to us. However, his system gives no theoretical reason why human development should reach there and no further.

I can imagine a few different reasons why Kegan might have chosen to stop at level 5. One possibility is that he thought only these levels would be of interest to other therapists, who Kegan claims are his primary intended audience. This could be either because no one above level 5 would bother with therapy, or else because therapists can only use Kegan’s method to help those lower leveled than themselves, making Kegan dubious that his colleagues could manage to help anyone at level 6 or above.

Alternatively, Kegan might have known of levels above 5 but considered them dangerous. If he really considered his theory powerful enough to significantly advance human development, he might have considered it too powerful to leave in the hands of the population at large. Perhaps he intentionally held back the instructions for reaching higher levels to prevent ill-intentioned people from using his methods to develop and misuse new powers of social coercion – an act of self-censorship similar to how the military classifies the details on how to build nuclear weapons, or OpenAI refrains from publishing their LLM training data.

Or a third possibility is that Kegan was in fact no higher than level 5 himself when he wrote the book, and simply could not speak to level 6 and beyond, having no experience of them.

I suppose I am being uncharitable here, but I am inclined to believe the real reason is the last one. His personal beliefs about his theory simply do not seem broad enough to encompass the full range of human experience his theory implies as existing. Consider: Kegan describes level 4 as needing an ideology, and while the ideologies he lists do fit his requirements, he seems to ignore many others – such as religion – that an objective observer would note clearly fit just as well into his framework. And again, in his description of level 5, he assumes that any person at this level will have a set of core values that includes the socially liberal values Kegan presumably holds himself. And yet, I would naively expect that the process of going up the levels would result in experiences that increase in diversity rather than converge – and this in turn would result in a variety of principles, beliefs, and goals among those at level 5.

Yet, Kegan’s personal belief that his level-system would result in a convergence is perhaps understandable when you consider the situation from his perspective. That is, everyone goes up the levels by their own particular route. But suppose the amount of perspective they have of the other levels depends on what distance they judge them from – that is, how many levels they are above the level they’re observing. Kegan sees very clearly what levels 0, 1, 2, and 3 are like, because he is very far beyond them, giving him a broad and comprehensive perspective where they are concerned. Level 4, Kegan has only recently passed through, so while he can see some routes that are adjacent to his own, the full diversity of experience there remains hidden from him. And since he is on level 5 right now (or at least was at the time he wrote the book) he can only see a very small spot around where he is standing. As a visualization, Kegan stands within the expanding cone of experiences that constitute the levels, and shines a flashlight back along the route along which he came. It illuminates a great deal of what is further back, but close to where he himself is standing, only a small section becomes visible.
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Perhaps level 5 only looks so safely universalist to Kegan because he is suffering from some variant of streetlight effect?



Of course, any analysis of the further implications of constructive-developmental theory is meaningless if the theory isn’t true in the first place. And Kegan does not seem to have developed his theory through, say, a meta-analysis of a large number of randomized control trials. Rather, he collated his personal experiences and the experiences and theories of others, and pattern-matched until things felt right. (Though as best I understand it, this method is not particularly unusual for his field and time-period?)

For example, one of the few studies he mentions doing in the book is on his categorization of types of depression, which he believes are caused by certain level transitions. He says that he and a colleague did 39 interviews, and then pulled out patterns that they “thought [they] detected…from the files.” This…does not really strike me as quantitatively well-grounded research.

Yet he does not present his theory without evidence at all. Instead of citing studies, he illustrates each of his levels with a collection of – anecdotes? Vignettes? I assume each case is a composite of his experiences, since they can’t be real examples if only for privacy reasons.

And how disdainful should we really be of his methodology? The sorts of broad patterns he is noticing seem difficult to prove (though also difficult to disprove). But if they can work in some circumstances, and deliver value to some people – such as Kegan’s clients, who benefit from his form of therapy – can the resulting theory really be said to be useless? Is reality restricted to only that which can be replicated in a scientific study? Must every truth in this world necessarily be amenable to quantification?

Perhaps we should judge Kegan’s theory the same way he did: by comparing it with our personal experience, and asking whether it can assist us in developing our own model of the world. Can the methods and models of constructive-developmental theory help us evolve, whether by following Kegan’s constructive-developmental path, or else by borrowing from Kegan’s ideas to forge our own way? Even if Kegan’s theory isn’t wholly accurate, or a complete description of human experience – if it still taps into something fundamental, giving us glimpses of some portion of the underlying logos, it is not still worthy of our consideration?

And perhaps before we judge him too harshly, we should consider his competition?

Of course, he addresses the competing (or are they contributing?) theories of Piaget and Kohlberg extensively. He also takes into account the contributions of Maslow, Loevinger, McClelland/Murray, and Erikson (though if you want more detail on these just go read the book, I’m out of space here).

Who’s left? Freud? Kegan is certainly aware of Freud’s work, though he only chooses to make direct comparison in a few places. I think this example will illustrate why: Kegan’s theory says humans developed impulse-control as a natural result of their self-evolution up to level 2, by which the impulses become the object of higher wants and goals. Freud, on the other hand:

…Freud told the story of human evolution into a species capable of industry. The secret to industry was the fashioning of tools, and the secret to their fashioning was the exploitation of fire. Man’s basic impulse in the presence of fire, so the parable goes, is to urinate upon it and extinguish it. In order to use fire – and so become “industrial” – man had to learn to control the impulse to extinguish it.
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Unsuccessful at starting a company like his brother, Jim instead found his own way to contribute to industrial society.



If human development theory were a race, let’s just say Kegan would not be in last place.

And while of course I cannot speak to others’ experiences, for myself I found Kegan’s theory to be like fnords – once I could see it, I saw it everywhere. Other people’s independent hypotheses regarding human social interactions started looking isomorphic with the constructive-developmental levels. Here’s an example of someone just causally rediscovering the difference between levels 3 and 4. (Interestingly, the author here comes down in favor of level 3 over level 4. Yet, this need not necessarily be interpreted as in total conflict with Kegan’s theory. Perhaps the levels are not so ordered as Kegan thinks. Or else, the post’s author might simply still be level 3, and naturally finds his own worldview superior.)

Or, I notice another isomorphism with the classic Ribbonfarm posts on The Gervais Principle. In his series, Venkatesh Rao categorizes the characters in The Office into three categories: Clueless, Losers, and Sociopaths. The Losers are the rank-and-file employees, who are mainly concerned with their social interactions with each other. The Clueless are the middle management, who are mainly concerned with following the organization’s rules, policy, and procedures. And the sociopaths are the corporate bosses, who create the social and business systems that the Clueless and Losers exist within. These levels clearly correspond to 3, 4, and 5 respectively. Actually, interpreting Rao’s theory within Kegan’s framework cleared up some aspects of it for me: for example, Rao notes that in the show the Losers are portrayed as superior to the Clueless – yet, the Losers tend to hold organizational positions beneath Clueless, and cannot win arguments against them either. This all makes sense once you realize that the Clueless are actually higher leveled than the Losers. It neatly explains why in fact people with the Clueless type of mindset reach higher positions in real companies, since they can internalize the organization’s values instead of just operating out of an ambiguous system of social relationships. It’s even understandable that the Clueless are portrayed as inferior to the Losers in the show, since the show’s writers were probably level 3 themselves – ie.  Losers – who all thought themselves better than their level 4 corporate studio bosses, and looked down on those with an organizational mindset which they could not fully comprehend.

IV.

Another criterion by which to judge Kegan’s theory is to ask what extending the patterns and trends he describes gets us. For example, can we use his framework to drive our own personal development up to higher levels, discovering new worldviews by which we can see our own lives and experiences from novel perspectives?

Or more specifically, assuming we’re all level 5 here, how might we use Kegan’s framework to ascend to level 6?

Starting from first principles, what do we know about the mysterious level 6? As an odd-numbered level it must emphasize individualism and logic. Following level 5 as the next step in the process of disembedding, it must take the “interpenetration of systems” and the “motion, process, and change” that are the subject of its prior level as its new object. If level 5 is a level that allows emotion and affect to guide a person in determining and adjusting her own values, level 6 might converge upon some other firm principle that re-anchors her to her value-system and to herself – perhaps by positing a fundamental formula to underlie all derived values, one which is not subject to emotion but reasoned out from rational first-principles?

To me, this sounds a lot like certain consequentialist utilitarianism-based meta-ideologies, such as effective altruism. Is it logical? Check. Individualist? Certainly, its process of moral reasoning creates obligations for the individual. Does it take a fundamental formula as its new self-subject? The optimization of one’s personal life in order to do the most utilitarian-consequentialist-defined “good” could well fit this description.

These are just speculations, and perhaps you disagree with them – but in that case, just as easily as me, you yourself can utilize Kegan’s principles to come to your own conclusions, create your own version of level 6, and further your own personal evolution into an ultra-human self.

But returning to our distinguished author – assuming he is level 5 (or at least was when he wrote the book), what sort of transformation might be in store for him to reach level 6?

By Kegan’s own reckoning, the main catalyst that starts a transition to the next level is when one faces a contradiction within one’s worldview. This contradiction must be severe enough that the only way to resolve it is to find a higher ground – a deeper conception of self, by which the complexities of reality can be understood and resolved. How might such a contradiction present itself for Kegan?

One possibility: Kegan believes his theory implies that in therapy, the client’s value-making process must be respected on its own terms, and it is not his role to judge the client for this, since that way lies patriarchy, oppression, etc.

Yet at the same time, he rejects that the value of the client’s worldview is wholly subjective either:

The conviction that there are no nonarbitrary bases upon which to consider one state of meaning-making as better than another is, in a therapist, at once a philosophical confusion and a psychological confusion. Philosophically, it confuses the inevitability of subjectivity (that there is no absolute truth; that each of us is making our own truth) with what I believe is the false notion of the impossibility of thereby nonarbitrarily comparing these subjectivities… I do not judge a person’s meaning-making activity, but I must admit that in an indirect way I do judge a person’s made meanings. Persons cannot be more or less good than each other; the person has an unqualified integrity. But stages or evolutionary balances (the structure of made meanings) can be more or less good than each other; stages have a qualified validity.

But this idea that he can “nonarbitarily [compare] subjectivities” seems confused at best, and impossible at worst. I fear he rejects relativism only at the cost of invoking paradox.

Kegan seems to have tried to get around the problem by saying personal values are still subjective, but the levels within constructive-developmental theory are objective, and thus getting to a higher level (whatever the client’s values at that level may be) is better for the client than remaining at a lower level.

Yet, what if the client’s personal values, even at a higher level, contradict Kegan’s own? Kegan’s confidence in his reconciliation of the paradox seems to rest on the fact that he views his process of self-evolution as inevitably culminating in a shared set of modern liberal values (i.e., his own values). This seems far from inevitable to me.

Assuming I am right, what will he do when he eventually encounters someone – or many someones – who have clearly achieved level 5 according to the fundamental processes of his theory, and yet do not share his object-level values? Then, I guess, Kegan will have to choose – keep the theory, or keep the values, but not both. And what he decides will determine his path up into level 6. (Though, I suppose it’s been a while since he wrote The Evolving Self. Considering that he subsequently wrote several other books in which he changed some aspects of his theories, perhaps such a development indeed occurred for him?)

Ultimately though, Kegan sees the fulfillment of his theory in its utility in helping others. Many of these others are his therapy clients: In this and other books, he has classified various types of anxiety and depression, and how these types ought to be treated, according to the specific level-transition he believes they correspond to. Even marital difficulties are sometimes amenable to explanation by his theory, as stemming from the disjoint in worldview between partners at different constructive-developmental levels.

More than just individuals, Kegan also thinks his theory has important implications for organizations. Using the methods and theories of his system, companies and institutions can consciously develop themselves into better holding environments to support their members while they are evolving, resulting in a higher-leveled membership, and benefiting both the individuals and the organization itself. Kegan considers this activity particularly important, perhaps because he believes that the modern increase in mental illness is due to the breakdown of the traditional holding environments that formerly allowed people to pass through their developmental stages more smoothly. Thus, in his view, there is a real need for modern organizations and groups to step in and fill this gap.

And it is not only individuals and organizations that can benefit. Even the entire species of humanity stands to gain, if only it can manage to generate the increasingly complex holding environments needed for its members to ascend to ever higher levels:

As the organism grows, its culture of embeddedness becomes more complex, involves more people in ever more complex arrangements, and sets new tests and challenges for those persons and institutions which would sponsor the evolution of the species.

It does seem a worthy goal to “sponsor the evolution of the species,” but with all his talk about “the organism,” Kegan starts to sound more like an alien trying to raise his human sims. He wants humanity to ascend in level – but is it for the sake of some particular transhumanist ideology? Out of purely altruistic love for humanity? To gain personal immortality as the inventor of a successful theory?

Or could Kegan be hosting his evolutionary guests, sponsoring the evolution of the species, and cultivating human minds for…some other use?
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Neo regretted going to therapy, if this was going to be the result.
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The forgotten revolution is not a harmless book. Despite being ultimately an ancient history book, it possesses the remarkable ability of taking a hammer to your certainties and hitting them repeatedly until they crumble to dust. Certainties about ancient history, you ask? Sure, but certainties about mathematics and the scientific method as well.

For one thing, there are two cultures, meaning the so-called humanities and the techno-scientific continuum or STEMM, with a double M for good measure, right? Wrong, would argue Lucio Russo, emeritus at Tor Vergata University in Rome, physicist, and historian of science. Arguably, his book could represent the first step towards a worldview where the very idea of a division between the two cultures is essentially inconceivable. In his learned reconstruction of history, Russo shows that the first and essentially the only scientific revolution in human history happened in the third century BC, in the Hellenistic era. The scientific method, together with heliocentrism and atomism, was merely rediscovered by the likes of Copernicus, Galileo, Gassendi, and Newton. The Renaissance was kickstarted by the fall of Constantinople with the ensuing migration of Greek scholars and their books to Italy, where the translators of the time got busy, feverishly rendering their priceless technical content into Latin. From then onwards, all the way to Dedekind’s seminal work on the definition of real numbers in mid nineteenth century Germany, which Dedekind essentially copied from Euclid’s theory of ratios, the ancient languages that are considered the hallmark of the humanities-side of the cultural divide were a tool to access scientific heights otherwise unattainable to the modern man: we are talking here of geometry, which unlocked mapmaking and perspective drawing; atomism, which centuries later blossomed into modern chemistry and statistical mechanics; and -crucially- astronomy.

Second, Russo disabuses us of the notion of an unrelenting, one-directional march of progress of human knowledge. This turns out to be largely an ideological fantasy spearheaded by the intellectuals of the Enlightenment, who quite dishonestly decided to hide their debt to the ancients under a layer of rhetoric. I am looking at you, Voltaire.

As Russo proves, the march of progress is more akin to a random walk than to a straight line. The ancient scientific revolution ended abruptly when the Romans subjugated the hellenistic kingdoms, slaughtering Archimedes and conquering Alexandria, where the invaders put an obscure military officer in charge of the library, dispersing the scholars working there. The technologically and intellectually inferior civilization ensuing in the Roman imperial era was largely unable to recover the lost Greek wisdom, to the point that even the work of Ptolemy is a mere shadow of the hellenistic heights, as Russo convincingly argues.

Another, and perhaps the most important prior that Russo forces us to update, is the idea that mathematics and the empirical sciences are fundamentally different. To the Greeks, they were one. And not for lack of a nuanced understanding of epistemology: to the contrary. Euclid in fact took great pains in his Elements to show how the abstractions whose properties his theoremata illustrate have a real counterpart in the form of a physical drawing, whose guided execution is set forth in the problemata. Does this remind you of the operational definitions of theoretical concepts that articulate the dialectics between experience and reason in experimental science? I thought so too. It was the misguided disciples of Euclid from late antiquity to the modern times that -under the influence of neoplatonism- insisted on separating the supposedly pure, a priori mathematics from the mundane act of drawing, leaving us to wonder how come the abstract, disembodied language of mathematics works so well in describing physical reality.

But let’s start from the start…

Chapters 1-7: Hellenistic science

The forgotten revolution is divided into eleven chapters. The first seven chapters cover Hellenistic science.

The first chapter The birth of science, defines the boundaries of what will be considered science and hence be analyzed in the rest of the book. Russo’s choice to define both the term science and the term Hellenism with surgical precision paves the way for rational, constructive debate, getting terminological confusion out of the way right off the bat.

His setting of the temporal boundaries of the Hellenistic era essentially coincides with largely accepted definitions in history textbooks. The death of Alexander the Great marks the beginning of the period in 334 BC and its end is set about three centuries later in 31 BC with the battle of Actium and the fall of Ptolemaic Egypt under Roman control. Alexander united Greece, Egypt, and large swathes of Middle East and central Asia under his rule, reaching all the way to the western borders of modern China. His empire died with him, leaving a trail of kingdoms in its wake: Egypt, the Seleucid kingdom, Bactria, Pergamon and the Epyrus down to the city-states of Rhodes and Syracuse. This is the civilization Russo’s work is focused on, even though the dearth of documentary material forces him to concentrate mainly on the city of Alexandria with its library and mouseion.

Coming to the definition of science, the author introduces a set of three quite restrictive criteria which, in his intention, capture the common characteristics of disciplines widely accepted as sciences. First, science concerns itself with suitably defined theoretical entities rather than dealing directly with concrete objects; second, the theoretical material has a rigorously deductive structure; third, the applications of science to the real world are based on correspondence rules between theoretical entities and concrete objects. The absence of any of these elements disqualifies a discipline from being considered science, at least for the purposes of the historical analysis carried out in the book. Russo does not advance normative epistemological ambitions, even though the reader is tempted to do so.

It is immediately clear how Russo’s definition is much more restrictive than the etymological meaning of the word science, from the Latin word scientia, knowledge. It is also more restrictive than the notion championed by Karl Popper that a scientific discipline is a set of falsifiable theories.  But even more striking than what is left out by Russo’s definition, is what is included in the realm of science: mathematics. Euclidean geometry, for instance, becomes a science in the same league as physics, thanks to correspondence rules that tie abstract geometric entities such as a circle or a segment to actual, concrete drawings.

In light of this definition, it therefore makes sense to ask the question of whether science actually existed at a given time in the context of a particular civilization, such as that of classical Greece (Russo’s answer is no) or ours (his answer is yes -for now). Most importantly, based on Russo’s definition, the Hellenistic civilization was the first to ever do science. This is the cornerstone of the arguments in the first part of the book, which in this way achieves an important goal for historiography as well: to positively identify Hellenism as a civilization characterized by being capable of scientific thought, and not only negatively as the civilization that was no longer Greek and was not yet Roman.

Two subsequent chapters go into the details of various Hellenistic scientific theories, including obviously Euclidean geometry, which was a computational tool leveraged by other sciences -hence the insistence on compass and straightedge constructions: one could use this kind of drawing as an analog computer. Unlike other Hellenistic authors, Euclid has been handed down to us relatively seamlessly, which makes it possible for a modern reader to appreciate the importance of a mathematical theory characterized by a rigorous deductive structure based on a minimal set of fixed axioms. This means proving one by one all the relevant propositions of the theory, even the trivial or self-evident ones. Russo contrasts this with earlier geometric ‘proofs’ that took for granted any statement that appeared self-evident by looking at a drawing, as the famous one reported in Plato’s Meno.

Still in the realm of geometry, Russo shows how the Greeks mastered infinitesimal methods by reproducing Archimedes calculation of the surface area of a parabolic segment, which is in essence an integral. He then moves on to other theories, such as optics, on which an elaborate theory of perspective was based: Pappus of Alexandria, commenting on Euclid’s Optics, discusses the concept of vanishing point. He discusses the theoretical notion of a "visual ray" coming out of the eye, which is the object of mathematical theorems in Euclidean optics, and is intended to model, among other phenomena, the limited resolution of what we can see at a distance. The famous hydrostatics of Archimedes is organized similarly to geometry in a deductive structure, and what we today call Archimedes principle was actually a theorem. Further, Russo covers geography, mechanics, hydraulics, pneumatics, astronomy (including heliocentric theory) in a wealth of detail that we cannot summarize here.

The following chapters deal with disciplines that do not qualify as sciences according to Russo’s definition, but are related to the main core of Hellenistic science. Chapter 4 covers scientific technology, that is technology that is made possible by relevant scientific knowledge. By design, the axiomatic-deductive method allows theory to be pushed beyond the boundaries of what can be understood by the passive observation of nature. Scientific theory becomes a tool for predicting the behavior of artificial systems, of which no previous experience was available through the mere observation of nature. Tellingly, the original meaning of the Greek word mēkhanikḗ is science of the machines. Material remains of the Hellenistic technical developments are widespread, and have often prompted considerable curiosity in the wider archaeological community, especially given the fact that the scope of Hellenistic technological prowess is largely underestimated.

Chapter five covers the medical-empirical sciences, which do not admit the construction of exact mathematical models. The author here tells us about Herophilus of Chalcedon and his adventures in the field of medicine and the biology of the human body. He is shown to have an experimental approach, based on dissecting cadavers and experimenting on living humans - typically slaves or prisoners. Russo points out how these sciences lead to the introduction of new terms which were deliberate neologisms, for instance in the field of anatomy. This form of linguistic conventionalism was unknown in classical Greece. Having reached this point, Russo makes us fully appreciate the importance of the concept of theoretical model in scientific knowledge, even outside of its immediate scope of applicability. Scientific model making promotes a methodological unity that rejects the naive concepts of true and false, concentrating rather on the notion of a useful or useless model. The development of conventional terminology for the new empirical sciences, which got rid of the idea that words have intrinsic meanings by treating them as mere symbols, was likely influenced by this new epistemological point of view.

Chapters 8-11: Decadence, the end and rediscovery of science

The last set of chapters abandons the historical treatment of Hellenistic society and is devoted to the study of what happened next. In summary, the thesis is as follows: the Roman conquest of Egypt and in short order of the entire Hellenistic world marks the end of ancient science. Roman civilization was essentially still at the pre-scientific stage, and Roman rule undermined the subtle social alchemy that had enabled the creation and transmission of knowledge. As there were no longer scholars able to understand scientific theories and teach them, books soon became essentially incomprehensible, and were lost or forgotten. The imperial-era accounts written by Latin authors about Hellenistic science are clear evidence of this: these authors understood little of what had been produced before them. For instance, while in the Hellenistic age it had been pointed out that bees produce hexagonal cells because of all the regular shapes hexagons use the least amount of wax, Pliny tells us that bees produce hexagonal cells because they have six legs. What will condition the centuries to come, however, is the loss of the concept of theoretical model. Mathematical entities and mathematical demonstrations will continue to be (more or less) understood, but their meaning will be misrepresented: the rules of correspondence between the real and the abstract will be lost and theoretical entities will be reified. It will not be until the dawn of the modern scientific revolution that bits and pieces of the nimble epistemological mindset of the ancients will be recovered, albeit shrouded in an awkward melange of neoplatonic philosophy and Christian theology -as is the case in Newton.

We found Chapter 8 ‘lost dynamics and astronomy’ extremely interesting despite being the most speculative. Here the author leverages his knowledge of natural phenomena as described by contemporary physics to bridge the many gaps in the written tradition that reached us. Many -elsewhere Russo ventures a figure of 98%- of the original texts have been lost, and especially the technical ones that became incomprehensible in the Roman era; nevertheless, we are in possession of numerous later texts that tell us the content of the lost works. These texts have misrepresented the content, and they are unreliable. But we know what they were talking about and Russo loves to read between the lines: in the light of this, it is possible to reconstruct the content of the lost science like dinosaurs are reconstructed from incomplete skeletons.

The author offers many examples. Perhaps the most accessible are those related to heliocentrism and the theories of gravitation. Indeed, we know that Aristarchus had developed a heliocentric theory, but we do not know much more. Russo proposes interpretations of the texts of Plutarch and other Roman authors that are absolutely shocking and would lead one to believe that a real theory of dynamics existed in the Hellenistic world.

It will suffice here to cite an excerpt he reports from Plutarch’s book de facie quae in orbe lunae apparet: certainly the Moon is prevented from falling by virtue of its rapid rotating motion, like an object placed in a sling is prevented from falling by its circular motion. Every body undergoes natural motion unless it is deviated by something else. So the Moon does not follow its weight, which is counterbalanced by the effect of rotation. (our translation from Russo’s Italian version). From here, Russo proceeds to discuss the concept of forá, which he renders in his own translation as trascinamento (drift), arguing that it is essentially equivalent to the modern concept of centripetal acceleration.

The book ends with the story of how Hellenistic knowledge was recovered in modern times, even though perhaps not in full.




The Gene: An Intimate History

This follow-up book to "The Emperor of all Maladies: A Biography of Cancer" chronicles some of the greatest biomedical advancements of the past 50 years: lab-synthetized protein drugs, the Human Genome Project, and gene therapy. A common angle in all these advancements is that while they've been (so far) overwhelmingly good for civilization[1], there were also plenty of scientists and writers who cautioned us to watch out, tread carefully, go more slowly, warning of perils beyond our comprehension. And at the same time the pioneers would grumble and argue that the cautioners are just jealous and driven to mediocrity, and make it anyway. Those pioneers often found themselves outcasts of academia, in successful but ruthless new companies.

But the thing about the people who said to slow down, is they have a way of sounding compelling even in hindsight. And two of them: Paul Berg and James Watson, have found themselves on both sides of these arguments. The author, physician Siddhartha Mukherjee, was a student of Paul Berg–and he tends to side with Berg and the cautionary establishment, but at the same time acknowledge the paradox of how things have shaken out. When it comes to this question of progress, this book doesn't really have a thesis, so this review is an epilogue absent in the main text.

I'm going to focus on the medical progress angle of the book, but medicine is a side-show in Muckerjee's survey of genetics. The overall book has less technology and more philosophy. As Mukherjee writes:


"Three profoundly destabilizing scientific ideas ricochet through the twentieth century: the atom, the byte, the gene...Each represents the irreducible building block of a larger whole: the atom, of matter; the byte, of digitized information; the gene, of heredity and biological information...The atom tantalizes us with the prospect of controlling matter and energy. The gene tantalizes us with the prospect of controlling our bodies and our fates."



The rest of the book, or: What are drugs next to our demons?

What Mukherjee is most interested in is the genetics of mental conditions and eugenics. He dedicates the book


"To Priyabala Mukherjee (1906-1985), who knew the perils;

to Carrie Buck (1906-1983), who experienced them."



Priyabala was his grandmother, who raised a manic-depressive son and fiercely nursed another schizophrenic son for decades of his adulthood. Schizophrenia is often genetic, found in family trees alongside mania. Before the genetic theory gained traction, the Freudian explanation was that paranoia is a psychological response to domineering mothers, which...actually Priyabala sounds domineering in this book. Funny how two theories can explain one datapoint.

Priyabala's fourth son, the author's father, himself has a late-onset genetic illness–see why the book subtitle is "intimate history?" And Mukherjee's mother has an identical twin with a very different life. This family-history organizing arc of the book reads like the highest-quality school admissions essay, except without the "and that's why I want to study medicine" at the end.

Hereditary mental illness–that is the most opinionated heart of this sprawling, intermittently editorializing book. When he describes one scientist's effort to catalogue genetic diseases, Mukherjee writes:


"[McKusick's] fourth insight is so pivotal to this story that I have separated it from the others...He understood that gene mutations are just variations...A mutation doesn't imply disease, nor does it specify a gain or loss of function...The definition of disease rests on the specific disabilities caused by an incongruity between an individual's genetic endowment and his or her current environment–between a mutation, the circumstances of a person's existence, and his or her goals for survival or success. It is not mutation that ultimately causes disease, but mismatch.

The mismatch can be severe and debilitating. A child with the fiercest variation of autism who spends his days rocking monotonously in a corner, or scratching his skin into ulcers, possesses an unfortunate genetic endowment that is mismatched to nearly any environment or any goals. But another child with a different variant of autism may be functional in most situations, and possibly hyperfunctional in some (a chess game, say, or a memory contest). His illness is situational; it lies in the incongruity of his specific genotype and his specific circumstances.”



I'll irresponsibly take this idea further. Perhaps Mukherjee himself is hyperfunctional from mild variants of his uncles' diseases. How does he write 500-page books filled with creative analogies on top of his many job responsibilities: as a professor and physician and founder of several companies? Book-tour interviewers have asked him, and this nephew of a manic man says he writes books in fits, where "once I'm in the zone, I can pull out 40 pages a day[2]."

Mildly-variant or not, Mukherjee is as protective as his grandmother was towards those with mental illness. The peril of thinking otherwise is draconian eugenics, and ending up like Carrie Buck. Carrie Buck didn't have a Priyabala to protect her. She was the diagnosed "Moron, middle-grade" daughter of a "low-grade moron." In 1924, a judge sent her to the Virginia State Colony for Epileptics and Feebleminded. The superintendent of the colony set Carrie up as the poster child for hereditary mental disability, and the Supreme Court agreed he could sterilize her, as "three generations of imbeciles is enough." Wait, three generations? Turns out Carrie had a daughter by rape before the colony sterilized her. The daughter, despite also being classified an imbecile, made honor roll in school. Mukherjee purposefully makes these diagnoses sound like an inexact science at best.

[image: ]

Promotional photo to cast the Bucks as hereditary imbeciles. Do they look to you like they should have the right to children? Eight court justices thought not.

Those are the ethical perils. On to the promised biomedical pioneers.

Science Race 1: recombinant DNA, Genentech, and insulin

Several medical conditions occur because the body doesn't make enough of a particular protein. The cures for these conditions seem to progress through three steps.

1) Identify which protein is needed.

Some of the steps toward these discoveries make me flinch and think "the ends justify the means," as if I were a monk furiously muttering his mantra during a crisis of doubt. Scientists discovered the role of insulin in the 1800s by taking the pancreas out of a living dog, watching with mild curiosity as it peed itself to death, and then days later noticing the flies swarming around puddles of what turned out to be the sugariest pee they'd ever seen. They realized the dog couldn't digest the sugar without the pancreas.

2) Distill the protein from a pile of livestock organs or blood donors.

This is generally an expensive, inefficient process. On top of the cost, it can be unsanitary. The medicine was deadly to many hemophiliacs getting blot-clotting proteins from blood donors during the first years of the AIDS epidemic. But this was the only way anybody knew how to get patients the proteins they needed, until some fundamental science from the 60s and 70s suggested there could be a better way, leading to:

3) Trick a fast-growing bacteria[3] into mass-producing the protein in a lab.

To accomplish this, you have to change the bacteria's DNA. You cut open the bacteria DNA, add in the DNA sequence corresponding to the chemical makeup of the protein, and stitch the bacteria together again. Then when the bacteria divides and multiplies, it will also multiply the DNA code to make the protein with it. My friend says that doing this is easy today–it’s just a matter of mixing some beakers together and leaving the mixture out on a shelf while the bacteria multiply. Paul Berg invented this technique in 1968 and called it "recombinant DNA" because the technique combines the DNA from two species.

But it took ten years after Berg's discovery before anybody used the recombinant DNA to make medicines. A startup company, Genentech, was the first to grow insulin and blot-clotting proteins in a lab, and Genentech's lab-synthesized medicines were cheaper and safer than the older ones. Why did it take so long, and why was a company the first to do it? At least partly it was because Paul Berg decided that recombinant DNA could be dangerous, and got the NIH to restrict any university lab that studied it.

I'm making Paul Berg sound like an anti-libertarian villain here, at worst a hoarder jealously guarding his discoveries lest others overtake him. But he's not a villain in Mukherjee's telling (remember that Mukherjee worked in Berg's lab). He comes across as smart and reasonable.

Berg's be-careful crusade began when his star student announced at a conference her plans to combine a hamster-cancer-causing virus with E-coli DNA. In response, a worried professor wrote to Berg that this sounded dangerous: "You can stop splitting the atom; you can stop visiting the moon; you can stop using aerosol...But you cannot recall a new form of life. [The new genetic hybrids] will survive you and your children and your children's children." Why did Berg's student choose a cancer-causing virus instead of insulin? Had it even occurred to any scientists to use gene-cloning to make medicines, or was the VC founder of Genentech actually the first to propose it? Certainly the hamster virus (a much smaller DNA sequence than insulin) was less technologically challenging to make. Mukherjee is vague on how scientists transitioned from playing with viruses to fathoming the medical applications of recombinant DNA. That vagueness makes Berg's next move more understandable.

Berg deliberated and eventually redirected his student to other projects. Reflecting on his thought process many years later, he said "I knew the risk was little, but I could not convince myself that there would be no risk...I must have realized that I'd been wrong many, many times in predicting the outcomes of an experiment, and if I was wrong about the outcome of the risk, then the consequences were not something that I would want to live with." But Berg didn't just [temporarily] forbid the work in his own lab. He organized a highly-publicized conference where geneticists would decide how to police themselves when using the new technology. The conference, Asilomar II, was as vicious as you'd expect. Out of it came a document ranking the biohazards of different genetically-altered organisms and different containment rules for each ranking. Any lab receiving NIH grants had to abide by these rules.

Compared to the NIH-funded university labs, a privately-funded startup had more leeway around the Asilomar rules. That's how the struggling venture capitalist Swanson was able to recruit two professors into Genentech. Swanson even used the Asilomar handbook to get their phone numbers. The professors he recruited, Boyer and Cohen, were catching up with Berg's lab, and were deeply unhappy with the new rules. They had a higher risk tolerance than Berg, although they weren't infinitely cavalier. For instance, Boyer had a son who could benefit from gene-cloned human growth hormone, but he wasn't audacious enough to make it himself and feed his son the concoction–yet. Through Genentech, he would eventually synthesize the growth hormone, although there were many other hormones to figure out how to synthesize first.

It took Genentech almost three years to clone insulin. Five years later, they were also the first to clone the blot-clotting gene. Both times they were racing against academics to be the first. Genentech won the insulin race because the university group competitors had to follow the Asilomar rules, slowed down in high-security biohazard containment areas.

—————

I like the insulin story, because of its ties to recent politics. Bernie Sanders became an Independent politician the year Genentech first cloned insulin; 40 years later he'd be telling campaign stories about how insulin is so expensive in America that some diabetics are rationing it. Considering Genentech did win a narrow race to clone insulin, they do seem to be replaceable billionaires. In a world without Asilomar, how expensive is 21st century insulin in America?

Drawing upon other recent politics, perhaps the Asilomar rules weren't strict enough. Many scientists have wondered whether the NIH-funded lab in Wuhan leaked the COVID-19 pathogen.

In fairness to Berg, while recombinant DNA has been an incredible gift, its potential remains scary. I want the technology to be simple enough that somebody could make recombinant insulin without sophisticated supply chains, but not so simple that anybody could synthesize a new, deadly lifeform.

Is Berg a hero or villain? Based on the morals of time-travel stories, I should be at least as hesitant to go back in time and prevent Asilomar from happening as Berg was hesitant to allow his uncertain future to arrive unhindered. One of the first glorious steps in Berg's uncertain future was:

Science Race 2: Human Genome Project

The next goal of genetics was to sequence the whole human genome. This would tell us what human DNA sequence is normal and healthy, and from comparison against that baseline, determine who has mutations. Everybody wanted it, even at a prospective price tag of $1 per letter in the sequence. But geneticists disagreed about how to accomplish it.

On the one side was the Human Genome Project, a publicly-funded effort that wanted to sequence DNA the most methodical way, letter-by-letter in order. On the other side was Craig Venter, a disaffected NIH scientist who started a company to apply the so-called "shotgun sequencing" method instead. To fund the company, Venter promised he would patent the most important-looking bits of the genome, the bits that could be evaluated for future blockbuster medicines.

Venter's approach horrified many scientists, including James Watson, the Nobel-winning co-discoverer of the double-helix structure of DNA. Watson hated Paul Berg's cautionary approach to recombinant DNA, but now he hated Venter's cavalier approach to DNA sequencing. Maybe Watson was consistent, in feeling that research should be unrestricted, and that the outputs of research should also be unrestricted (rather than patented). But the other criticism of Venter was that shotgun sequencing would miss much of the genome. Shotgun sequencing meant splitting the DNA into bits, sequencing all the little bits, and trying to arrange them together again. "What if you found only the letters p..un..y out of 'profundity?' You'd get the exact opposite meaning."

In the end, Venter finished and published his shotgun sequence the same time the Human Genome Project published their more-expensive, more-thorough letter-by-letter sequence. The Human Genome Project alleged that Venter relied on their more thorough sequence to sort his shotgun sequence. Although in Venter's defense, shotgun sequencing is more accepted today. So Science Race 2 was a tie between the more cavalier private participant and the more careful, more expensively-funded public participant.

Science Race 3: gene therapy

If recombinant DNA enables us to tweak virus DNA to make human proteins, and the Human Genome Project shows us the normal, healthy human DNA sequence, then gene therapy puts those pieces together. We can diagnose people for gene mutations, and give them a transfusion of a recombinant virus altered with the corrected human gene.

The previous two "science races" were literal races to the same finish line between a private startup and a publicly-funded institution. The private company won the recombinant-insulin race, and the human genome sequence was a tie. The gene therapy example in this book was not a public-private race, but the participants hurried as if it was.

In 1999, a private company won FDA approval to run human trials of its gene therapy medicine. Their medicine treated people who were missing the protein that allowed them to safely eat protein-rich food (burgers, peanuts, milk...). The medicine was a common-cold virus altered with the human DNA sequence that made the protein-digesting protein. The teenager Jesse Gelsinger enthusiastically signed up for the 18th spot on the trial, and died days after the gene transfusion.

Jesse's autopsy concluded that he died from a hyperactive immune response to the gene-carrying virus. Because the virus was a common cold, Jesse was likely already exposed, and had high levels of antibodies to the virus from before his transfusion. But nobody tested Jesse's blood for antibodies before his treatment, and nobody told the Gelsingers that one of the monkeys who received the earlier-phase, higher-dosage trials died. Jesse's father was furious, and the FDA shut down all human gene therapy trials for the next decade.

If we're keeping score, the private company lost this third science race. In all three races, the private company was the more cavalier participant, and the U.S. government the one who wanted to progress more carefully. And the final score: 1 win, 1 tie, 1 loss.

The only subsequent gene therapy example in this book was for hemophiliacs, and they already had a medicine available from Science Race 1. So I should back off my earlier claim that the outcome of these races was overwhelmingly positive. But most gene therapy progress is newer than this book–there are hopes for gene therapy replacing chemotherapy for cancer treatment. Mukherjee himself is involved in one of these gene-therapy companies.

Two kinds of cautiousness

Mukherjee lives for medical progress, yet sympathizes with those who wanted to proceed carefully. He is angrier about the cavalier approach to the gene therapy study that killed Jesse Gelsinger than about the fallout, the next decade of quashed trials. And he notes how Paul Berg's hesitancy about recombinant DNA did prevent some early excited scientists from running dangerous-sounding experiments.

Mukherjee takes this side partly because he doesn't believe that these moratoriums truly paused scientific progress. During both moratoriums, scientists refined their techniques, making discoveries that enabled later projects to proceed more swiftly and reliably. And we still got synthetic insulin, and have since resumed gene therapy trials. In Mukherjee's telling, science under moratorium is a camped army that still sends out scouts, the better to avoid ambush when they resume their march.

But I suspect Mukherjee is more generally disposed to take the cautious side. He writes sentences like “Fortunately, technical barriers intervened before the ethical mayhem had a chance to become unmoored.” Circling back to the theme of mental illness, Mukherjee says he doesn't want to know what genetic diseases are in store for his own daughters:


"In the wake of the monumental studies on the genetics of familial schizophrenia, I have often wondered about sequencing my [and my family's] genome. The technology exists: my own lab is equipped to do it…[but] if the history of the last century taught us the dangers of empowering governments to determine genetic "fitness", then the question that confronts our current era is what happens when this power devolves to the individual."



There is a Great and Secret Knowledge hidden somewhere in the World that will grant us enormous powers once we have discovered it.[4] Do you strain everything to hunt for it, or are you afraid of what you may find? Do you fear only for your own feeble sanity, or for what others may do, what casualties all may suffer from their search? Mukherjee fears for both, though the hunt consumes him.

In closing

Before this reread of The Gene, I felt that Mukherjee was the best writer on the vast world of modern medicine. That in 500 pages he could advance my understanding of the scope of the field from a high-school biology level to a VC or division chief's level, and with a more engaging storyline than a college textbook. That if I reread carefully, I could appreciate the reasoning that led scientists to each discovery. But several of the explanations remain fuzzy no matter how much I stare at Mukherjee's words, and the topics still seem to jump around randomly. At several points Mukherjee offhandedly mentions things as if they are well-worn discussions, but does not elaborate. Maybe my golden memory came from Berg's blurb on the book jacket: "'The Gene' is a magnificent synthesis of the science of life." Once again Berg plays the villain misleading us.

But it's hard to efficiently survey the life's work of so many brilliant people, which is why I neglected to review sections of Mukherjee's book. I skipped the bits about Darwin and Mendel, Watson and Crick and Franklin, and the brief ending about stem cells, CRISPR, and designer babies. Also, knowing how Bayesian priors determine how generously we listen to people, I've omitted his saucier coverage of race, sex, and epigenetics. And Nazis. If you, too, want a heftier feel for the ethics and biotech surrounding genetics than comes from essays, I still recommend this book as a relatively efficient and enjoyable journey into the vast fog.


Notes


[1]

Except for the Gelsinger family. More on them later.



[2]

From this podcast, 11-13 minutes in



[3]

Protein synthesis doesn’t always use bacteria. It’s a case-by-case basis.



[4]

Quoted from the novel Piranesi






The Golden Thread: How Fabric Changed History

The Background Character

Imagine you’re watching a movie, and there’s this one character that keeps appearing in the background in several important scenes. This character has a couple of throwaway lines, but she doesn’t have any major dialogue, and nothing happens to indicate that she will affect the story in any significant way. The movie’s plot resolves satisfactorily, and the credits roll without this character ever having been explained.

But you know she’s got to be important. In fact, you might think: if this background figure is the only character in the entire movie to appear in every major scene; maybe if you did a Glass Onion-style flashback to show what she was really up to the whole time, that would be the truthiest version of the movie’s story.

This is kind of how I feel about fabric and history.

When you learn history in elementary school, high school, and in a lot of undergraduate courses, people and places and institutions and things they did are the main characters. But these stories are littered with fabric. The silk road. How the Southern states rebelled in 1861, and England almost supported them, because of cotton. From your first grade social studies picture book  to everything else, fabric keeps showing up, uttering few lines but ever present among Vasco da Gama and Mohenjo-Daro and Timbuktu. Part cameo, part MacGuffin, a catalyst of political economy, kings, camels, and war. So when I first saw Kassia St. Clair’s The Golden Thread: How Fabric Changed History (2018) on a holiday book list a few years ago, the title beckoned.

Not that I critique keeping track of the names, laws and battles, or even that it’s necessarily weird that the first draft of history that we all learn and that most of us don't advance beyond should focus on them. But St. Clair’s book hinted at a deeper mystery solved, a common thread, if you will, pulling through elements of civilization’s unfolding, revealing a deeper or newer level of truth. I was excited for a Glass Onion flashback to world history.

Unfortunately, the book doesn't really tell a single cohesive story about fabric. It doesn’t tie together common ways that different societies or time periods have been affected by fabric. There is unfortunately little speculation, even, about fabric’s broad strokes impact on politics or economics in any single context, let alone across time. There aren’t much in the way of reflections on fabric as a common essential element of the human experience with resonance across history's traditional domains. History's main characters from grade school social studies are still the main characters. St. Clair seems to be making the point that, simply, fabric was there.

What we're left with instead is a series of unconnected anecdotes and snippets of data about fabric in different recognizable sections of historical time. The first 40 percent of the book is about ancient and early medieval civilizations. These were not uninteresting. Learning the basics about how, where, and when weaving started was a thrill, a really meaningful, concrete reference point in the story of human life and behavior that had been missing from my mental chart. And from there, Egyptian mummification, the Silk Road, and Vikings all live with enough vibrancy in my imagination to enjoy hearing about fabric’s detail in their scenes.

But even in the book’s most effective chapters, the few in the middle that rush through the high medieval, early modern, modern, and industrial periods gently describe fabric as a kind of passive witness, or set dressing, to larger historical machinations. With a few exceptions, they don’t report the extent to which fabric was surely driving the political economy and social culture of these periods. We learn about how sought after lace was, and how much of it decorated Queen Elizabeth I’s collar; but when St. Clair mentions that Parliament convened a hearing to inquire into the Crown’s lace spending, it's only as a scene setting device at the beginning of the chapter. I was curious to know more about this. The Elizabethan era feels early for Parliamentary action on the historical scene; what was Commons’ relationship with Crown at that time, that they could be auditing her shopping bill? How much was she spending on the lace, anyway, and how did it stack up against other things the British state spent money on? These are the kinds of analysis that could illustrate fabric's power, but St. Clair doesn't seem interested in them.

Then in the last four chapters, St. Clair moves away from historical narrative and writes about different dimensions of modern endeavor in which fabric plays a major role. These chapters tend to relate stories about non-fabric subjects better told elsewhere, and then matter of factly describe the clothing involved, almost as an appendix, in case the reader is really curious. I've read other tellings about British expeditions to the South Pole, for example, or about ill-fated climber George Mallory's death on the high slopes of Everest in the 1920s. It wasn't that enlightening to revisit those stories in abbreviated form, and with a little bit of extra commentary on what they were wearing. I could imagine the history of space exploration being written in a way in which availability or craft of clothing was in some way decisive, but that's not what this is. Which then begs the question: was fabric really that important across all of the subjects written about here? Or is the book functioning as a holding outline for esoteric fabric facts?

Despite its subtitle, the book doesn't explain how fabric changed history. Charitably, perhaps the author is making the radical claim that fabric is history, and that stories about such a penetrating consumer good should supplant those of philosophers and edicts. But she doesn't say it outright, or try to argue it. This is a missed opportunity: her research makes clear that fabric is a common essential element of the human experience, worthy of her reflection on its resonance through history’s traditional domains. In the words ahead I’ll use her work to offer a few of my own such reflections on fabric’s place in humanity’s past and future.

The First Threads

The oldest threads ever discovered were left on the floor of a cave in Georgia. They were bast, the kind of thread used to make linen, which the childhood usage of the terms “linen closet” and “bed linen” made me think was just another word for smooth bed-appropriate fabrics, but apparently denotes a whole category of fabric on its own like cotton or wool, and was just used a lot historically for sheets and that kind of thing. Bast is made from the inner fibers of a particular kind of flax plant indigenous to Iraq and other familiar cradle-of-civilization geographies.

Bast is intricately difficult thread to make, requiring an “series of elaborate steps, each of which with its time-worn terminology.” First you've got to find enough flax plants growing wild in the landscape. In what must have led to many moments of cruel frustration, the plants must be of exactly the right age. And you can’t cut them to harvest; only uprooting will do. Back in the cave, you've got to strip the leaves and bark off the plant, then leave them to rot just a little bit so that it's easy to split open the wood encasement holding the precious fibers inside. The prize acquired, you must wait for them to dry (from your intentional rotting), before meticulously combing through each bunch to straighten them out and make sure there aren't any pebbles or dead bugs or whatever inside them.

Then once you've done all that, finally, you have the raw material you need to engage in the task of spinning, and act simultaneously requiring such infinite confidence and infinitesimal precision that I think it’s on par with throwing a slider in the major leagues. To be able to engage in pulling and twisting at the same time, with the exactly correct degree of arc and force, over and over, that it coaxes a mess of extremely delicate plant fibers into a string sturdy enough to safely tie together an axe head to its handle.

And all of that is before we get to where you nestle thousands of these tiny strings together, laying them on top of each other securely so that there are no gaps between them as to prevent air from getting through.

As best we know, starting in that cave in the Caucasus, humans have been doing this for at least 34,000 years.

Ancient Egypt

Ancient Egyptians had nine words for mummy fabrics, and three words for how they could be applied to an embalmed corpse. St. Clair incorporates this fact into her argument that these pieces of linen themselves, rather than the golden treasures that have since dominated archaeology and imagination, were the most sacred dimension of high-status burials of the time. In her view, which comes across as a meaningfully curious and plausible shift in perspective rather than a conclusively supported assertion, to be wrapped tightly in fabric of such linguistic nuance was to the Ancient Egyptians at least as much a sign of care and specialness as the body's preservation itself, or the abundance of accompanying shiny trinkets in the tomb (most of which were likewise found linen-wrapped).

Han China

Based on how St. Clair describes the relationship between the Han Dynasty and the Xiongnu tribes to their north, I feel like silk may have been more important to defending China from the steppe tribes than any wall. A regular menace to the Han, the Xiongnu extracted tribute in the form of bolts of silk. Being from some of the world's most windswept landscapes made the Xiongnu fairly rough people, I would imagine, and their leaders couldn't get enough of the feeling of silk on their skin.

This made them much less likely to burn and pillage the Chinese, who were the only people capable of the extraordinarily complex and intricate process of raising and harvesting silkworms known as sericulture. But silk also cost the Xiongnu military strength. They were excellent horse breeders, which made them fearsome raiders of farms and cities. But they had nothing else to trade. Soon, these erstwhile warlike clans were giving away all their best war horses to pay for undergarments that didn’t scratch. The Xiongnu fully never fully disappeared as a threat to the Han, but effective management of silk trade and tribute kept China relatively free of raids at a time when there wasn’t an effective tactical military response to waves of men on horseback attacking settled peoples.

Demand for silk on the harsh steppe would last for millennia, and bolts of the stuff came to function as an effective currency, effectively monetizing Asia's interior and facilitating the famous trade routes that underpinned a cascading series of splendid civilizations.

Medieval England

Wool was at the very core of English economic history. Going as far back as Charlemagne, people in the Cotswolds and Lincoln and around Sherwood Forest were really, really good at making wool that every shivering member Europe’s nobility wanted wrapped around their body. This fueled nearly all of English wealth throughout king and castle times. Its regulation and taxation were the source of much of the period’s political confrontations, including some in the 13th century that contributed to the long-term rise of Parliament.

English wool enters the main stage of Western history as the input source for Florence’s famous weaving industry. This implicates English wool directly in sparking the Renaissance, for all that the Medicis were able to do in banking, trade, and art patronage with profits from soft, fancy Italian cloth. The Royal Navy and cotton mills get top billing when it comes to the story of Britain’s economic relevance, but when you think of England, think wool, too.

Not Your Grandma’s Lace

Lace was a big fucking deal in the 17th century, a little bit Louis Vuitton bags, a little bit semiconductors. These so painstakingly crafted linen designs were THE foremost symbol of pure aristocratic status. Royals would wear acres of the stuff to show how much more they were then everyone else–think King James’s ruffle collars, or the enormous, diorama-like displays backgrounding Elizabeth I’s head in her ceremonial dress. Three dimensions of lace culture at the time have clear echoes in the present, albeit in different forms.

The first is the role of the fashion icon: the larger-than-life cultural figure whose ostentatious displays deem what's acceptable and desirable for everyone else. In our time, that's occupied by actors, or musicians, or people who do literally just that professionally, AKA models. This is a bit reductive, but in the 17th century, all these functions were effectively concentrated in Louis XIV, the Sun King, who ruled with absolute authority over France, then by far Europe’s dominant political and cultural power, and whose dress and affectations nobles across the continent tripped over themselves to emulate. It would be a little like if Miranda Priestley were dictator for life today: we’re probably a better society to not have all political and aesthetic power centered on one person, but they don't call it absolutism for nothing, do they?

The second aspect of 17th century lace culture that resonates today is invective against it as a sign of unacceptable vanity. Reading St. Clair quote contemporaries lambast the moral turpitude of lace, I'm reminded of when I was a kid, adults would show visible revulsion at rappers’ baggy clothing and large jewelry. It must be an emergent property of every culture for some parts of it to be ashamed by the most visible and loud expressions of itself. But maybe our descendants will sit on couches with LV patterning, like my grandmother had lace doilies covering the armrests of her sofa.

The third is how much lace was the subject of great power politics, with policy actions taken akin to what the US government has been doing on chips in the last year. Initially, Venice produced the finest lace. Then the French finance minister – under Louis XIV – undertook an industrial policy of subsidies, espionage, and tariffs to build a domestic supply of his boss’s favorite accoutrement. He even offered citizenship to skill the Italian lacemakers in a kind of proto-H1B program. St. Clair’s concluding anecdote in this section, which describes how the expulsion of French Protestants decimated France’s lacemaking workforce, offers a cautionary note: no matter how much they care about fine things, leaders won’t hesitate to crush an industry for the sake of a culture war.

Queen Cotton

It's well known that the international cotton trade was huge in the mid-19th century, fueling both America's slave economy and the United Kingdom's rise as a dominant industrial power. But I don't think it's well known exactly how enormous cotton was in the early-mid Victorian period in today’s terms. In 1862, St. Clair reports, the proportion of the British population involved in the cotton industry was, astonishingly, between 20 and 25 percent, with cotton yarn or cloth constituting an absurd 50 percent of UK exports. And it wasn't just the British: St. Clair tells us that one out of every 65 people living on the planet in 1862, from Alabama to India, “were involved in the cotton trade, either growing or transforming it into cloth.”

Try and visualize (or use whatever brain center you best cognate with) how different culture and politics would be in a country where the entire economy is focused on such a small number of preoccupations. Imagine how popular media, class consciousness, or any other dimension of communal identity would feel like, with so many people being able to directly relate to the experiences of so many others. Or how government and policy would be, with a so much narrower sense of what the national interest is, and how to promote it. It was probably simpler. Politics and culture have always been complicated, but sometimes it feels like they are especially mindfucking today. Maybe that’s actually true, insofar as the variable interests and experiences of our mass culture relative to when John Stuart Mill was writing mean there are just so many more material preferences to fulfill, and emotional perspectives to recognize.

It's also well-known that Britain’s mid-19th century textile productivity boom was enabled by new steam powered technologies for spinning and weaving. But I never knew that, as St. Clair reports, between 1739 and 1779, one-third of Manchester’s cotton exports were bound for Africa, much higher than I had assumed. Apparently, demand for cotton from African consumers was very strong in the 18th and 19th centuries – just as demand for humans in bondage to labor on Britain’s extremely prized sugar colonies in the Caribbean was becoming insatiable. As such, cotton cloth became the primary medium of exchange in the slave trade. St. Clair suggests that this use of cotton in the slave trade was what drove innovators in and around Manchester to deploy the flying shuttle, power loom, and other technologies that made the price of textiles plummet and changed the world economy forever.

However much African consumers drove these crucial stages of the steam power’s adoption relative to domestic/in-empire demand, I had always mostly thought of the Industrial Revolution as having arisen mostly within Europe’s geographic boundaries. It’s interesting to consider the complex pressures of the 18th and 19th century political economy that drove the rise of the cheap goods, mass markets, and the societies we recognize today.

Tough Gear

In the last hundred years, innovation and clothing has gone from making it cheap enough for it to be abundantly available to as many people as possible, to enabling new achievements in physical reality. St. Clair describes how this has taken place in the realms of mountaineering and polar exploration, competitive swimming, and trips into outer space.

I had always known about denim's roots as the choice garb of cowboys and workmen in the 1920s, before their subversive rebellion in the 1950s, and eventual haute couture triumph in the 1970s and 80s. I was more shocked to learn though that when Robert Falcon Scott and his entire expedition perished in Antarctica in 1902 after coming in second in the race to the South Pole, they succumbed in part because of insufficiently warm or breathable outfits provided by Burberry. Burberry is a luxury fashion brand today; one of the most enduring images I associate with that brand is Emma Watson on billboards in 2010. But apparently they were the early 20th century’s premier outfitters for rugged conditions. Perish the thought that today's nanopuff-clad Hayes Valley inhabitants might presage a future for Patagonia on the Fashion Week catwalk in 2075, but it seems very plausible.

George Mallory and companions froze to death in the 1920s attempting to summit Everest in natural fibers alone. In the 1950s, Norgay and Hillary's success was not without horror stories of frozen sweat and thawing boots, but new synthetic fabrics helped negotiate a good enough balance between insulation and evaporation for lukewarm, soggy bodies to keep them alive to the top and back.

A series of swimsuits from around 2008 loosely defined as “tech suits” became so good at gliding through water and compressing swimmers’ bodies that they became the most determinative factors in who won races, and were subsequently banned. And while heroic engineering from NASA's seamstresses on loan from bra manufacturer Playtex gave the first astronauts the suits they would need to survive in space, fabric underscores just how incongruous being off planet is with being a human. Apparently, on the International Space Station, there is no good underwear solution. Astronauts wear out a pair over three or four ungodly days, and without a way to do laundry, dirties are packaged and catapulted back into the atmosphere, a gross meteor that mercifully incinerates far above the surface.

It's with clothing that our physical limitations are reinforced or expanded, allowing previously unimaginable, frankly God-tier achievements while letting us know where we have to stop. In that sense, clothes, more than anything but our bodies, are a part of who humans really are.

What You’re Wearing Right Now

When I think about how lots of these synthetic fabrics get made, like with many modern technologies my brain assumes some kind of incomprehensible magic is taking place. In the case of synthetic fabric, and probably many others, the answer is actually brutally intuitive: you simply take a common physical substance, in this case wood pulp, and immerse it in the correct sequence of vats of sulphuric acid and other equally caustic liquids, until only the silky-smooth chemical elements remain, to be extruded into your magic thread.

Rayon, for which another word is Modal, of MeUndies fame, was one of the first in a series of manufactured fabrics that you probably feel on your body right now, including nylon and polyester, and it mightily excited Western industrialists 100 years ago that they wouldn't have to rely on China for smooth, adaptable silk anymore. As you might imagine, this excitement didn't carry over to the details of the well-being of the workers actually taking the wood pulp through this fairly occult sounding chemistry process, such as making sure the acid didn't get onto their skin, or that they didn't breathe the fumes coming off of them. This resulted in a lot of difficult to read about consequences—from sticky wounds that slowly burned down to the bone; to epileptic fits; to permanent nonfunctional psychosis, and blindness paired with “streaming eyes and nose, followed by stabbing pains in the eyes, a splitting headache, and excruciating pains in the back of the neck.”

St. Clair’s narrative focuses especially on reports from a rayon factory that doubled as a Nazi work camp, so I assume not every rayon production line was like this, and hope conditions have improved in the years since regardless. But it does reinforce that for all of the fabulous modern abundance we enjoy, the raw complexity of making fabric has not gone anywhere. The pain and difficulty associated with taking stuff lying around in the physical world and turning it into smooth fibers, and mashing them together into an unbroken plane, can still rebound onto people in vicious ways. Such possibility should probably command a higher price than what's charged today by Target and Ross Dress for Less.

American Power, the Bomb, and Life in Outer Space

All of these stories about fabric across the past and present of human civilization give rise to a three speculations about the future of said civilization.

First, content is the new silk. By content I mean media that reflects some degree of national culture, like film and television. And by silk I mean an exportable good that could confer on America a structural advantage similar to what the secrets of sericulture gave China for thousands of years: an absorptive, shape shifting, indestructible quality of power.

Like Chinese silk, American film and television has been an irreplicable trade piece, earning America premium buying power for whatever competitive goods the rest of the world has to offer. Also like Chinese silk, American content can make people in other cultures a little more like Americans. I don’t have data on the exact method or scale of this. But over generations, Humphrey Bogart pictures, hammy Elvis singalongs, Friends reruns on Star World and the MCU have achieved unparalleled levels of global ubiquity. These products put on very warm display mannerisms and worldviews that reflect a recognizably American approach to social culture and relationships, and the broader systems and worldviews they engender. It seems plausible that this has rubbed off on audiences in other countries, causing, to some degree, a cycle of emulation and goodwill not unlike that which was undergone by the Xiongnu and other steppe tribes in premodern China. The endurance of America’s global alliance network despite sporadic stretches of horrendous leadership reflects this.

This means that should another global hegemon emerge, like with the Mongols or Manchus, its elites will probably be friendly to American tastes and sensibilities. America probably wouldn’t need to be too afraid of severe repression under any hypothetical future global order. Likewise, in the still unlikely but not unthinkable event of the disintegration of political order in the United States, our global cultural resonance will create space for American power to reassemble and reemerge.

Silk and other relatively refined dimensions of its culture were China’s master advantage, allowing it to absorb and subsume aggressive energies of others for thousands of years. It's possible that digital media will become so fragmented that there will be no global culture to dominate, and the last fifty years of American cultural power will dissipate as people stop going to movie theaters and lose the attention span for prestige TV. But it’s also possible that the 20th century was just the beginning of China’s old advantage alighting upon the United States for a long time to come.

The second speculation is that it is extremely unlikely that humanity will manage to proceed forever without once again using nuclear weapons. Perhaps I’ve been partaking in a naive liberal fantasy, that we can restrain from ever dropping another, and eventually fully disarm. But the sheer difficulty of ever having made thread and fabric in the first place reveals a very strong tendency, emergent across generations, for humans to make maximum possible use of everything in their reach.

Consider the raw amount of stumbling upon plants and pulling them apart, leaving them lying around for days, and later coming back with them and idly fidgeting with their insides it must have taken for the first usable and thread to have been created. Then consider the sheer volume of times this accidental process had to have been accidentally repeated before the dots started to connect in some very fortuitous and awake person’s mind, that x plant, of exactly y age, pulled apart and treated in this way and played around with using that strange pulling motion is what results in this very long thing object I can tie things with.

If ~176,000 years (between the evolution of modern humans and the first known threads) was enough time  for people to have taken that many totally useless, apparently random actions, for that knowledge to have coalesced, someone somewhere is going to find a reason and be able to put a nuclear weapon to its very clear and obvious use. Fabric’s discovery against all numerical odds has made me worry that no politics or institutions are capable of foreclosing any single action that we know how to take, even the most awful ones. Given infinite time, the only safety is in never knowing.

I feel like we should be all the more realistic and gentle about the fact that we've put Chekhov’s gun in our hand, lay off the booze, and maybe check in to civilizational inpatient therapy. We can’t keep our finger off the button forever. We’re too fidgety.

My third speculation is that while we will go to Mars or elsewhere in space, it’s going to be a really long time until anyone can function anything close to normally anywhere but Earth. Consider the underwear situation on the International Space Station; it is not just a gross indignity that that we cannot figure out this bare minimum of comfort and hygiene. It underscores in a very visceral way how much our bodies are living and breathing, wet machines of constant conscious and unconscious consumption and secretion. We may forget this sometimes, because we are we've evolved in such harmony with an equally wet, heaving planet full of other such creatures.

We can surround ourselves with fancy technologies that present to ourselves a veneer of control. We can make sure we survive for a few minutes by not freezing or suffocating, we can freeze-dry food, we may even be able to figure out radiation shielding and group dynamics enough that a journey to Mars is safe. But we're also going to need to have some fabric up within the folds of our figures, and when it sticks to us, we’ll remember that beneath our bones we are subject to our surroundings in ways that nothing but cold empty space can make us mentally account for.

Humans can visit, but whatever version of us really lives out there is going to be substantially different than whatever we are now.

Cloth and Us

After reading this book, I wondered why humans ever got started wearing clothes. I can’t see how a little bit of fabric, most of which probably wouldn't be very tight or warm, would really make a difference to a person's quality of life in hunter-gatherer times. Weather is quite permissive for evolution; you might shiver when it’s 40 degrees, but it’s actually pretty hard to die of exposure. Blankets and fire would have been all that was needed at night to survive. If it they weren’t, maybe we would have evolved the fur “clothes” that other animals have. But we didn’t. I can understand wanting wool if you live in a very cold place, I understand why you might prefer silk on your skin if only much rougher clothes were what you were used to; but none of that explains why the first person got dressed.

Now I write all of this without ever having walked around naked in the open weather, even on one of my two trips to Burning Man. So maybe I’m overlooking some truly awful physical discomfort with nakedness that would have been an immediate and obvious trigger for Cro-Magnon to put on clothes.

But plenty of other people are naked at Burning Man, and seem just fine. There must be some other dimension of human experience that makes us cover up, now buried deep under fabric’s abundance. Maybe it’s related to the feeling of our skin in the world other than temperature. Or maybe it’s something social: how people in large groups respond to seeing one another’s sex organs, perhaps.

Whatever the truth, this gap in knowledge about the “why” of this thing woven throughout the story of our commerce and politics sparks questions about life before civilization, questions about expression, identity, utility, and what it means to be human that might not have easily understandable or expected answers. Reading The Golden Thread made me realize how much fabric speaks to deeper dimensions of the human experience than we are generally aware of, and how much its history give us the opportunity to discover about ourselves.




The Laws Of Trading

[This is one of the finalists in the 2023 book review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. 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]

A book about trading isn’t ever actually about trading[1]. It is either:


	
A former trader sharing stories from their glory days, e.g. Liar’s Poker, the exposé that morphed into a how-to guide, or



	
Tales of Icarus flying too close to the sun, where readers revel in schadenfreude, e.g., When Genius Failed.





With The Laws of Trading, Agustin Lebron has written something different: part love letter to trading, part philosophical treatise on epistemology and modeling the world around us, and part guide to applied decision-making. Lebron’s Laws are Laws of the Jungle, not Laws of Nature. He views financial markets as the most competitive Darwinian environment on Earth, where participants must adapt or die.

According to Lebron, the book is for people working in finance and trading, as well as anyone in the business of making rational decisions. This explicitly rationalist bent is similar to Julia Galef’s The Scout Mindset or Annie Duke’s Thinking in Bets. Where The Laws of Trading sets itself apart is with the best description of financial market dynamics that I’ve ever seen while diving deep into philosophical concepts.

Why trust Lebron? He is an engineer, worked as a quantitative trader and researcher at Jane Street, and has a deep understanding of trading. He has what Taleb would describe as skin in the game. You and I may read Astral Codex Ten in our spare time, post on LessWrong, and navel gaze about our epistemic certainty, but at the end of the day most of us are pursuing rationality for fun, as a hobby. Traders like Lebron pursue rationality as a profession: Their livelihood depends on having a better model of the world than their competition. There are lessons to learn from them that apply to our daily lives.

1: Motivation

Know why you are doing a trade before you trade. 


“What is trading about? Fundamentally, it’s about the relationship between you and the rest of the world.”



Right now, you’re making a trade. 

You’re trading your time to read this book review. You have a cost: you could be spending time with your loved ones, exercising, working, sleeping. You might be hoping to learn something, to take away lessons that you can apply to your life, or simply to entertain yourself. Here, off the bat, are two key insights:


	
We are all making trades, all of the time.



	
We need a framework for thinking about these trades.





Lebron’s first law states that we must know ourselves and our motivations for trading before we trade. We tell ourselves many stories, but someone with intellectual honesty – the person with the most alignment between their motivations and actions – will take money from the person who didn’t go through the work to understand their own motivations. 

There is a reason that Citadel and other hedge funds pay millions of dollars to trade with retail. They know why they are trading: to maximize profit. And the dilettante who “trades for fun” will be eaten alive by a firm with a much better model of a) the world and b) the dilettante themself.

Why did I write this book review? To test my intellectual mettle. I could easily have posted this book review elsewhere, but no, I wanted to see how I stack up against other ACX Book Review contest participants. 

Similarly, this is often the reason people get into trading. One motivation that Lebron explicitly calls out is intellectual validation. You can toil in obscurity for years as an academic. But in trading, there is a quick feedback loop. If your P&L showed $10M last year and the guy sitting next to you showed $8M, you have demonstrated who is “cleverer” and established a clear hierarchy. 

What lessons here transfer to our daily lives? Like Paul Graham, Lebron encourages us to keep our identities small. He gives the standard decision-making advice to write down your framework and reasoning for why you made a decision at a specific point in time, in order to avoid biases after the fact. 

This section of the book contained good general advice, but nothing that will be particularly new for the median ACX reader.  

2: Adverse Selection

You’re never happy with the amount you traded.

Now we start to get into the good stuff. Financial markets are an information aggregation mechanism, relying on multiple parties’ beliefs and recursive Bayesian updates of an individual actor’s beliefs based on the beliefs of others[2].

Market mechanics demonstrate Bayesian beliefs in action. The following quote is quite long, so skip over it if you don’t want to dive deep into the psychology of making a market. I retained it in full because this is quite literally the best description I’ve ever seen of the Bayesian dance between two market makers:


“You are a market maker in South African mining companies. Through years of effort and continual improvement, you have built a trading model for the company Veldt Resources. You walk into work one day, ready to set up your trading for the day. It's a stock that doesn't trade much, and usually there are only two market makers: you and another (we'll call her Jo). She's sharp, and she competes well to trade against customer orders that come in.

Your model has Veldt valued at 54.35 ZAR (South African rand). You're going to start quoting the stock, so you're about to turn on your machine making a market 54.25 - 54.45 (1000x)[3]. Before you turn on, you check the current market and notice that Jo has already turned on and she's making her market 53.50 - 54.00 (2000x). If you were to turn on your machine, your market would cross her market, and you would buy 1000 shares from her for 54.00.

You now need to make a decision. Whose model do you believe more, yours or Jo's? If you believe yours, you should turn on your machine, trade at 54.00, and expect to make money. If you believe Jo's model, you should adjust your own model parameters to match her market and turn on, making a similar market to hers.

What to do? As with many dichotomies, this is a false one. And as with many decision processes, Bayesian reasoning lights the way…

…Jo presumably believes Veldt is worth around 53.75 (the average of her bid and offer). But how confident is she in her belief? The width of her market can give you a clue. It's 0.50 ZAR, whereas yours was going to be 0.20 ZAR wide. All other things equal, you should think that Jo only has 40% (0.20/0.50) of the confidence in her fair value as you do in yours.

On some absolute scale of confidence, you can say you had a belief-strength of 100 in your fair value of 54.35 (before seeing Jo's market), and Jo has a belief-strength of 40 in her fair value of 53.75 (before seeing yours). And it turns out the weighted average of these two beliefs is quite a reasonable way to combine them: 100/140 * 54.35 + 40/140 * 53.75 = 54.18. Your updated fair value, having seen Jo's market, is thus 54.18 ZAR.

This procedure is a quick, heuristic, and reduced version of Bayesian belief-updating, and a good reference on the subject is A.L. Barker's 1995 paper.

After updating, you now believe that the stock is worth 54.18. Assuming your trading costs, risk limits, and return requirements are satisfied, buying 1000 shares for 54.00 is a good trade. Naively, you might just put out a 54.00 bid for 1000 shares, trade with half the 2000 share offer, and hope to collect your expected-value ZAR.

In practice, however, you might be able to make even more. If Jo is making a 0.50 wide market, maybe she'd be willing to sell lower than 54.00. It's conceivable that if you put out a 53.90 bid for 1000 shares, Jo will sell at that price, and you collect an extra 100 ZAR!

Of course, Jo could react differently. She could see your bid and use that information to change her market, in much the same way you did before turning on. These are difficult decisions, ones where experience with the product and the market make a big difference in being able to eke out a little extra edge. Let's play it safe however and pay 54.00 for 1000 shares.

You trade, and Jo reacts by immediately canceling her market. This is not an uncommon occurrence in illiquid stocks, especially in emerging markets, so you're not too surprised. You wait a couple of minutes, mentally visualizing Jo in front of her six monitors, evaluating her trade and her model.

Finally, she turns back on. Her new market is 53.50 - 54.05 (10000x)! You reason that Jo has seen that someone (you) disagrees with her valuation of the stock. Jo is a good Bayesian like you, and so she has incorporated that information into her model and updated her beliefs about the fair value of the stock. Her updated belief is that she now wants to sell even more stock, at a marginally higher price. Clearly, she almost entirely discounts the information you've communicated to her with your trade.

How should you react? It seems fairly clear that, assuming Jo is not a crazy or incompetent market maker (usually a fair assumption), your trade was a bad one. You bought 1000 shares, when in retrospect, you would have wanted to buy much less, probably zero.

Imagine instead that Jo had turned back on with a market of 54.00 - 54.50 (1000x). Her reaction now clearly indicates the information you gave her with your trade is valuable, and she has adjusted her beliefs accordingly. Your trade was probably a good one. Don't you wish you had bought all 2000 shares on offer?

No matter what Jo's reaction is, you will be unhappy with your trade. Note that Jo will be unhappy too, since retrospectively she should have either made her initial market bigger or smaller. Welcome to the joyous world of trading!”



Whether or not you make money, you have regrets! If you profited, you could have made more. If you lost money, you shouldn’t have made the trade at all. Like death and taxes, you can’t avoid adverse selection. 

Lebron continues to highlight a few areas of trading that have adverse selection problems.

First, IPOs. If you buy the stock in an IPO, you expect the share price to “pop” on the first day of trading. However, if others also have this expectation, the round will be oversubscribed. You can only get the quantity of shares that you bid for when the market doesn’t think the shares will go up. So if you are able to get the shares that you want, the IPO is likely a dud. See also: Venture Capital fundraising. 

Second, powerful entities that change the rules of the game while you’re playing. Exchanges nullify “erroneous” trades. Brokerages limit buying. Anyone who tried to buy GameStop stock on Robinhood on January 28, 2021, knows this form of adverse selection all too well.

Lebron also highlights “special trades”, in which you should throw the “normal rules” out of the window. This advice generalizes to other areas of life: 


“The normal rules do not apply. If you remove yourself from our usual routine, if you think hard and clearly about the specific situation, maybe you can do something good. Perhaps even great. Others will be paralyzed by inaction, but perhaps you won’t be. Crises can be opportunities.”



3: Risk

Take only the risks you’re being paid to take. Hedge the others. 

In trading, as in life, you can make the right call in expected value terms but still lose due to randomness. Some of that randomness is avoidable. Some of it is not — and can be accounted for by hedging. Here, Lebron encourages us to rely on multiple risk measures and actively seek to understand the risks that we might be subject to. 

That’s all well and good in the world of finance, with derivatives contracts. But how might this apply in other areas of life?

If you work for a publicly traded company and are compensated in stock, sell your shares as soon as you receive them. This is not because I don’t expect the share price of Microsoft/Meta/Apple/etc. to go up. The stock may very well outperform the market. But you are not being compensated for the added risk that you take on here. Your employment prospects at Microsoft/Meta/Apple/etc. are highly correlated with the share price. When the share price is down is when layoffs happen. Former Enron employees can chime in here.

Similarly, it makes sense to hedge anything that is outside of your control. Let’s say you’ve decided the crypto bear market of 2023 is a great time to start a new crypto company. Your success depends on things within your control, such as:


	
Your idea



	
Your hard work and ability to execute



	
Your network for hiring



	
Your ability to fundraise



	
Etc.





As well as some things outside of your control, such as:


	
Interest rates



	
The current VC fundraising environment 



	
The performance of crypto as a sector 



	
The performance of tech overall



	
Etc.





It might make sense to short the overall tech sector or a basket of publicly traded crypto-related companies so that your trade of time and foregone income to start your new crypto company is associated with only the risks you can control.

But some risks you can’t hedge. These are the more interesting ones. There is counterparty risk (your trading partner blows up), liquidity risk (the market you used to hedge dries up), or even political risk:


“Living in the developed world, it’s easy to fall into the seductive assumption that the rule of law applies strongly everywhere. This is far from the case. A foreigner trading in an emerging market is frequently among the first “victims” of any political turmoil.”



Lebron is meticulous in the ways that he thinks about risk. He highlights that in the markets, you need to be exceedingly paranoid to survive:


“Certainly, the modern compendium of mental illnesses (DSM-5) takes a dim view of people who think everyone is out to get them. Yet financial markets are different: people really are out to get you, after all.”



I don’t think enough people consider risk and the hedges you can take in the context of a career. I’ve spent the past several years working at startups, where I’ve placed a hugely levered career bet. I’m trading my time and the opportunity cost of another job to work at my current employer. My salary, stock options, expertise, and social capital that I build from working 10 hours per day is fundamentally long (and has risks associated with):


	
The tech industry



	
My startup’s industry



	
My individual startup 



	
Our customers’ business viability 






“Many trades that look different on the surface can in fact be the same trade in disguise, and trades whose edge appears to derive from one risk are actually bets on another risk.”



It might make sense to hedge some of that risk – simply having friends that work at other companies and in other industries so that all of my social capital isn’t in one basket is a start[4]. 

My only gripe here is that I would have liked to see Lebron call out ergodicity more explicitly. Blowing up your account might be fine as a trader – if you have a decent prior track record, you can probably just get a job at a different firm – but in life other losses are less reversible. As far as we know, this is the only universe we have access to. It doesn’t matter if your bet was positive EV and you won in 51% or 75% or even 99% of universes. You should place a high premium on staying alive and having enough bankroll to play the next round of the game. This is more important outside of finance than in the world of trading.

4: Liquidity

Put on a risk using the most liquid instrument for that risk. 

Liquidity isn’t something I think about in daily life. But I probably should. A personal example: I gave up the liquidity of a month-to-month gym contract in New York City in February 2020. I paid one year upfront for a 10% discount. Oops.

Lebron also reminds us that the 30-Year Mortgage is an Intrinsically Toxic Product, a concept that will resonate with all of the Georgists here. 


“The usual path to homeownership exposes people to a financial decision that would, it seems clear, be ridiculed if it were taken by any self-respecting public company.” 



Among other issues:


	
“The home is bought and sold through an opaque cartel of brokers whose interests are demonstrably not aligned with those of their customers”



	
“The ability to service the debt (the mortgage) is highly correlated with local economic conditions. This means that if you lose your job and need to sell your house, you will typically find it an exceedingly bad time to try to sell your house.”



	
“Residential real estate has historically returned significantly below equity markets over long time horizons” 





But I’m not so sure that these lessons are directly applicable to other areas of life. Some of the best things in life come from lashing yourself to the mast, burning the boats behind you, willingly giving up liquidity. The deepest monogamous relationships are built from an irrational investment in one other person, saying “In sickness and in health, until death do us part.” How many scientific problems were solved because one person had an irrational willingness to: Just. Keep. Going. 

Sometimes it’s powerful to use the sunk cost fallacy to your advantage. Investing in relationships, subject matter expertise, even putting down roots via *gulp* homeownership reduces your liquidity, but also leads to some of the best (if intangible) things in life.

5: Edge

If you can’t explain your edge in five minutes, you don’t have a very good one. 

OR 

The long-term profitability of an edge is inversely proportional to how long it takes to explain it.

The Efficient Market Hypothesis is one of the core concepts taught in Finance 101. The Efficient Market Hypothesis is a lie. The person that better understands the nature of a small sliver of the world (e.g. Apple’s share price) will make more money than others.

Modern financial markets are exceedingly competitive. This means that the bigger you think your edge is, the more likely it is that you’re wrong. 


“Evolutionary thinking applies quite directly when thinking about the evolution of markets. Having an edge in a mature market means understanding the world better than other traders, even ones who are already highly skilled. In fact, the marginal trader in modern financial markets is quite sophisticated and skilled indeed.”



Lebron here warns us of getting too cute with data, of changing variables. Enough randomness will produce an “edge” that is likely to break down the second a trading strategy hits the real world. You can always find a statistical correlation if you change enough variables. But this is fundamentally the same problem facing the replication crisis in social sciences. 

Lebron argues that we need stories here. Edge is expressed in stories: an edge does not exist without a clear mental representation of that edge. Pure linear algebra does not suffice.

I’m not so sure. It seems like AI companies are pushing forward technology in a way that suggests that mental representations are not the only path to intelligence. Lebron discounts “black box” trading strategies without much discussion of their potential merits. Are all of RenTech’s models explainable by a story? The firm is notoriously secretive, so I don’t know, but I’d guess not.


“Frequently a good trade appears, has a seemingly insurmountable difficulty, and it is mere persistence that knocks down the final barrier. There may have been many others who looked at the idea, wanted to do it, but couldn’t get past that last hurdle.”



Before Sam Bankman-Fried was the face of Why Effective Altruism is Bad, before he even founded FTX, he made money arbitraging the difference between Bitcoin prices on Japanese and American exchanges. I’m reminded of that trade here. It isn’t a particularly elegant trade, it doesn’t require deep technical knowledge or any models. It was a schlep. It was all operational work: figuring out how to open a Japanese bank account, transferring money between the US and Japan, standing in line for hours every day at both US and Japanese banks (presumably this wasn’t the same person). 

In as technical a field as trading, sheer willpower is often what gets things done in the end.

6: Models

The model expresses the edge. 

Lebron drills into us that a model is the tool for expressing an edge. The model is not the edge. The model does not give us unique knowledge about the world. The map is not the territory. 

He dives into the difference between generative (G) and phenomenological (P) models. G models express a worldview and fit data into that way of thinking, whereas P models solely look at the empirical data to build a worldview.

Models of the world differ from models of markets, though. Markets have quick feedback loops, are explicit in terms of what they measure, and are easy to quantify at a specific point in time. Most of our models for the world, though, are ill-defined and explicit.

Models are only as good as our assumptions. As an aside, this is a common criticism of rationality or Effective Altruism – you can justify any worldview if you assign your model input weights in just the right way[5]. I also tend to think that “traditional” EA is overly dependent on P models, and doesn’t embrace the G models that led to economic reforms in India in the 1990s or the economic policies that led to rapid economic development in Southeast Asia in the second half of the 20th Century. Interestingly, I think a lot of longtermist EA, specifically AI alignment, leans the other way, relying on G models which explicitly assume a certain P(doom) and work backwards from there. (Though I won’t pretend to be an expert here or to understand everything, so take this with a grain of salt.) 

Overall, startups and tech seem to take heed to Lebron’s lesson much better than the folks hanging out on this part of the internet: “Even if a model makes good predictions about some future value or event, that knowledge is useless without also knowing how to take advantage of that prediction.”

Now we get a bit philosophical. By acting, you change the nature of the market. Your model predicts things that might not be true as soon as you start trading (and changing the environment) based on it. 

When you’re right, everyone else sees the same trades that your model does and will beat you to them. When your model is wrong, others don’t act, meaning adverse selection rears its ugly head once again. So your model shows you with an edge, but in practice you only make the trades where you don’t have an edge. 

Lebron closes by arguing that G models are best for understanding other people, and are good in and of themselves: 


“You can also see connections to traditional moral philosophy in thinking about modeling the behavior of others. To have a good G model about someone else is to have some measure of empathy and compassion for that person: what they’re like, what they think and feel, putting yourself in their shoes. Pragmatically, developing the skill of empathy and compassion for others is, aside from a moral good in itself, an excellent way to understand better the people who surround you. More people working to develop good G models of others is surely a small step to a better world.”



7: Costs and Capacity

If you think your costs are negligible relative to your edge, you’re wrong about at least one of them.

This section of the book displayed a good amount of epistemic humility, words that I didn’t expect to be typing in the context of a book about trading.

Lebron tells us that trades don’t exist independently in the universe — in the n-dimensional space of all possible trades seeking to optimize profitability, if you have a gigantic mountain of profitability, someone else has probably at least discovered the base. So you probably don’t have a profitable trade; rather, you are misunderstanding something about your trade. You’ve either overestimated profitability or underestimated cost.

Lebron highlights four types of trading costs:

[graph that didn’t show up correctly here: two axes and four quadrants, with the axes being visible ←→ invisible costs and linear ←→ nonlinear costs]

Here, we’ll focus on Quadrant 4, where he highlights a few interesting phenomena.

Herding. It’s likely that if you have a profitable trading strategy, either:


	
Other firms discovered a similar strategy independently and/or



	
You’ve “stolen” the idea from someone else (say if you leave a firm), or vice versa





Lebron highlights Long Term Capital Management (LTCM) as an example here, which suffered a famous blowup in 1998. This hedge fund is often discussed in the context of betting on Russia just before it defaulted on its debt, but an under-discussed aspect is the market mechanics. Other firms were copying LTCM’s trades, so there was a liquidity issue and a cascade of failures when the firm’s margin positions needed to be unwound. 

Lebron also discusses opportunity cost, a concept with which most will be familiar. But here, he discusses the cost in the context of trading. Ultimately, this is an explore/exploit problem. How should a trading firm weigh maximizing profit for today’s strategies, as opposed to working on organizational efficiencies so that you can have the capacity to work on tomorrow’s strategies?

There is a clear career parallel here: I’ve seen so many people get locked into their current role due to inertia, whereas the ones who succeed long-term appear to prioritize their own learning and exploration.

As a case study, Lebron discusses how Bell Labs (AT&T) maintained a position of dominance for half a century. He attributes this to four things:

First, they hired the best. There was interaction between three groups that did not interact at most organizations.


	
Scientists and engineers who conducted exploratory research.



	
More applied engineers, who took the work of the first group and integrated their discoveries into existing problems at AT&T.



	
A third group of engineers who put the work from the first two groups into production.





This seems to have been cargo-culted at most modern tech companies. Ping-pong tables and nap pods don’t replace a true culture of cross-pollination of ideas in a boring cafeteria. 

I’m reminded of the story of Richard Feynman in academia[6]. His colleagues who kept their office doors closed made progress on their research in the short-term, but hit stumbling blocks. Those who kept their doors open didn’t seem to make much progress initially, but eventually outpaced the “closed door” scientists. They had new ideas and research directions based on all the interesting conversations they were having with others.

The simple lesson here is to get outside of your bubble a bit more. Maybe the normies have something valuable to say once in a while. 

Second, an emphasis on continuing education. This blew me away: Bell Labs developed a syllabus of graduate-level courses and taught it to any interested employee. They didn’t outsource the curriculum or the teaching.

Third, a technical staff that was held in just as high of an esteem as the PhDs who managed them. This seems to be why there is little innovation in government: talented engineers are treated as second-class citizens in research labs, so they work for Stripe and OpenAI instead. Similarly, one can attribute the lack of innovation in hospitals to doctors holding all of the institutional power. Often, all a hospital needs to save lives is simple practices that other businesses figured out long ago, but the hubris of MDs prevents this from happening. But I digress.  

Fourth, a culture that embraced failure. While many companies say they have a culture of “failing fast”, how many actually mean it? 

Some of the best parts of this book are the diversions. This book is in a sense nostalgic – edges are lost over time, trading firms come and go, entire markets disappear. All you have along the way is the knowledge that for one instant, in one market, you had knowledge that the rest of the world didn’t and used it to make one profitable trade.

8: Possibility

Just because something has never happened doesn’t mean it can’t. 

Corollary: Enough people relying on something being true makes it false.

“Impossible” and “25-standard deviation” events sure seem to happen awfully often in the financial industry. 

Consider an airplane engine that has a 1/1,000 chance of failing. Each plane has two engines, so that if one fails the other can still operate and get everyone to the ground safely. That’s great if the engines act as completely independent variables, but what if failures are correlated? 

[image: ]

The key insight here is that small correlations create large changes in failure probabilities. Namely, a relatively “small” correlation of 0.1 increases the probability of engine failure 100x. 

The feedback loop of markets is great at hiding these correlations until something goes wrong. When it does, you have highly-correlated mortgage-backed securities kicking off the 2008 Financial Crisis.

One of Lebron’s more interesting insights is that markets are stochastic, self-organized feedback systems, which means that both momentum trades (a price that is going up will continue to go up) and mean-reversion trades (the exact opposite) are valuable at different points in time.

I found this to be a good framework for thinking about AI. Some folks are clearly betting on momentum – that GPT-X products will continue to improve, reaching AGI (if it hasn’t already). The other side of the coin is bets on mean-reversion, which focus on the S-curves of technology and take a historical view. I’m old enough to remember that in 2016 everyone was talking about how self-driving cars would mean the end of truckers, and there’s more demand than ever for them today.

9: Alignment

Working to align everyone’s interests is time well spent. 

This is the principal-agent problem. Whenever the person investing the money is not also providing the capital, you’re going to have problems. 

Follow the incentives. When a fund manager is paid 2% of assets under management (AUM), the incentive is to raise as much money as possible. When they are paid 20% of profits, they’re incentivized to make high-risk investments, as their upside is uncapped but their downside is capped at $0.

High-water mark provisions help with this. Basically if your fund had $1 billion AUM last year and you lost 30% this year, you now have $700 million. As the fund manager, you don’t get paid until you’re back to the $1 billion mark.

But…then you just shut down your fund, return the $700 million, and start a new fund.

Lebron argues that the only way to resolve this problem is to perfectly align capital and labor.

I wonder how much of the Renaissance Medallion fund’s success comes from a) this perfect alignment of incentives vs. b) capital limits, meaning that strategies can be executed that would not work at a larger scale. 

Lebron argues that everyone acting as an owner is a good thing. And I tend to agree! But there’s a free-rider problem here that he doesn’t address. I’m writing this book review instead of working at my day job as a tech employee. I’m an owner — but my salary and equity was negotiated a few years ago when I signed my job offer. If I were a salesperson working on commission, perhaps I’d be singing a different tune. Aligning incentives is easier when you’re working at a job where performance is a) easily measurable and b) a direct output of your labor (say, as the Portfolio Manager at a hedge fund).

Lebron also argues that, within an organization, consistency of culture is more important than the specific culture. I fully agree – this is particularly egregious at tech companies. Many claim to support work-life balance but then ask you to work weekends, or say “we’re a family” but then lay off employees the second they have trouble raising the next round of funding. Employees can see right through this. Put your flag in the ground and say what you actually stand for. If you stand for everything, you stand for nothing. 

10: Technology

If you don’t master technology and data, you’re losing to someone who does.

This point is self-explanatory and I don’t think it needs further exploration for the average Astral Codex Ten reader. 

Will machines take over the world? Lebron straddles the line here and states in the context of trading, a human-machine hybrid still does the best work, given our complementary skill sets. Humans have higher-level thinking and understanding context, whereas computers possess the speed and iteration ability necessary to implement models. This book was released in 2019 — I’d love to see if Lebron has updated his priors at all based on recent developments in AI.

There’s also an interesting diversion here into software development. Specifically, Lebron tries to quantify technical debt, which I haven’t seen done before.

11: Adaptation

If you’re not getting better, you’re getting worse.

The markets are a very scary place, and you are in an existential arms race with your competitors.  Adapt or die. At the individual level, group (trading desk/business unit) level, firm level, and market level. Adapt or die. 

That may seem harsh. But no – Lebron praises trading as a positive-sum game. International financial markets allow the flow of capital from rich to poor countries, giving rich investors a return and raising the standard of living in the developing world. 

This is a striking perspective to have on trading. I’ve heard traders describe the work they do as “net neutral” and “adding no value to the world”. Conversely, Lebron views trading as an act of creativity, a way to make the world, in one small way, a better place through creating efficiencies in markets. His philosophical approach to markets is best demonstrated through this story of a trader named Mark, 


“Tomorrow will be more difficult than today, and the day after more difficult still, and on until the day he decides to retire from the business. There is no respite and there are no pauses to the inexorable adaptation of markets.

It’s easy to view Mark’s job as a soul-destroying, almost Sisyphean effort. And indeed, it’s this ceaseless competition that does, over time, break the will of many market participants. But I will argue in what follows that the best traders view their situation with very much the opposite perspective: as a liberating and redemptive force…

…Profitable traders are some of the most intelligent, driven, perceptive, and adaptable people on earth. To relegate such a person to a life of maintenance and literally trading on past glories sounds and is soul-destroying. The essence of trading, the thing that makes it such an interesting and stimulating undertaking, is this very process of adaptation and competition.”



One can imagine Lebron, in a previous life, penning the words “One must imagine Sisyphus happy.”

Beyond the philosophy, while reading this book I was struck by the fact that trading is one of the few true apprenticeship systems that remains for white-collar work. You can career switch into the technology industry without a degree. There is a clear educational path to becoming a doctor or a lawyer. But trading is a bunch of dudes (and it’s almost always men) behind closed doors working on intellectually challenging problems. Lebron recognizes this as well:


“Autodidacts in trading are like jailhouse lawyers: for every person who’s truly discovered and developed a successful strategy sui generis, there is an army of people who either significantly undervalued the teaching that others provided, or they are deluding themselves about the profitability of their trading.”



The Laws of Trading opens the door to this world a crack and allows the rest of us to peek in, ever so slightly.


Notes


[1]

The book actively used by traders is perhaps the driest thing that Nassim Taleb has ever written: Dynamic Hedging: Managing Vanilla and Exotic Options.



[2]

Like any good Bayesian, he introduces us to Bayesian statistics and its merits over Frequentism, then points us to the work of Eliezer Yudkowsky to learn more.



[3]

You’re offering to buy 1,000 shares at 54.25 and to sell 1,000 shares at 54.45.



[4]

As an aside, this seems to sometimes be a failure mode for Rationalists and EAs. They hang out in the same circles, leading to correlated career paths, social networks, and groupthink.



[5]

This is also the entire field of Investment Banking: build a model, then massage the inputs to get the multiple that the Managing Director tells you to.



[6]

No luck finding this story via Google or ChatGPT, but I think I’m getting the details broadly correct.






'The Life and Opinions of Zacharias Lichter' by Matei Călinescu

The Necessity of Saying

“All people are clowns—Zacharias Lichter maintains—yet few achieve a metaphysical knowledge of their condition.”

Matei Călinescu, The Life and Opinions of Zacharias Lichter

The cleverness of this slight novel reveals itself through the long-winded telling of what turns out to be an inside joke. The joke not told so much as it is realized, unfolding through a diverse array of seemingly senseless, nearly headache-inducing mini philosophical treatises and poetic excerpts.

These fragments have been assembled by an unnamed biographer ostensibly meaning to document a man named Zacharias Lichter. But this biographer performs his task poorly, and by the end of the book Lichter remains a contradictory, capricious, and ultimately ungraspable figure. At first, The Life and Opinions of Zacharias Lichter seemingly fails in that very key biographical element of individual revelation and explanation. Seen more fully, however, the same excruciating philosophy which often confuses more than it reveals is in effect a tool of philosophical genius. In all, by the unnamed biographer’s failure to capture the individual of Lichter, Călinescu simultaneously succeeds in describing the Individual.

The work is better understood as a set of incoherent essays, some more coherent than others, that somehow achieve coherence as a whole. This eventual clarity is not a result that is completely outlandish on the first glance, however, similar to how a cloud-covered sunset is disappointing but exudes a sense that it is worth coming back to another night, a feeling only possible with some inclination as to what the clouds conceal. Călinescu subtly infuses a trust that the sun is behind the clouds, then pulls them away.

Indeed, the punch line—revealed to those that have bravely withstood the entirety of this directionless narrative and chosen to gaze at the sunset another night—is that this unnerving perplexity has really been the point all along and that there is remarkable sense to the Zacharias Lichter’s senselessness.



Matei Călinescu, a Romanian scholar and author, was born in 1934 and began his academic career at a Romanian university in the early 1950s. He would spend the rest of his life in academia, even through defecting to the United States in 1973, where he accepted a professorship at Indiana University Bloomington and remained until his death in 2009. Although Călinescu was a prolific writer, with a reported 16-volume edition of his selected works said to be in progress, his only book widely available is The Life and Opinions of Zacharias Lichter, which while first published in 1969 was only translated into English for the first time in 2018.

The novel is inextricably tied to the country and regime that Călinescu had fled from. Zacharias Lichter reflects Călinescu's experiences living under the repressive authoritarian regime of Nicolae Ceaușescu. The mystery and obscurity that the novel is steeped in, while certainly an artistic technique, is at least partly due to the conditions of censorship under which it was created. In fact, Zacharias Lichter was so enigmatic that it fooled the censors, who initially allowed it to be published simply because they were unable to comprehend it.

The novel’s entire cast jointly contributes to the ambiguity of the work. Details put forward by the biographer are quickly retracted by Lichter. For example, when the biographer suggests Lichter to be a societal vagrant, describing him as a prophet-clown and a beggar, Lichter is quick to deny this characterization and further, prevent any future charges by completely renouncing his unique identity completely. To this end, Lichter considers the antithetical position of being all or none, that is, everybody or nobody, ”I am contemporary with our entire history,” he announces, “I am guilty of all the wars that have bloodied the earth; I am the one who ordered all massacres, who carried out all injustices.” Throughout the novel there is an enduring conflict between the attempt to place Lichter and the absurdity of attempting to do so.

Here we must consider the context in which Călinescu is writing: a regime that seeks to suppress all forms of dissent and non-conformity through censorship. With the presence of these censors in mind, Lichter's implausible professions can be seen as a defense against the simplistic binary categorization of individuals as either for or against the regime, as guilty or not-guilty. By refusing to be neatly categorized, Lichter challenges the very logic of authoritarianism and affirms the complexity and nuance of individual identity. Indeed, there is a certain innocence of a man that admits to a thousand crimes and a guilt to one that confesses to none.

The elusiveness of Lichter's character can be seen as a form of resistance against the regime's attempt to categorize and control. No, Lichter will neither be pigeon-holed nor even allow himself to be capable of being categorized. ”I have managed to turn my own face into a mask,” Lichter declares. The significance of the work lies not only in this mask but also in the congenial uniqueness and common complexity of the face that it conceals.

But this mask is not worn without difficulty. Zacharias Lichter exists—and suffers—in a web of theory of his own weaving. To read on any myriad of topics (The Revelations of Begging, On the Stages of the Spiritual, A Poem Tossed into the Trash Bin of a Public Garden by Zacharias Lichter and Retrieved by his Biographer) is to seemingly enter the middle of a Hegelian argument that has not been introduced and will never be concluded. Lichter is both the spider and the caught fly; he is both the creator of the theoretical trap and a victim of their impractical applications.

Still, these consequences are necessary. It is this complex web that protected the novel against its censors, who in trying to figure out exactly what it meant did not recognize it to be an intentional trap and only became more and more wound in it. We readers are other caught flies caught in the web too, though we need not be stuck. When we stop reading like a censor does, by avoiding the constant search for meaning, we can allow the novel to proceed and eventually recognize the entirety of the web as being quite beautiful. ‘I don’t get it’ rhymes with ‘are we there yet’ and squirming in misunderstanding only results in further entanglement.

Such an attitude has been a subtle lesson that Călinescu has been delivering all along. “The desire to analyze someone, anyone at all, is a wish to kill that person” Lichter warns, “In the moral order, the analyst is the vampire, a genius of crime.” To Lichter, to analyze is to kill, as ‘to define is to limit.’ Many are guilty of the crime of analysis (or at least of its intent, since most people lack the means to carry it out).” Lichter not only warns against analysis but finds our knives to be dull in the first place.

There is a fine Jewish proverb: Man thinks, God laughs…It pleases me to think that the art of the novel came into the world as the echo of God’s laughter. But why does God laugh at the sight of man thinking? Because man thinks and the truth escapes him.

Milan Kundera



At the crux of all this confused philosophy is a fake philosopher. The mocking tale of Leopold Nacht, Lichter’s best friend, serves as a defensive warning against the vanity of compartmentalization. In Nacht, Călinescu’s biographer describes a man at the unexpected meeting point of perfect rationality and perfect irrationality. Nacht’s disorderliness, drunkenness, belligerence, and regular intervals of silence due to frequent bouts of unconsciousness are concurrently taken as a possible foundation to a great, coherent philosophy. “In spite of appearances—which would justify the opinion that Leopold Nacht is a poverty-stricken degenerate with a mind darkened by alcoholism—Zacharias Lichter (in fact the only man with whom Poldy [Nacht] condescends to talk at greater length) considers him one of the great philosophers of contemporary Europe and, moreover, one of the very few that come near the experience of true perplexity.”

Leopold Nacht’s actions and inactions are that of either a philosophical maestro or a pitiful alcoholic, either by brilliance or imbecility, just how a quadratic equation can yield x to equal 2 or -2. At times, his actions seem baffling and self-destructive, such as when he stabs his own hand with a knife having wrongfully taken it for a loaf of bread. However, Lichter chooses to view Nacht's behaviour through a lens of admiration and respect. Even in instances where Nacht's actions seem incomprehensible, Lichter sees a deeper meaning. For example, he interprets Nacht's self-inflicted injury not as a drunken mistake, but as an existential reckoning. According to Lichter, "Nacht's failure must have seemed absolute. That is why he felt the need to punish himself, to thrust the knife through the hand that failed…"

“Spoken language may draw near to perplexity and-ideally-even partake in it. As far as I know, however, only the silence of Leopold Nacht is in it.”

Matei Călinescu, The Life and Opinions of Zacharias Lichter

The genesis of Nacht's silence—whether it is chosen as a token to the sacredness of language or merely forced by the preventative aspects of intoxication—is a crucial aspect of his character, and of Lichter's interpretation of him. Lichter is keen to take the former view, “His entire existence is a meditation, a meditation whose ultimate conclusion is absolute muteness, beyond speech or refusal of speech.” This blind appreciation of Nacht and positive spin on his every action is suggestive of how a follower would defend a dictator. The satirical angle of Nacht touches on Călinescu’s preoccupations of who we revere, who gets to speak, who is heard without speaking, who speaks without being heard, and who is simply silent, as well as the theme of silence, in general.

“But our fate is to talk, talk, talk without end—silence itself becomes a word like any other.”

Matei Călinescu, The Life and Opinions of Zacharias Lichter

Lichter makes clear that ‘simply silent’ is an oxymoron, that silence contains a lot more than the absence of noise. Lichter explains Christ’s silence towards Pilate as one of the most poignant speeches ever recorded, “Christ’s silence at that moment is the deepest eulogy of questions ever given.” And Lichter proves this belief in the virtue of silence thoroughly, however at odds it may put him with the world. For example, Lichter refuses to announce his innocence when he is detained by police on the accusation of theft, maintaining that—in a way that Bartleby never expressed but perhaps would have assented to—while being unjustly accused was disagreeable, having to uphold one’s innocence is entirely more unpleasant. “Did you steal?” Lichter is asked, “It is possible that I stole and equally possible that I did not,” he answers, “Claiming one’s innocence (no matter how justified) is ultimately demeaning because it always seems distracted by a cowardly acceptance of the accuser’s criteria.”

Zacharias Lichter intentionally reduces itself into its sought after senses of both absurdity and of a particular disposition of silence through a consistently followed pattern of escape and return. Călinescu repeatedly illustrates a building of knowledge and a swift clearing of what has just been erected. It has been said that if in one moment we begin to know Lichter, the next any understanding is taken away. Not everything is removed by this process, however. On the contrary, the exercise can unexpectedly be quite constructive.

Take the following explanation on the progress of intelligence, “Zacharias Lichter naturally concludes that true intelligence evolves within a vicious circle, forever fantasizing escape yet forever falling back into the realization that all efforts at escape are futile.” Here we recall Eliot’s infamous lines on human exploration[1], and refract them to fit the frame of a foolish flight rather than of a pure, though ultimately misguided curiosity. But the flight is still revelatory, not only merely despite its foolishness but perhaps because of it.

Each time Lichter tries to escape, no matter to the seaside or to the high air, like an inverse Hans Castorp, he quickly returns back further into himself, wishing to pursue adventure only in his own mind. Lichter does not fail such a test of recognition as Eliot does when he says we return with a sense of knowing the place for the first time. Lichter requires his character to travel on no journey to find itself. “The pleasure of travel,” Lichter says, “is one of the most pernicious forms of self-indulgence.”

But even if little is left of it, Lichter has nevertheless made a journey and something has been uncovered by it. This effect is apparent also in Lichter’s desire to tear up his own writing and only write in the first place in order to discard his bothersome poetic impulses. “Zacharias Lichter wrote rarely; a poem he’d been carrying about in his head for a long time or a stray, stubborn thought that threatened to become a poem.” Lichter treats literary inspiration not something to engage in but as a feeling to get rid of. Nonetheless, the convergent paths of artistic inspiration and artistic output cannot be grown over; they are forever strewn with footsteps.

The biographer expands, “Perhaps [Lichter] wrote to “free” himself…writing for him was no so much an act of expression as a desire to sweep away some prior, overly crystallized form of expression, to dissolve and wash it from his memory in order to return to what, in Lichterian terms, one might call creative forgetting.” Despite Lichter’s wishes there is a meaningful difference between someone who has destroyed everything they have created and someone who has never written created. ‘Creative forgetting’ is a contradiction—we can not choose to forget. And ‘manuscripts don’t burn,' as Bulgakov says.

And this fact is ultimately admitted by Lichter. When Lichter accosts the biographer when he learns of his illicit project, the biographer asks Lichter if he should burn the manuscript. No, Lichter maintains, “Once things have reached this point, there is nothing to be done. Your book will exist, even if no one reads it, even if you burn it. Your sin was to write it, my sin to inspire it—and such sins cannot be erased. They can only be acknowledged, in pain and fear.”

“Don’t you see that my ‘biography’ is the last thing that could possibly be written?”

Matei Călinescu, The Life and Opinions of Zacharias Lichter



The book fights uphill to bring itself against the explicit wishes of its protagonist into existence. As much as he can deny his own individuality, Lichter remains an individual. As much as Lichter can claim not to exist, he does. As much as he desires the biography not to exist—as much as he believes that writing a biography of him is a sin and that analysis in general is a criminal act—it does. And it is here that we can employ Lichter’s own words against him, perhaps just as Călinescu has done and defend ourselves against the charge of analysis by not cowardly accepting the accuser’s criteria and resoundingly speak for Lichter anyway.

Within this resolute, decisive acknowledgement of Lichter lies the novel’s greatest virtue: the endorsement of the Individual and individual diversity. Through Zacharias Lichter, Lichter’s life—and perhaps Călinescu’s also—are not allowed to pass quietly as they otherwise would have done. The novel is a burning flame lit within the suffocating sheet of insignificance that history is usually able to drape over the quiet, quirky men of the world. Zacharias Lichter and the haphazard biography it is formed of stands proudly against the loud, undeserving dictators, the squeaky wheels of history that—quite literally, in recent times—get all the oil.

Besides, to try to analyze the unanalyzable is not only human but also democratic. There is nothing thought to be unknown and certainly nothing that can be admitted to be absurd in authoritarian regimes. The true crime of analysis is that it must be committed, lest it is committed for us. No matter that the pursuit of knowledge often leads to dead ends, or paradox, or mystery, as Lichter believes, “The acquisition of authentic knowledge always ends in paradox and mystery.” What individual contains an internal logic that is anything else but half-insane and otherwise disordered? Ontologically confused beings gain nothing by trying to avoid or otherwise suppress ontological confusion. The acquisition of paradox and mystery cannot be said to be a failure; it should only be said to be human. All those dead ends aren’t really dead.

“What one says is imbued with the sense of what cannot be said.”

Matei Călinescu, The Life and Opinions of Zacharias Lichter

Ultimately, we are fortunate for the biographer’s sin, especially on behalf of those who would otherwise choose to remain silent and traditionally live and die quietly. It is a great drawback of the world—our world still—that we only hear those who speak the loudest. In one final accusation, Lichter accuses his biographer of not only writing about him but about himself too. But this is a great compliment; the biographer has seen not only Lichter’s mask but the face partially concealed by it as well. Lichter has put up his hand, or had his hand raised, and has said, “I am here. I have lived.”

In the end, we find ourselves to be alive too. And if the silence of Leopold Nacht is in it, The Life and Opinions of Zacharias Lichter becomes in it too, whatever it is. After a temporary moment of bewildered silence that follows the hallowed conclusion of the novel’s final syllable, we unwittingly break into a slow-building laughter, looking over one shoulder and then the other to see others overcoming the same initial trepidation and looking over their shoulders too. Is this not the most pure form of laughter? Is it not the laughter that only those at liberty enough to laugh at absurdity and not try to have it killed or imprisoned? Yes, the inside joke is that the biographer has not failed. And how fitting should it be that the novel in which he doesn’t say anything (and in saying nothing, says much) should be Călinescu’s most resounding, lasting, and necessary word.


Notes


[1]

“We shall not cease from exploration / And the end of all our exploring / Will be to arrive where we started / And know the place for the first time”

T.S. Eliot, Little Gidding






The Life of Johnny Reb: The Common Soldier of the Confederacy

cw: it’s the Confederacy, what do you expect

I.

Sometimes you know from the start that a book is going to be hopelessly hagiographic. Douglas Southall Freeman’s four-volume biography of Robert E. Lee is one such example. Apart from dripping with Lost Cause nonsense, the book focuses on certain aspects of military history -- on how the armies zigged this way or zagged that way because Lee was so damned smart -- to the neglect of everything else.

Bell Irvin Wiley’s landmark text, The Life of Johnny Reb, is the exact opposite, which is probably why I liked it so much.

Funnily enough, Wiley and Freeman were pretty much scholarly contemporaries. So how did one of ‘em manage to swing for the fences and so thoroughly surpass the other?

Part of it might’ve been Wiley just being the sort of down-to-earth, principled fellow who wouldn’t be swayed by stupid myths. My edition of his book includes a foreword by the late James Robertson of Virginia Tech, which describes Wiley as a lifelong liberal Democrat and a strong supporter of Civil Rights. (That being said, the foreword also describes Wiley as never giving A’s in his classes, because he thought the grade was “perfection beyond a student’s reach.” So that basically cancels that out.)

Or maybe he was just a better historian. Wiley made a point of digging for primary sources, going back to the real things that people said at the time, written down in wartime records or in letters from the soldiers themselves. Freeman, meanwhile, failed to make any headway in academia and entered journalism instead. His greatest legacy today is probably the fact that Henrico County, Virginia named a high school after him.

To steal another anecdote from the foreword: Wiley, who lived during a time when some elderly Civil War veterans still lived, once had the chance to interview some of those old fellows. In the course of the interview, he happened to ask about whether Confederate soldiers ever patronized local sex workers. The veterans were indignant. How dare he question the honor of the Confederate army?

Wiley, telling the story later, would chuckle and note to his audience that he had happened upon a monthly health report for the Tenth Alabama. Among the reported maladies: sixty-two new cases of gonorrhea and six new cases of syphilis.

Okay, enough about the foreword (which wasn’t even written by Wiley). Let’s get to the actual book that he wrote.

II.

You really should just read the book.

On a less flippant note: one of the historians whose blog I follow, Bret Devereaux, made a very good point somewhere about military history. Lots of people think that military history is all about whether a general zigged when he should have zagged and how that affected the battle. (Incidentally, highly complicated battle plans are mostly cinema bullshit if your best communications technology is still “man on a horse.” Point the men at the enemy and let ‘em go.) But if you look below the surface, military history (done correctly) has so much more cool stuff.

You want to know what kind of clothes Confederate soldiers wore? Wiley has a chapter about that. You want to know what dizzying array of armaments they were issued? Wiley has a chapter about that. You want to know what kinds of rations they ate? What letters they wrote to the home folks? What diseases they suffered? What cultures, regions, and countries they came from?

Believe it or not, Wiley did his fuckin’ research.

That’s probably why people liked the book (I’m talking about historians and also enthusiastic amateurs). It’s fun. Wiley does humanize the Confederate soldier, the archetypal Johnny Reb, more or less compassionately. He presents statistics sometimes, drawn from primary sources, but more often he just lets Johnny Reb tell the tale in their own words.

He also doesn’t bother to hide that a lot of them were kinda dicks. He quotes several examples of patriotic verse which adorned the letterheads of soldier correspondents, one of which ran thusly:


May those Northern fanatics who abuse their Southern neighbors,

Approach near enough to feel the point of our sabres;

May they come near enough to hear the click of a trigger,

And learn that a white man is better than a-



In Wiley’s reproduction of the text, he does not omit the last word in this soldier’s poem. I am, of course, deeply disappointed in the Confederate author of the poem, both for his highly impolite language but also for his incompetence at writing poetry with a proper meter. Not only was this anonymous Confederate a racist, he was a complete failure at versification.

I really can’t stress enough how much racial hatred there was during the American Civil War. Despite what revisionists might tell you, a lot of Southerners were perfectly fine with slavery and harbored visceral antipathy towards anyone with a skin tone darker than theirs. An incident related by Wiley’s sources was the aftermath of the Battle of the Crater. During the siege of Petersburg, the Union Army made a well-planned but abortively executed attempt to break the siege by setting off a massive explosion under the Confederate lines. Last-minute meddling from high command fucked everything up and a lot of people died for basically nothing.

The Confederates were not amused to discover that the Union Army had used units of the United States Colored Troops in the attack. As Wiley reports:


Following the Crater affair a Reb wrote his homefolk that all the colored prisoners “would have ben killed had it not been for gen Mahone who beg our men to Spare them.” One of his comrades killed several, he continued; Mahone “told him for God’s sake stop.” The man replied, “Well gen let me kill one more,” whereupon, according to the correspondent, “he deliberately took out a pocket knife and cut one’s Throat.”



I mean, holy shit.

III.

So how well did the Confederates fight the war? Well, they lost, obviously. But you kinda get the picture that they shot themselves in the foot several times over.

Getting back to my favorite currently-active historian, Bret Devereaux, on his blog he’s got a series of posts about military logistics. The precepts he lays out are mostly in line with how an army, from ancient times to the early modern era, would have functioned up until the railroad came along and revolutionized everything. (Yes, there were railroads during the Civil War. It was maybe the first American war when rail transport was a thing; like many innovations, you see armies slowly but surely figure out how to make best use of them.)

One of the key problems that a lot of armies faced? Camp followers. On the one hand, it helped morale for soldiers to keep their wives, personal servants, etc. with them on campaign, and with any large body of men you’d see any number of hangers-on (washerwomen, sutlers, sex workers) ready to sell any product or service the soldiers might need. On the other hand, having so many of these non-combatants nearby put a heavy strain on army logistics, what with all the additional mouths to feed. An army that wanted to move fast -- or to move at all without completely devastating a territory like an army of locusts -- had to streamline operations as much as possible.

In Ancient Rome, virtuous commanders often made a point of banishing camp followers, something they were able to do via strict discipline and a robust military logistics system (although the fact that they kept having to do it suggests a long-term problem). More than a thousand years later, the kings of Spain looked at their Army of Flanders and thought, eh, fuck it, they’ll figure out logistics as they go along. It’s no coincidence that Rome is famous for dominating the Mediterranean for just about a millennium, while the Army of Flanders is most famous for sacking the city of Antwerp during a mutiny.

The reason why I say all this is because the Confederate army was much closer to “Army of Flanders” than “Roman army (any era)” on this imaginary scale. Which, uh, kinda makes sense, because slavery. Obviously not every Confederate soldier was accompanied by a slave, but many were, particularly officers from slaveholding families (although the practice was common enough among the enlisted ranks).

Still, the sheer number of anecdotes is enough to give one pause. We are told, for example, of the enslaved cook who was tasked with making bread out of a barrel of flour with very little notice: he “knocked off the [barrel’s] head, poured in river water and other ingredients as needed, and thus converted the entire contents into dough with rare dispatch.” And this was not unusual: slaveowners would often bring a slave (sometimes more than one) to function as a personal body servant, or else a slave might labor for a soldier’s mess unit (members of which would chip in to recompense the slaveowner for the service). Soldiers who did not own slaves often hired one.

How much did this really matter in the outcome of the war? I have no idea. Surely some Union men had personal servants of their own, and sutlers and washerwomen (or “washerwomen”) were common enough in all armies of this time. Although you sorta get the idea that the Union was at least aware of the issue -- Ulysses Grant’s incredibly stupid General Order No. 11 was probably an attempt to deal with it, however incompetently -- and of course, Union officers did not tend to come from slaveholding backgrounds.

But it’s really just one example of the Confederacy fucking up its logistics. The army’s provisions declined rapidly in quality while food rotted at railroad depots; turns out it’s hard shipping food around in pre-refrigeration times, especially when Sherman is tearing up all the railroad tracks. And you also had state governors like Zebulon Vance of North Carolina; while other historians note favorably his opposition to conscription and his successful fight to preserve the writ of habeas corpus in North Carolina, his “states’ rights” mindset definitely caused other issues for the central government. Many units in Lee's army were almost barefoot and clothed in rags, but North Carolina’s soldiers were well-dressed almost to the very end of the war, as Vance steadfastly refused to share the vast surplus of uniforms and equipment he’d stockpiled in North Carolina warehouses.

Wiley himself doesn’t really offer a central thesis on this point. His goal was to paint a picture of the ordinary Confederate soldier, a topic that had been neglected in the breathless hagiographies that came out to lionize Lee and Jackson and others of the officer class. This largely meant providing a vast quantity of firsthand anecdotes illustrative of various topics. The sample size is probably sufficient for you to draw broader conclusions, but Wiley doesn’t let it trouble him all that much.

IV.

Of course, the best parts of the book are the many, many entertaining little stories that Wiley unearthed, in archives and collections of personal correspondence.

We are told, for example, that Confederate soldiers would for lack of utensils or cookware improvise such delicacies as “cush,” a dish consisting mostly of beef fried in bacon grease, with breadcrumbs added and the whole thing stewed in water like hash. Or consider the notoriously eccentric Stonewall Jackson, whose response to an armament shortage in early 1862 was to start equipping companies of men with pikes. (Eventually the Confederates found more or less enough guns to go around, but Governor Joseph Brown of Georgia was so enthusiastic about the idea that he had thousands of pikes produced in Georgia factories.) Reflect on the memories of the wartime doctor, completely undersupplied, whose practice was limited to asking his soldier patients about their bowels: if they were “open,” administer a plug of opium, and if they were “closed,” a plug of blue mass. Commiserate with the soldier, frustrated with the monotony of his rations, raging that “If any person offers me cornbread after this war comes to a close, I shall probably tell him to—go to hell!”

…now that I read that over again, I realize all this just goes to show that Confederate military logistics really were a disaster.

What I’m trying to say is, reading this book was fun. You want to learn neat little facts about the Civil War? What kind of ink soldiers used to write? What songs they sung? What war crimes they committed?

(Maybe the most absurd anecdote, to me, was how powerful factions in the Confederate government repeatedly blocked proposals to free slaves and arm them in defense of the Confederacy, and how, during the final days of the war when a small force of loyal freedmen was finally outfitted, the citizens of Richmond responded by throwing shit at them. C’mon, guys.)

If that’s the kind of thing you find interesting, you could do far worse than check out Bell Irvin Wiley’s The Life of Johnny Reb.




The Little Prince by Antoine de Saint-Exupéry

Grown-ups can’t perceive important things; they look at figures, facts, politics, and rationale while never eyeing the significant details. That is the theme of Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s 1943 novella ‘The Little Prince’.

The book focuses on our narrating, unnamed aviator who crashes right in the middle of the Sahara with only 8 days’ worth of water supply and no rescue in sight. He is met with a surprise of what appears to be a young boy nicknamed “the little prince”.

[image: ]

Our hero makes keen observations on the nature of adults. One portrait drawn by the pilot as a child appears as a hat to the grown-ups. It’s actually a picture of an elephant being digested by a boa constrictor, correctly identified by the prince.

[image: ]

The book is short and sweet taking less than 2 hours for the median reader to complete. It chronicles the little prince’s journey across the planets and stars toward Earth. Heartbroken by a vain rose, who was prideful, pretentious, and caused a deep strain on him. He was tired, distanced, and felt under her control. Deciding to leave the tiny asteroid he called home, he came to explore the rest of the vast, awe-inspiring, and mysterious universe.

The author doesn’t expand on the journeys to each planet the tiny royalty visits. We move forward and forward to each end without knowing the means. Thus, two unreliable narrators are created, the aviator and the prince according to the aviator.

We are never given much dialogue or specific accounts. We are told a story from an unreliable source recounting stories from another unreliable source recounted by the author. Saint-Exupéry focuses on the allegorical and often has poetic narrations and observations. We see a world of flawed individuals through a shaky narrator.

The story tells us about the differences between adults and children. As a child, the narrator hoped to become an artist, only to have that dream crushed and have him turned into a pilot instead. He is much older and much more jaded toward society. Compared to the prince, who is carefree and prefers to see the innate beauty of the universe, he is more conservative. Compared to the grown-ups in the story, he remembers what really matters.

We see the prince going on a journey to different planets, each inhabited by one close-minded adult. We meet a king with no subjects commanding only followable rules, a biting commentary on modern politics. We meet a narcissistic man who takes great pleasure in being the most admirable man on his planet. He literally cannot hear the prince, instead talking over him. He is the epitome of self-centeredness, nothing like the little prince. We meet a drunkard who drinks to forget the shame of drinking succumbing to his own crippling addictions. We meet a businessman full of materialism counting the stars to own them without knowing their beauty. He doesn’t see their twinkles, their awe-inspiring formation of unending brightness, instead, they are numbers and numbers only. We meet a lamplighter who turns a lamp on and off every 30 seconds. He is of importance to the prince as the lamp dictates the Sun. The Sun and its fall and rise are of tremendous beauty to the small man. But the lamplighter sees none of it. Akin to a zombie, he blindly follows orders and enjoys none of it. He acts as a critique of the system that perpetuates slave labor with no rest or beauty in sight. Last of all satires of adults is the elderly geographer. He is the most rational of the adults representing technocracy, specialization, and academia, and later guides the prince on his journey.

Most adults in the book take things literally. When children see predator and prey, adults see a hat. What is seen as “silly” to most adults can serve as a lifelong bond for a child. The only adult with his wit and curiosity intact is the narrator, yet still acts as a conformist. The prince’s rose might not have been special in the physical sense, but she is in her meaning to the prince. She was as the fox would call “tamed”. Our eyes are shallow compared to our hearts.

The prince takes on a form similar to that of a child in appearance and heart, yet he is wise. He points out the nature of “becoming serious” as one grows older. Getting older requires changes, but we will never lose our humanity, our awe, our curiosity, and our hearts.

In spite of our ever-changing world, we can still make it. We can still remember the little prince. We shall understand that years and decades from now. Getting older requires us to forget, but we shall never forget ‘The Little Prince’. As Antoine de Saint-Exupéry once said, “It is only with the heart that one can see rightly; what is essential is invisible to the eye.”
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The Little Red Book (Quotations from Mao Tse-tung)

I thought it would be difficult to review Quotations from Mao Tse-tung, but in that way and so many others, it disappointed me. It may be the most widely read and published book of the 20th century (discounting religious texts, although it itself is one) yet it is hardly a ‘book ‘except in the sense that it was made of paper and bound between two covers. It comprises not chapters or essays but two hundred quotes collected from four decade’s worth of speeches, notes, pamphlets, and books, penned by Chairman Mao. The compiling and disseminating of these quotes began in 1964-1966, and continued at mind-boggling pace all through the Cultural Revolution, wherein Mao purged the communist party of opposition, and the country itself of much of its cultural heritage.

[image: ]

It’s hard to overestimate the power Mao wielded during the period between 1966-1976, although previous to that it had been on the wane as a result of disastrous agricultural policies. It would be fair to say that from the 1920s into the 1950s, Mao was in the business of achieving military domination over an unstable and disunited polity. Then, after a lull in which the actual business of policy-making caused his grip over the party and the nation to slip, he sought to consolidate power by way of an all-encompassing, unprecedented propaganda campaign. This then resulted in the attempted erasure of what remnants of the ‘old’ systems of social organization and traditional belief had not already been swept away in the name of ‘continuous revolution’. The Little Red Book was a fundamental part of this process of cultural self-destruction, rebirth, and, if you like, nation building. And like most books that are used in the building of modern nation states (which generally involves convincing millions upon millions of illiterate, self-governing peasants that they are part and parcel of some discernible whole, as defined by a struggle against bitter enemies) the book reads like a series of biblical psalms, at intervals inscrutable, tautological, terrifying, and empty. The meaningless, redundant, and ra-ra nature of a great number of the quotes means a great many need not be addressed at all. Take Mao on the Sino-Japanese war, for an example:


“Revolutionary war is an antitoxin which not only eliminates the enemy's poison but also purges us of our own filth. Every just, revolutionary war is endowed with tremendous power and can transform many things or clear the way for their transformation. The Sino-Japanese war will transform both China and Japan; provided China perseveres in the War of Resistance and in the united front, the old Japan will surely be transformed into a new Japan and the old China into a new China, and people and everything else in both China and Japan will be transformed during and after the war.”



“On Protracted War" (May 1938), Selected Works, Vol. II, p. 131.

Translation: wars we like are good, and wars that we don’t like are not good, and wars change the countries that fight them. Many, if not most of the book’s quotes are stated in a similar fashion, and seem to serve a similar purpose: to myth-make and sloganize for a people newly ‘freed’ from what religious tradition and cultural practice had sustained their society for the previous 5,000 years. The Little Red Book thus ran heroically into the void, a poultice for the death of god in the east, as instituted by a librarian’s assistant turned supreme leader.  If that seems an exaggeration, or else a willful misunderstanding of the book’s purpose, allow me to provide another example:

“We should support whatever the enemy opposes and oppose whatever the enemy supports.”

“Interview with Three Correspondents from the Central News Agency, the Sao Tang Pao  and the Hsin Min Pao"  (September 16, 1939), Selected Works,  Vol. II, p. 272.

And another, wherein Mao states his purpose in clear terms:

We must have faith, first, that the peasant masses are ready to advance step by step along the road of socialism under the leadership of the Party, and second, that the Party is capable of leading the peasants along this road. These two points are the essence of the matter, the main current.

“On the Question of Agricultural Co-operation”  (July 31, 1955), 3rd ed., p. 18.*

There is an irony in that the most widely distributed volume of marxist thought in history contains no discourse or dialectic whatsoever, but rather a series of commandments and declarations of historical fact that come as if from the mouth of some marxist fortune-telling machine in the mall, or else a Chatbot freshly gorged upon Kapital and hundreds of undergraduate research papers on Machiavelli. But, as in The Bible, and other texts from which peoples are made, the book’s brilliance is in its very inscrutability, and with it a certain ironclad completeness; it contains all that a proudly literate young peasant or college student might need to form an invincible and all-encompassing worldview. Mao presents his reader with enemies and triumphs of the past, present, and future, as well as visions of utopian victories and apocalyptic failures—in short, the book is an infodump from which an ardent Maoist can be made, even out of the coarsest of raw materials. Just as in those Young Adult novels designed to set the world on fire by compelling millions to identify with a protagonist unique as she is common, in a world as evil as it is responsive to her will, a set of loathsome enemies and reliable pals are set up like animatronics on a dark ride. Those YA authors call this ‘deft worldbuilding’. I expect Mao would call it ‘the presentation of marxist principles for the benefit of the Chinese peasantry’. In this way does he set you, the reader, up as a hero:

“All men must die, but death can vary in its significance. The ancient Chinese writer Szuma Chien said, “Though death befalls all men alike, it may be weightier than Mount Tai or lighter than a feather.” To die for the people is weightier than Mount Tain, but to work for the fascists and die for the exploiters and oppressors is lighter than a feather.”

Ibid., p. 227

Mao populates the landscape of the world with a Tolkien-esque range of creatures both redeemable and utterly evil, each of lesser or greater power and importance. In ascending order from goodest to evilest these are: the revolutionary leaders, the industrial proletariat, peasant farmers, lower-middle class peasant farmers, suspiciously prosperous and middle-class peasant farmers,  semi-proletariat and petty bourgeoisie, the pesky and vacillating middle bourgeoisie (from here things take a turn for the decidedly against-us), the right-wing of the pesky and vacillating middle bourgeoisie, intellectuals in favor of the ‘Old China’, the western capitalist’s running dogs, and finally and most evilly, the Big Landlord Class. There are all present dangers in the world Mao paints for us, and the book is nothing less than a field guide for foot soldiers in this internal and eternal war within China, for both the education and advancement of the peasants, and the eventual triumph of a stateless, communist society. Some such quotes might’ve come from a Marxist Silmarillion, and others from a scroll read by such a book’s fantastical king:

“People of the world, unite and defeat the U.S. aggressors and all their running dogs! People of the world, be courageous, dare to fight, defy difficulties and advance wave upon wave. Then the whole world will belong to the people. Monsters of all kinds shall be destroyed.”

“Statement Supporting the People of the Congo (L.) Against U.S. Aggression" (November 28, 1964), People of the World, Unite and Defeat the U.S. Aggressors and All Their Lackeys,  2nd ed., p. 14.

The book’s very first two quotes stack neatly upon one another like cornerstones of the immense edifice to come. From their order and construction it’s easy to make out the shape of what Mao hopes to form in his readers’ minds, and the second of them further illustrates his skill as a world builder and prophetic chiseler upon tablets:


“The force at the core leading our cause forward is the Chinese Communist Party. The theoretical basis guiding our thinking is Marxism-Leninism.”



“Opening address at the First Session of the First National People's Congress of the People's Republic of China” (September 15, 1954).

“If there is to be revolution, there must be a revolutionary party. Without a revolutionary party, without a party built on the Marxist-Leninist revolutionary theory and in the Marxist-Leninist revolutionary style, it is impossible to lead the working class and the broad masses of the people in defeating imperialism and its running dogs.”

“Revolutionary Forces of the World Unite, Fight Against Imperialist Aggression!” (November 1948), Selected Works,  Vol. IV, p. 284.*

Taken individually, these quotes seem fairly pedestrian bits of propaganda. Together, I found them to be quite a bit more than that. I think the book’s very nickname gives some hint as to its relevance and power not just as document but totem. Though comparisons to the Bible are easy, I think that in some ways the red book is more reminiscent of pyramids and obelisks. The audacity of simply producing so much of something, of forcibly harnessing a nation's labor in service to an unprecedented feat of production, makes the text within the book seem almost irrelevant as the hieroglyphs within the pyramid. The point is the pyramid itself, large and looming, as a symbol of a political power that the builders aim to immortalize in a form that can be understood by peasants and party members alike. A billion copies of a book, much as stacks of billions of bricks, are not easily erased by any successor, and remain as symbols of a dominant ideology even if that ideology falls out of favor. The fact that the monument still stands is proof in itself that the ideology does not require popular support, and is all the more powerful for standing long after what beliefs once sustained it have passed away. The former dictator of Turkmenistan attempted to erect a monument that more directly illustrates written propagandas relationship to the monolithic architecture of antiquity:


Link to video

But whether the book is a giant mechanical model, or a tiny paper volume, or a great pyramid made of limestone blocks, its success can be measured by the degree to which it legitimizes the past, present, and future political domination of the author and his faction. In the case of the little red book, success by such a definition is both undeniable and laughable, as the CCP is almost undeniably legitimate in the eyes of its people, even though its actual ideological underpinnings have been almost completely abandoned in favor of Capitalism with Chinese Characteristics. A cynical western critic might say that the specific ideological underpinnings were never the point—but what would Mao say?



There are too many quotes to choose from. There are those assuring the reader that Mao’s regime is but an instrument meant to bring about a stateless, communist society. In other places are declarations that Communist societies will evolve out of capitalist societies by some divine and inevitable process—I guess in the same way all crustaceans eventually become crabs.  Instead of those, I feel this ominous bit of foreshadowing is more informative of the forces at play even then, in rural China:

”The spontaneous forces of capitalism have been steadily growing in the countryside in recent years, with new rich peasants springing up everywhere and many well-to-do middle peasants striving to become rich peasants. On the other hand, many poor peasants are still living in poverty for lack of sufficient means of production, with some in debt and others selling or renting out their land. If this tendency goes unchecked, the polarization in the countryside will inevitably be aggravated day by day. Those peasants who lose their land and those who remain in poverty will complain that we are doing nothing to save them from ruin or to help them overcome their difficulties. Nor will the well-to-do middle peasants who are heading in the capitalist direction be pleased with us, for we shall never be able to satisfy their demands unless we intend to take the capitalist road. Can the worker-peasant alliance continue to stand firm in these circumstances ? Obviously not. There is no solution to this problem except on a new basis. And that means to bring about, step by step, the socialist transformation of the whole of agriculture simultaneously with the gradual realization of socialist industrialization and the socialist transformation of handicrafts and capitalist industry and commerce; in other words, it means to carry out co-operation and eliminate the rich-peasant economy and the individual economy in the countryside so that all the rural people will become increasingly well off together. We maintain that this is the only way to consolidate the worker-peasant alliance.”

“On the Question of Agricultural Co-operation”  (July 31, 1955), 3rd ed., pp. 26-27.*

The Orwellian mouthful near the end, where he described the solution to the problem of spontaneous capitalistic forces (despite all societies being in an inevitable process of evolution towards communism?) as ‘the socialist transformation of the whole of agriculture…with the socialist transformation of handicrafts…to carry out cooperation and eliminate the rich-peasant economy and the individual economy’ begs for a harrowing description of the famine that occurred between 1959-1961 and resulted in between 15 and 55 million deaths, and death rates in some provinces well above 10% of the entire population.

The wise Chairman stirred the honorable peasant masses to enact The Four Pests Campaign, wherein so many sparrows were killed that locust populations exploded, exacerbated the famine, and caused the CCP to import 250,000 replacement sparrows from the Soviet Union. Some sparrows took refuge within foreign embassies, much as persecuted humans do, indeed so many that Polish diplomats had to shovel their dead bodies out as Mao’s eager servants surrounded the gates.
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But I don’t intend to review Mao’s policy decisions, just his little red book. It’s certainly a far more astutely planned thing than The Four Pest Campaign, as I think anyone who has ever read it could attest: it stays with you. It is the perfect length. It reads like one long session of tweet-reading, where by so many bite-sized declarations, fear mongerings, insults, and accusations, you are left properly wound up, but not overwhelmed. There is enough here to scribe a rough and vicious sort of ideology upon the mind of what Mao calls China’s 600 million “poor and blank” people, but not so much that one is left confused about the details. To put it plainly, I think the little red book is about the size of an average person’s worldview; it includes a short list of enemies, saints, solutions, and problems, as well as a few broader ‘facts’ about China’s history and future. If there is some sort of ‘Dunbar’s Number’ of political and historical ideas a typical person is capable of understanding and integrating, Mao’s little red book has deftly hit it and gone no further. I expect that ACX readers and adjacent rationalists will disagree, as no doubt their world view has fed on hundreds of articles and books and studies, all likely in conflict with one another and thus synthesized into something far more complex than the little red book. I admit that there is likely a categorical difference between highly educated west-coast knowledge workers of the 21st century, and Mao’s “poor and blank '' Chinese peasants. But does the ideology presented by Fox News, CNN, or the average person’s collective bunch of twitter thoughtalogues amount to much more in complexity than Mao’s book? That I do not admit, and in fact it’s the perfect similarity between Mao’s, and say a Tucker Carlson or Rachel Maddow’s set of hobby horses, enemies, and allies that leads me to believe something like a Dunbar’s Number is at work here.

It’s difficult to measure a person’s worldview, and in even attempting it I feel a bit like those 19th century scientists who hoped to measure the weight of a soul. I thought that by calculating an average person’s daily twitter use, and the variety of their own output, that I might get some measure by which to prove I’m not crazy. Similarly I thought that I could chart the word and section counts of successful books that are widely considered ‘complete’ and accessible representations of an ideology (such as Paine’s ‘Common Sense’ and Machiavelli’s ‘The Prince’) but I found few that were at all comparable to the little red book. Due to the basic facts of European and American history, there are few if any books written with the express purpose of shaping the minds of peasants. When peasants were around, their rulers hardly needed to bother themselves with propagandizing them with text, and by the time they did hope to achieve such a thing, there were no real, medieval-ish peasants to speak of (except in Russia…what a coincidence!) In this way, the pamphlets and speeches of Mao, Lenin, and Stalin stand somewhat alone, very much outside what rough throughline might be drawn between ‘The Republic’,  ‘Leviathan’, ‘Two Treatises of Government’, ‘Common Sense’, and ’Mein Kampf’—FOR these were all books intended mainly for a small class of educated aristocrats, or else an expanded  middle-class of merchants, shopkeepers, and perhaps something that resembled Mao’s rural landlord class. Not peasants.
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Jazz Age China

Which is to say that Mao intended the little red book to achieve in a few decades what dozens of different books (such as the 66 that make up the Bible alone) had achieved in the west over the course of centuries: the destruction of antiquity’s shambling corpse and the subsequent creation of a simple, iron-clad, justice-obsessed brand of monotheism, now with communist party as godhead and Mao as prophet. Quibblings about the party’s adoption of Capitalism with Chinese Characteristics aside, the book did all this and more, and continues to do it, albeit in a new form.

In its heyday, basically every single Chinese citizen owned a copy, and most paintings depicted the honorable workers of the world holding them. Groups sprung up for the study of the book, and though it is impossible and perhaps irrelevant to distinguish between authentic enthusiasm and what was plainly forced adoption of the book as a universal cultural guidebook, there’s little doubt of its impact. Also, its origins as a document were more organic than I previously assumed. Like the widely distributed WWII paperbacks that made a ‘classic’ out of the previously unread The Great Gatsby, the book started out in China as a way of educating and entertaining soldiers—only later was it printed in the billions and made the primary symbol of the Cultural Revolution. But unfortunately for Mao, a popularity sustained by coercive control of printing presses is easily destroyed by a successor with different tastes. Deng Xiaoping, who was less of a fan of famines and cults of personality, basically put the book out of print and did his best to unmake Mao as a prophet.  And while the book is no longer universally owned, read, and studied, Mao’s mausoleum still has a nice, long, line outside of it, and Xuexi Qiangguo, Xi Jinping’s app designed to educate the masses on his version of party thought, is apparently the most downloaded app on Apple’s Chinese store, and has more than 100 million active users. On it you can message friends, video chat, communicate vital bio-data to the government to promote better health outcomes, and even run romance scams!

I hate to write so much bland summary, but I can find no better way than the above of saying that the little red book was and is a tremendous success, even if the ideas within it have been relegated to the status of communist kitsch, on the order of brawny bronze statues and mosaics of triumphant cosmonauts. The little red book won out over 5000 years of agglomerated history and local cultural practice, just as the Bible won out over the Homeric epics, Roman civil tradition, and the hundreds of pagan cults that once covered and divided Europe into a patchwork that none of us would now recognize as ‘Europe’ at all. And whatever was lost during that transition, it is likely that 20th century China lost as much, if not more. It’s in this sense that the little red book’s success is almost impossible to measure; who, by looking at an eraser, can say how much text it has destroyed?

The same can be said for this book and the ‘Cultural Revolution’ it once propelled, because of course such a high intensity of belief cannot be sustained, except by familial dynasty, and so eventually it peters out, and the millions of famine-suffering peasant zealots coalesce into something resembling a nation state with a functioning market economy. However one of them gives us the measure of the cavernous cultural void the book blasted out and then tried and failed to fill in, just as rains try and fail to fill in old quarries. I think most American high school history teachers trot out some of these pictures, at some point:
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And if they’re lucky, the class gets a bit sad about all the burned buddhas before heading off to lunch. Unthinkable  numbers accompany the photos, unthinkable especially to those who don’t understand what heavy lifting the phrases ‘a Tibetan monastery’ or a ‘site of cultural interest’ do in a country with thousands of years of continuous, documented history, and with provinces that make the most populous countries in the world look like Finland. By the count given in ‘Mao’s Last Revolution’, 4,922 of 6,843 designated historical sites in Beijing alone were vandalized or destroyed, but it’s depressingly difficult to find good estimates on the extent of that destruction. Most sources use ominous words like ‘various sites’ and ‘many libraries’ to describe all that was defaced, burned, and torn down, mostly by free-thinking college-educated activists. Looking into the precise history of this stuff feels like reading ‘The Gulag Archipelago’ in that the closer one looks, the rougher and more ill-defined the bounds the atrocities become. Is the burning of one tibertain monastery in 1957 part of The Cultural Revolution, and thus somewhat indebted to the little red book? Is the house arrest of one professor in 1936 to be considered part of the gulag system? It’s our inability to track the damage that Solzhenitsyn emphasizes in the latter case. Over the course of his time within the Soviet prison system, he built gulags in the middle of nowhere, got moved from one to another for no discernible reason, and was locked in rooms within houses that might be gulags one day, and offices the next. Therefore, to say something like ‘several million people were imprisoned in the Soviet Union between the 1930s and 50s’ is completely insufficient, even obfuscating. And to look to modern day Russia, in order to find the silhouette left behind by such a system is equally foolish. Of the hundreds of gulags that once existed, precisely ONE is preserved and open to the public. Such internal purges of people and history leave unclosable gaps, more than wounds.

So when I say that the CCP have never released any official estimates of the destruction of cultural artifacts, and that in hours of searching I failed to find any credible estimates except by a a Director of a Tibetan museum, who claims that ‘more than 6,000 monasteries in Tibet laid in ruins…millions of ancient and priceless manuscripts were burnt and precious manuscripts were removed and shipped to China,” I hope you’ll understand that I’m obfuscating.

We don’t know how many died, or how many middle-class family’s genealogical books were burned, or temples vandalized, or Ming Dynasty skeletons disturbed. However I do not think it obfuscation to say, with few reservations, that the little red book was the guiding text behind what was likely the greatest act of cultural self-destruction in all of human history. Therein lies the depressingly on-the-nose irony of little red book’s impact. Through it, the ideology of two 19th-century Germans supplanted that of thousands upon thousands of Chinese scholars, rulers, priests, and peasants, with such violence and speed that by the 1980s, collective disgust towards those Germans’ ideas (mostly within the ruling class) allowed this to happen:
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And for quotes like the following to be happily forgotten:

"Don't you want to abolish state power?" Yes, we do, but not right now; we cannot do it yet. Why? Because imperialism still exists, because domestic reaction still exists, because classes still exist in our country. Our present task is to strengthen the people's state apparatus - mainly the people's army, the people's police and the people's courts - in order to consolidate national defense and protect the people's interests.”

"On the People's Democratic Dictatorship" (June 30, 1949), Selected Works,  Vol. IV, p. 418.

Except when they’re not. Theoretically, the CCP still aims at true communism, and is using market principles to raise the country’s standard of living to such a point that true marxist-leninist socialist principles can again be implemented as the instrument for the bringing about of the inevitable dissolution of the …you get the point. The Maoist precepts cannot be entirely refuted, because they remain the beliefs by which the founders of the CCP lived, died, and conquered 1940s China. Despite all that might be gleaned from China’s ascendancy, the communist trappings must remain, because what is a state founded on if not the wildest ideals and delusions of its founders? These trappings are as important to patriotic Chinese as the second amendment to their American equivalents; it is these quirks and quibbles, set in contrast to superficially similar nations, that define a people, as much or more as the broader institutional differences. For without the second amendment and the freedom shibboleth, wouldn’t the US be a larger Britain? Without the red flags and people’s solidarity, wouldn’t China be but a larger, poorer Japan?

No, not in reality, but without these quirks and trappings, it would be much harder to forge a national identity out of hundreds of millions of scattered families who otherwise couldn’t care less about who occupies the capitol at a given time. The trappings of freedom, or communism give structure to the nebulous idea of a ‘nation’ in the minds of the common people. Through such means are the economic and social ideals of the ruling class translated into norms and policies that the necessarily uninformed can latch onto and merge their identities with. Because even in China, apathy is not enough. If your continued legitimacy rests on a complete absence of political alternatives, then even the apathy of the common people might turn to enmity and resistance. Mao stated the plain facts of it earlier; he wished to fill the minds of those who were “poor and blank”, not leave them blank for some other ideologue to scrawl upon.

The ‘blankness’ is much more an Asian phenomenon than an American one, where politics have been a middle-class diversion since the outset, but it is still true, and it’s in the seeds of each country’s dissolution that you see it made manifest. Of those people that you know who care nothing for the second amendment, which of them does or would do anything drastic or life-risking to sustain the US as a distinct and ascendant polity? Of those Chinese that you know who care nothing for marxist trappings…oh, wait. Do Chinese people care anything for marxist trappings, except insofar as the CCP itself is one? It is difficult to find reliable opinion polls from China, or to get any kind of read on this based on the words of Chinese living abroad. I have noticed a tendency in people who live under true blue authoritarianism to downplay the role of ideology; my Chinese friends tell me that no one takes the Xi Jinping app seriously, and that CCP membership is only a means of social advancement—them, much as people I’ve met from places as varied as Russia, Singapore, and Laos, would tend to have you believe that true believers are rather rare, despite ample evidence to the contrary. Because in such places, simply not thinking much about politics means behaving like a true believer by default.

All I can say with confidence is that 85% of respondents to a survey run by Chinese state media said that Mao’s achievements outweighed his mistakes. Which, given that those ‘achievements’ are perceived to be the establishment of China as a global industrial power, the forging of a strong national identity, the ending of the the Warlord Era, and even the unprecedented growth China experienced under his successor (Did you know Deng Xiaoping’s son was thrown out of a three-story building by Mao’s Red Guards, paralyzing him for life? In this way the little red book is absolutely responsible for later reaction against Mao), is not so unreasonable as it sounds. But some would argue that Mao laid the groundwork for those that established capitalism in China, by making communism seem completely repugnant, ineffective, and insane. And here he is in the little red book, with his mind accidentally open to such novel solutions as a market economy:

“In transforming backward agricultural China into an advanced industrialized country, we are confronted with arduous tasks and our experience is far from adequate. So we must be good at learning.”

“Address at the Eighth National Congress of the Communist Party of China” (September 15, 1956)

And learned they did. Not only to repudiate Maoism, but also to celebrate it, and to find in that very contradiction the root of the modern Chinese system: cult of personality, propelled by and propelling a series of internal purges of dissident party members, with the aim of achieving a global position such that they need not ever again suffer the pre-Mao humiliations endured at the hands of the west and Japan. Yet the little red book succeeded only in creating a national identity, not a lasting set of economic or ‘revolutionary’ policies, and only ignited passionate, popular interest in communism for a few intense, short years.

Proving that nations, like religions, often look a lot like book clubs.

It may be that the book’s importance to westerners should not be measured by its real impact in shaping 20th century China, but rather as a model for the likely results of political consensus at scale. Or in simple terms, the horrific results of encouraging young people to study an ideology simple enough to understand, and clear enough to implement in action and see to its inevitable conclusions. These conclusions were the burning of temples and torturing of intellectuals, and the repudiation of all but what that the book allows (which is precious little). But the little red book’s eventual slide towards kitsch-status was built into its own superficial completeness as text and representation of The People’s Will. Anyone and anything that followed it could not help but repudiate it. The maxims are too rigid, the urgings towards revolution too violent; it is every bit the handbook of a man who might be considered the origin point of modern guerilla warfare. Herein lies another contradiction, amongst all the others; it is a horrible book to found a stable nation upon. The problems with the ur-document of a people including quotes like—

“…concerning attacking cities, resolutely seize all fortified points and cities that are weakly defended. At opportune moments, seize all enemy fortified points and cities defended with moderate strength, provided circumstances permit. As for all strongly defended enemy fortified points and cities, wait until conditions are ripe then take them.”

“The Present Situation and Our Tasks” (December 25, 1947)

And:

“Every communist must grasp the truth; ‘Political power grows out of the barrel of a gun.’”

Problems of War and Strategy (November 6, 1938)

—are quite obvious, seeing how similar rambunctiousness in America’s founding documents resulted in a few problems in the 19th century. The above are good quotes for levying peasant masses for a prolonged war, or rousing college students to your cult of personality, but little else. Small wonder that the book fell out of print (officially, though it seems to have still been sold) for years following Mao’s death, only to re-emerge in 2013 as Xi Jinping began his own pursuit of goals quite similar to Mao’s. Though he aimed at internal purges more than mass revolutionary zeal, it seems he found fertile ground for the growing of his own cult of personality and wide-ranging set of anti-corruption campaigns (it is estimated 4.7 million Chinese officials were investigated). And of late, Xi has consolidated power to such a degree that Mao might be considered John the Baptist, and Xi the Christ that was Foretold.

There is a quote, usually misattributed to Napoleon, that goes like this:

“Let China sleep. For when she wakes, the world will tremble.”

It’s pithy but without basis in anything we know Napoleon to have said…unless you count this rather long, though far more grounded take on the likely outcome of a war with China:

“It would be the worst thing you have done for a number of years to go to war with an immense empire like China, possessing so many resources. You would doubtless, at first, succeed, take what vessels they have, and destroy their trade; but you would teach them their own strength. They would be compelled to adopt measures to defend themselves against you; they would consider, and say ‘we must try to make ourselves equal to this nation. Why should we suffer a people, so far away, to do as they please to us? We must build ships, we must put guns into them, we must render ourselves equal to them. They would,’ continued the emperor, ‘get artificers and ship-builders from France and America, even from London; they would build a fleet, and, in the course of time, defeat you.”

“The Nineteenth Century”, vol. I, March July 1877, p. 306.

Not only do the words Napoleon puts into the mouth of the Chinese serve as concise summary of the little red book—the whole quote contains in it almost all of China’s 20th century history. The war, of course, was with not France but Japan, which not only allowed Mao to seize power through a tenuous alliance with The Nationalists, but proved that China could again be united as one polity, and in the Korean War, stand up to the greatest of the western powers. And in the words about China’s hiring of western shipbuilders, there is the hint of the greatest theft of intellectual property in world history  and the current fears of China eclipsing the US as global hegemonic power (which demographics can quietly put to rest).

If Napoleon can speak with such insight from the early 19th century, perhaps we can’t lay China’s ‘waking up’ at the feet of the little red book. But it would be a mistake to discount the book as cause, not symptom, but actual cause of one of the 20th century’s greatest tragedies, which was in turn the cause of the greatest and most rapid diminishment of abject poverty in world history, which was in turn the genesis point of a state positioned to military rival the US, and perhaps threaten the sealanes that have allowed for the globalizing pattern of free trade  that has prevailed since the fall of the Soviet Union… Thus the little red book’s shadow is every bit as  long as that of Common Sense, The Social Contract, Leviathan, or The Federalist Papers. It did the work of centuries in mere decades, turning illiterate peasants to literate radicals and then finally into modern consumers without much interest at all in the politics of The Party. I imagine the CCP consider it a great success.

That does not change the fact that it is a bad book, terrible even, and composed mostly of quotes with all the tautological fluff of modern self-help, along with the empty-headed sloganizing of soldier’s creeds. Its literary legacy, such that it is, was borne of its writer having the power to make printing of the book compulsory. And yet for all that, the book is of immediate importance to us as content-consuming iPhone-humans who find the daily intake of hundreds of opinions a worthy activity.

We all pen a little red book of our own, drawn from various sources, and existing as a kind of self-regulating ecosystem of belief. We likely think of our own book as varied, fluid, and moderate in comparison to the books of others. Yet I see Mao’s little red book as a frightening model for the likely endpoint my own belief system, and those of everyone I know, because as we are exposed to more and more information, and greater and greater contradiction, we seek greater self-similarity between those beliefs we allow in, and stronger heuristics by which to filter the constant inflow. By this process our little books ossify, and take on the complete, tautological quality of Mao’s. We become not thinkers but soldiers in a war based upon our own patchwork set of moral valuations and threat assessments. The significant difference, then, between us and the Red Guards is only that they all fought in the same war, and we are all fighting slightly different ones, and so we struggle to agree on locations of the battlefields, areas in contention, likely points of attack, and whom the enemy might actually be. This leads to no small amount of confusion amongst the troops, and hope amongst The CCP, who know no greater pleasure than in watching The West trend towards something that resembles the fractured era that preceded Mao




The Machiavellians by James Burnham

James Burnham followed an almost comically 20th century intellectual trajectory. Born in 1905, he studied philosophy at Princeton then moved to Oxford where he learned Old English from Tolkien. By 1925 he was a professor at NYU. He was raised Catholic, converted to Marxism, became friends with Trotsky, broke with him over doctrinal disagreements then rejected Marxism to become a vehement anti-Marxist. During the war he joined the OSS and urged it to prepare itself for a post-war environment where communism was America’s primary enemy. He was involved in the early years of the CIA, helped found the National Review and spent the rest of his life drifting further and further to the right. Ronald Reagan awarded him the Presidential medal of freedom in 1983, and he died four years later: a once influential thinker largely forgotten outside conservative circles.

Today he’s remembered for two books written in his post-Marxist, pre-National Review phase. The first, The Managerial Revolution: What is Happening in the World was published in 1941 and became a world-wide bestseller but lost some of its cachet when Burnham’s confident prediction that Germany and Japan would win World War II did not pan out. It’s often cited as a key influence on Orwell when he was writing 1984, and Orwell’s post-war essay on Burnham summarises the thesis:


Capitalism is disappearing, but Socialism is not replacing it. What is now arising is a new kind of planned, centralised society which will be neither capitalist nor, in any accepted sense of the word, democratic. The rulers of this new society will be the people who effectively control the means of production: that is, business executives, technicians, bureaucrats and soldiers, lumped together by Burnham under the name of ‘managers’. These people will eliminate the old capitalist class, crush the working class, and so organise society that all power and economic privilege remain in their own hands.



A prophecy that seemed hilariously wrong during the Cold War but now gets a little less laughable every day. In the late 2010s Thomas Piketty described the dominant political factions of the 21st century as the Brahmin Left and Merchant Right: rival elites who’ve captured the political parties that once represented labour and capital. For Burnham’s modern day admirers they’re a perfect representation of his managerial class, and their dominance of the public and private sectors is a validation of his thesis. We still enjoy a superficial form of democracy via the circus of electoral politics; but most power is held by the managers.

So Managerial Revolution is enjoying a renaissance. Burnham’s followup work, The Machiavellians: Defenders of Freedom was published in 1946. It's an attempt to think about the managerial society, and to build a new ‘science of politics’ to replace the Marxist framework of his youth. He wanted a new unified theory of everything - one that actually worked - and he began with Niccolo Machiavelli.
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There is nothing more important than appearing to be religious



Here’s an excerpt from one of Machiavelli’s letters:


I come now to the last branch of my charge: that I teach princes villainy, and how to enslave. If any man will read my book ... with impartiality and ordinary charity, he will easily perceive that it is not my intention to recommend that government, or those men there described, to the world; much less to teach men how to trample upon good men, and all that is sacred and venerable upon the earth, laws, religion, honesty, and what not. If I have been a little too punctual in describing these monsters in all their lineaments and colors, I hope mankind will know them, the better to avoid them, my treatise being both a satire against them, and a true character of them



The Prince seems to be a how-to guide for the ruthless and amoral acquisition of power but Burnham believes there’s an esoteric reading: that Machiavelli is defining ‘the prince’ as a formal problem in political theory. Most theorists begin with an idea of a utopian society or some idealised system that they hope will put good and just people in charge in perpetuity. Machiavelli’s critique of this approach is that whatever system you begin with, a clever, ambitious and ruthless political actor will emerge and attempt to seize and maintain control of it. If your theory doesn’t take this into account then it's not really politics - just a very irresponsible daydream. Money quote from The Prince:


Many have imagined republics and principalities which have never been seen or known to exist in reality, for how we live is so far removed from how we ought to live, that he who abandons what is done for what ought to be done will rather bring about his ruin than his preservation



So for Burnham the first principle of his doctrine of Machiavellianism is to regard all politics as a struggle for power. Machiavelli’s critics complain that this is a cynical view of human nature. Many people are good! Even some politicians are good! Burnham’s response is that Machiavelli isn’t saying anything about human nature in general. Instead he divides people into two groups: the first comprises the majority of the population. They aren’t interested in power; they just want to live their lives. Of the second group - those who do vye for power - some may be moral. But the prince will always pretend to be moral if this is to their advantage. You can’t base your politics on an assumption of morality or an optimistic view of human nature. The prince is the edge case that breaks every system.

So for Machiavelli the primary task of political theory is not to empower leaders to deliver us all into utopia but to design a system that protects everyone else from the tyranny of the prince. If this works it will restrain leaders and even incentivise them to act on the people’s behalf. And the mechanisms for this are just the tools of modern liberal democracy, the architects of which had all read Machiavelli: elections, term limits, separation of powers, the rule of law, adversarial contests. All of this gets you closer to utopia than the systems devised by utopians.

Secondly, Burnham argues, people who adhere to Machiavellianism must distinguish between formal and real political speech. Political actors always promote themselves with appeals to metaphysical or transcendental goals: eternal salvation, peace, unity and harmony, freedom from want. Their real agenda is almost always the maximisation of their own power, or that of their party or faction. Burnham’s not saying that politicians are liars, exactly. Formal political speech is often an act of self-deception. But it always has this dual quality of advancing real motives while concealing them behind abstract ideals. You can see his influence on Orwell again in Politics and the English Language:


Political language – and with variations this is true of all political parties, from Conservatives to Anarchists – is designed to make lies sound truthful and murder respectable, and to give an appearance of solidity to pure wind.



Thirdly: Machiavellians seek pluralistic causes and disdain ‘monism’ - the tendency of intellectuals to seek single unified explanations for everything. We’ve all met people like this: libertarians who think the problem with everything is socialism or socialists who never shut up about late capitalism or neoliberalism. Aquinas mocked them as people who have only read one book. They’re monists, Burnham sneers, and they might be right about some things, accidentally. But history and politics are complex and if you want to understand them you need to look for multiple interacting causes.

Lastly, Machiavellianism is supposed to be scientific. Or, rather ‘scientific’ because Burnham doesn’t cite studies or models or indicate any uncertainty about any of his claims. He simply asserts that his opinions are true because they are informed by reason rather than clouded by metaphysics and ideology. Let us agree that this is not a good way to think about politics or science and move onto the modern Machiavellians, a group of early 20th century thinkers he associates with his political tradition.

[image: ]


In reality the dominion of an organised minority, obeying a single impulse, over the unorganised majority is inevitable.



Gaetano Mosca was a journalist, political scientist and politician in Italy around the turn of the 19th century. Just as Machiavelli thought the Prince was a constant in political life, Mosca thinks the ruling class is a constant in human society and for him this is the fundamental principle of political science. No matter the system there has always been and will always be:

a class that rules and a class that is ruled. The first class, always the less numerous, performs all political functions, monopolizes power and enjoys the advantages that power brings, whereas the second, the more numerous class, is directed and controlled by the first, in a manner that is now more or less legal, now more or less arbitrary and violent, and supplies the first, in appearance at least, with material means of subsistence and with the instrumentalities that are essential to the vitality of the political organism.

.

What about democracy? Don’t the people rule? Not exactly. We don’t literally pick our leaders in representative democracies. We select between a very small number of options that have been pre-chosen by political parties, ie by organised minorities. What about a post-revolutionary society in which the people have risen up and overthrown their hated oppressors? The same logic asserts itself: the revolutionary council that seizes control on behalf of the workers forms the new ruling class. They might be better than the old ruling class, they might be worse - but the fundamental nature of political organisation has not changed, and cannot change.

Mosca has much to say on the nature of the ruling class: it can be autocratic or liberal, aristocratic or democratic (e.g. the UK during the 19th century was a liberal aristocracy). But for Burnham the most important points are (a) that the ruling class always represents dominant social forces and (b) they always employ political formulae to justify their elite positions.

Social forces are any group or activity within a society that enjoy significant economic or political influence: these proliferate as a society gets more complex: ‘war, religion, land, labour, money, education, science, technological skill— can function as social forces if a society is organised in terms of them.’ Political formulae are ideologies: moral and legal arguments that the ruling class uses to justify its own power and high position. So in a theocracy the religious authorities hold most of the power and their political formula is that they safeguard the eternal souls of the nation; in an authoritarian state the security services justify their pre-eminence on the grounds that they’re protecting the people from traitors and saboteurs.

If some form of ruling class is inevitable then, logically, political theorists and activists should focus on what kind of ruling class is preferable. For Mosca a good ruling class needs to be open rather than closed, i.e. you can non-violently replace its members if they’re doing a bad job. It also needs to be constrained by ‘juridical defence’, by which he means the rule of law. But Mosca doesn’t think legal systems, constitutions or separation of powers have any inherent value - they only work if they’re enforced by rival social forces acting to counter each other. “In real social life, only power can control power. Juridical defence can be secure only where there are at work various and opposing tendencies and forces, and where these mutually check and restrain each other.” And these need to exist in appropriate balance or, at best, a shifting equilibrium in which none of the forces triumphs over the others.

Take California. Over the past few years the New York Times columnist Ezra Klein has written a number of columns pondering the very poor quality of governance in his state. The political formula of the Democratic Party and the broader technocratic centre-left is that they’re good and smart while their rivals are stupid and bad, so all economic and political problems can be solved by putting them in charge of everything. But, Klein wonders, if this is true then why is a polity in which the good smart people enjoy near total control of the state so dysfunctional? Mosca would answer that the political formula of the modern centre-left is nonsense and California lacks the primary criteria for good governance - rival social forces keeping each other in check. So of course the quality of government is terrible. Burnham puts it like this:

There is no one force, no group, and no class that is the preserver of liberty. Liberty is preserved by those who are against the existing chief power. Oppositions which do not express genuine social forces are as trivial, in relation to entrenched power, as the old court jesters.

Mosca started as a liberal anti-democrat - which wasn’t too unusual for late 19th century liberalism - but by the end of his career he’d come around to democracy and decided that a representative parliament was probably the best system. The next thinker in Burnham’s pantheon is Robert Michels, who began as a German-Italian sociologist and radical socialist, became Max Weber’s protege, moved to Turin and wound up supporting Mussolini and joining the Italian Fascist party.
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He who says organisation, says oligarchy

In 1911 Michels published Political Parties: A Sociological Study of the Oligarchical Tendencies of Modern Democracy. His goal was to try and understand why left-wing political parties were so terrible and he approached this from a socialist viewpoint. He took it for granted that right-wing organisations were corrupt and anti-democratic. But why were socialist movements, trade unions etc also so bad? Why did they repeatedly betray their own members, constituents and ideals?

His answer is the iron law of oligarchy. To project political power in a modern state you need some form of bureaucratic organisation. The bulk of this organisation’s members will be devoted to its overall goals but they’ll need a dedicated caste of managers to run it. So decision-making power is delegated to these managers, along with control of the resources, dissemination of information, decisions about hiring and promotion. And, over time these management positions are captured by oligarchs: modern incarnations of Machiavelli’s Prince.

I rewatched the first few seasons of The Wire while I was reading Burnham, and its depiction of the Baltimore Police Department is a great example of Michel’s principle of oligarchy. Rawls, Valchek and Burrell run the BPD and their primary goals are to further their own careers and advance the political interests of their patrons in the local Democratic party (which, again, is a corrupt and dysfunctional political monopoly). Sometimes their goals overlap with solving crime and sometimes they conflict with it, in which case careers and politics always take precedence over public interest. Oligarchs always choose their own advancement over the interests of the members or the ideals of the organisation, so they’ll generally out-compete rivals who fail to do this. For Michels the managerial oligarchy is the natural end state for all large organisations - especially central government. He believes that his Iron Law of Oligarchy reveals the deep flaws in democracy, capitalism and socialism, rendering them all doomed:


Whatever social changes occur, whatever happens to economic relations, whether property is in private hands or socialised, organisation will remain and through organisation an oligarchical rule will be perpetuated.



You can see how this logic leads him down the path to fascism. If a distributed self-serving oligarchy is inevitable why not have one central mega-oligarch running everything? A great and terrible leader unbounded by the rule of law, who embodies the will of the working class and can overrule all the bourgeois tyrants of the corporations and the bureaucracy! What could go wrong? He died in 1936, before the war.

Burnham thinks that the transition from Mosca’s more traditional ruling class - aristocrats, landed gentry, capitalist owners - to Michel’s technocratic oligarchy is a seismic political shift that most people have missed. We still have capitalism but owners tend to be vast numbers of fluctuating shareholders; the managers control the actual company and extract wealth from it by inflating their salaries. We have large socialist-style government departments but they’re generally controlled by their bureaucracies, not the people or the politicians who represent them.
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Whoever becomes a lamb will find a wolf to eat him.



Vilfredo Pareto was the only one of Burnham’s Machiavellians I’d heard of prior to reading his book. But I didn’t know he started out as a classical liberal and became . . . maybe not a fascist exactly, but an important intellectual influence on Mussolini’s government. Italian intellectuals love to argue about whether he was or was not a fascist sympathiser.

Nowadays he’s most famous for the Pareto distribution: the observation that in complex systems - like a modern economy - many population distributions follow power laws rather than bell curves, and that wealth is one of them. Burnham doesn’t mention the distribution - he’s not a numbers guy - but it ties in nicely with his general argument that modernity has a strong bias towards elitism and oligarchy.

Pareto thinks that inequality is inevitable because humans aren’t heterogeneous. Pick any field or skill and some people will be better at it than others, and this will aggregate across society and time to deliver the inegalitarian outcomes predicted by his models. So for him, politics is driven by men who either generate enough value or possess enough strength and cunning to seize power. They form the political elite. But over time elites inevitably devolve into closed, parasitic aristocracies until dynamic individuals outside the system either merge with them or overthrow them to form a new ruling class and the cycle resets itself, a phenomenon he describes as ‘the circulation of elites’. He has a complicated and frankly boring suite of theories and terms to describe all of this - meritorious elites are Lions and they have a predominance of Class-I Residues while degenerate elites are Foxes with Class-II Residues. Fluctuations in Derivations can turn Lions into Foxes.

And again, you can see how this line of thinking turns into a pretext for a fascist coup. If there are forceful brave elites and sneaky weak degenerate elites, and democracy just empowers a bunch of weak degenerate elites and ‘science’ proves this, then what’s a strongman who loves his country and wants to lead it to national greatness to do?
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One has to belong to the intelligentsia to believe things like that: no ordinary man could be such a fool



Orwell’s essay on Burnham gleefully points out all the many predictions Burnham got wrong in his attempt to forecast the outcome of the war and the general trajectory of world history. He admits that Burnham was right about the big stuff, though. Industrialisation does seem to push societies towards technocratic oligarchy. But there are oligarchies and there are oligarchies: Burnham’s mistake, Orwell believes, and the mistake of his fascist-curious embittered ex-liberals and ex-socialists was to underestimate the resilience of democratic institutions that constrain their oligarchs. And they vastly overestimated the long term viability of totalitarian systems and the general sanity of unconstrained tyrants. Towards the end of his essay - written in 1946 - Orwell makes a prediction of his own and a final assessment of Burnham’s worldview:


the Russian régime will either democratize itself, or it will perish. The huge, invincible, everlasting slave empire of which Burnham appears to dream will not be established, or, if established, will not endure, because slavery is no longer a stable basis for human society . . . That a man of Burnham’s gifts should have been able for a while to think of Nazism as something rather admirable, something that could and probably would build up a workable and durable social order shows, what damage is done to the sense of reality by the cultivation of what is now called ‘realism’.



He’s attacking the earliest edition of The Managerial Revolution here. Burnham revised his book multiple times. Today the most widely available version is the 1972 edition which is less enthusiastic about Hitler and the merits of totalitarianism and more self-congratulatory about Burnham’s grand thesis being validated: western democracies were unmistakably managerial societies in which factions of elite technocrats vyed for political control to grant themselves more wealth and power.

This underestimation of democracy was an odd mistake for Burnham to make and points to a moral ambivalence - you might even say incoherence - at the heart of his project. His book is called The Machiavellians: Defenders of Freedom, freedom being a good thing worth defending, presumably. Right? He begins with the assertion that only the realist worldview delivers genuine freedom. It does this by constraining political actors, unlike utopian worldviews which empower tyrants. But by the time we get to Pareto we’ve moved into a very Nietzschean world of Great Men seizing power. Concepts like democracy and the rule of law have themselves become utopian ideals. There’s a vague notion of meritocratic leaders versus degenerate leaders but nothing ‘scientific’, even by Burnham’s loose use of the term. The suggestion that you can constrain elites has vanished. What happened to defending freedom? And how do you discriminate good elites from bad or incentivise them to act in the general interest?
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Just as we seldom realize that we are growing old until we are already old, so do the contemporary actors in a major social change seldom realize that society is changing until the change has already come



That last question obsessed liberal theorists during the 18th and 19th centuries, and into the early 20th. Adam Smith and David Ricardo talked about the problems of economic rent and rent seeking: elites using their power to extract value from the productive economy rather than creating new value through labour or the investment of capital. Smith thought that free markets would solve this problem. So did Keynes. In the final chapter of the General Theory, written in 1935 he was optimistic that capitalism will eventually lead to ‘the euthanasia of the rentier’. What went wrong?

Michels’ law of oligarchy feels like a pretty good explanation. Corporations are organisations; once they get large enough and wealthy enough they tend towards oligarchy; they form mutually beneficial alliances with the oligarchs in political parties, state bureaucracies and regulatory agencies and they all conspire to extract rents from everyone else. The economist Mancur Olsen calls these ‘distributional coalitions’. Burnham assumed that his managerial overclass would be scientific and ruthlessly efficient and we see elements of that in the tech industry. But Actually Existing Managerialism is mostly just the plutocrats, bureaucrats, politicians and lawyers from The Wire writ large: confederacies of parasites coasting off the institutions of the pre-managerial society.

Why didn’t Burnham and his Machiavellians think about rent-seeking versus value creation as a criteria for good and bad elites? I can’t say, but I suspect it's for the same reason they discounted democracy and free markets: these are liberal ideas and by the mid-20th century most intellectuals regarded liberalism as obsolete. Normies liked it but smart people knew it was fake and ineffectual; a dead ideology; a relic of the past. Even Orwell agreed with that. But if there’s anything valuable in Machiavellianism I think it comes from that liberal tradition and loops back into it.

There’s a sensibility you find in earlier liberal theorists. People like Smith and Locke, going back to the ideology’s precursors, Machiavelli and Hobbes and extending to Hayek and Keynes. They think about politics and economics in terms of formal problems with systemic solutions. This is a very unnatural approach: humans seem to be hardwired to view politics in terms of morality and tribes.

That older form of liberalism hasn’t been forgotten, exactly: those people are incredibly famous. But their mode of thinking has fallen out of fashion, lingering on in some areas of economics and moral philosophy but notably absent from politics. At some point liberalism transitions from inventing the future to defending the present. Its institutions - elections, markets, rights - become intrinsic goods in themselves rather than solutions to problems. It becomes a political formula, as Mosca would say. In 1989 Francis Fukuyama insisted that those institutions signified the apex of human politics, there was nothing beyond them.

Burnham goes back to the beginning of modern political theory and tries to build a new tradition. And I agree with Orwell: his approach reveals a lot about the world, even if he got a few details - the outcome of the war, that Hitler and Stalin might be bad - badly wrong. But his system doesn’t seem to lead anywhere. He starts out with a core liberal principle - the advancement of individual freedom - but this clashes with his maxims, that he must be ‘scientific’, which means abandoning any moral claims, and that politics can only ever be about the struggle for power.

In 1964 Burnham - now well into his conservative phase - published a book called The Suicide of the West. It’s an anti-liberal polemic, a foundational text of the postliberal tendency so popular on the right nowadays. He warned that liberal ideology was destroying western civilisation and that the west was about to be overwhelmed by the more dynamic forces of Islam and communism. Yet another wildly inaccurate prophecy, but if Burnham were still around I think he’d congratulate himself for getting the big picture right, again. Liberalism is failing. Everyone admits it. Instead of safeguarding individual freedom its institutions have been captured by his managerial class and now they’re sclerotic. Dying.

Hannah Arendt talked about the importance of ‘natality’ in political life. Progress requires a space for new ideas, new parties, new institutions to emerge and challenge the existing order. For a long time liberal theory was the midwife of natality, the wellspring of world-changing new ideas. It was literally revolutionary. But in the late 19th century socialism became the revolutionary ideology par excellence and liberals transformed into defenders of the status quo. For a few decades after the 1960s left-wing liberalism was about extending its franchise to previously excluded groups while right-wing liberals expanded markets, but today the term ‘liberal’ is largely meaningless. Liberalism is not a tradition we associate with novelty or innovation. But it could be! The old intellectual framework is still there, the diagnosis of formal problems; the invention of new institutions or systems to fix them, often involving constrained competitive or adversarial frameworks, like markets or elections. Oligarchical rent-seeking is an acute problem and it doesn’t strike me as unsolvable. We just need to see it and think about it instead of squabbling over which coalition of oligarchs to vote for.

I don’t have a cute term for this approach to politics: paleoliberalism? (neoliberalism seems to be taken.) A friend suggested the alt-centre. I don’t know.  And when I try to conceive of new political institutions and systems I personally come up blank. Maybe Fukuyama was right and the idea-space of politics is mapped out. Maybe this is as good as it gets. But I prefer to think Arendt is right, that progress requires new ideas, those ideas exist, and that Burnham’s instincts were correct: to iterate back up the tree of our political theory to an earlier node; to look for new branches - new directions; new paths. Machiavellianism doesn’t seem to lead anywhere good, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t other possibilities. And there’s a very successful intellectual tradition to examine them with, just lying there, largely unused.




The Mahābhārata
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Action, philosophy, history, even comedy. The Mahābhārata has it all. It told me so itself.



I have been reading a lot of myth and legend lately. Perhaps it is the way my brain naturally works, or how it has been trained to work by the Internet’s web of pages or by a Christian tradition of annotating scripture with cross-references, but when I read myth what stands out to me are “hyperlinks” and references and parallels and echoes, connections to be made between works. It turns out the Mahābhārata[1] lends itself to being understood in just such a manner.

It is the world’s longest poem, a Sanskrit epic written a little over two thousand years ago. I will loosely translate its name into similar-sounding English as “the matter of the Bharatas”, the Bharatas being the central family of the narrative. The entire poem is unrealistically long for anyone to read, so I read John D. Smith’s Penguin Classics abridged translation.

A short summary of the narrative: there are two sets of Bharata cousins, the five heroic Pandavas (from eldest to youngest, Yudhishthira, Bhima, Arjuna, and twins Nakula and Sahadeva) and Duryodhana and his ninety-nine brothers (this faction is called the Kauravas). The Pandavas are all divine, their mother Kunti having had the special gift to summon gods to father children upon her. Yudhishthira is the son of and incarnation of Dharma, Arjuna is the son of and incarnation of Indra (the king of the gods, comparable to Zeus), and so on. Meanwhile, Duryodhana and his brothers are all demons reborn. Yudhishthira and Duryodhana are kings over powerful domains until the latter cheats the former out of his kingdom in a gambling match and forces the Pandavas into exile for thirteen years, after which they are to regain their kingdom. To nobody’s surprise, thirteen years later he decides he would rather keep the kingdom for himself. Both sides summon their allies and they have a mighty war in the fields of Kurukshetra lasting a few weeks; this battle is actually a continuation of the primal battle between gods and demons extended to the mortal plane. Krishna delivers to his best friend Arjuna the famous sermon known as the Bhagavad Gita. The Pandavas slay their enemies and obtain their kingdom again, but their victory is not without cost—they find that Duryodhana’s ally Karna, slain by Arjuna, was actually their eldest half-brother.

This action alone would lead to a lengthy epic, but what makes this the longest epic of all time is the interludes. Any time any sort of action is proposed or considered, some character will ask the king if he has heard the story of so-and-so. The king will ask his advisor to tell the story of so-and-so, which will take some time and end with some moral relevant to the situation at hand. Sometimes these stories have stories within themselves; the Mahābhārata is nothing if not one long series of nested quotations. As a result there are countless side stories of interest within the work. The epic actually begins with a pronouncement that what is found within may be found elsewhere, but what is not found within is found nowhere; its length is due to accretion over time as a comprehensive encyclopedia of lore and wisdom. It is the ancient equivalent of a Wikipedia page with different sections that expand and contract and link to other stories.

I will attempt to keep my review from growing encyclopedic in length and instead focus on a few significant areas the reader may find interesting. Much of what I have written below is basically a dump of the “hyperlinks” I have found or made between the Mahābhārata and other works.



As a Westerner I have a general feeling that anything east of Constantinople (including Istanbul, in some mysterious way) is East and beyond my cultural powers of really knowing or understanding. Perhaps some Near Eastern lore makes it to me by way of the Bible, but that’s about it. A reading of the Mahābhārata does much to change this feeling. I am not Greek, but as a native speaker of English my intellectual heritage goes back to Greece—I am familiar with the stories of Zeus and Heracles and Achilles and so on. But the stories of the Mahābhārata are effectively the same stories; while my cultural background does not trace direct descent from them, both go back to the proto-Indo-Europeans and there is much common ground. If Ancient Greek is “familiar”, then its brother Sanskrit might as well be too; if Sanskrit is alien, Greek is no moreso.

One sees in the story of Savitri rescuing her husband from Death a gender-swapped story of Orpheus and Eurydice. Karna is invulnerable in battle on account of the earrings and armor he was born with much as Achilles is invulnerable after his baptism by his mother. As a big demigod brute with a club, Bhima is basically Heracles; the latter’s cross-dressing is mirrored by Arjuna disguising himself for a year as a eunuch[2].  There’s talk in the Mahābhārata of some magical perfect land in the north, just as the Greeks speak of Hyperborea. That dispute between Hera and Zeus over whether men or women enjoy sex more, resolved by putting the question to a Tiresias-figure who magically changed between sexes? That’s in the Indic tale too. Both describe the gods of love as shooting people with arrows. As the Greek myths tell of a golden, silver, and bronze age, so too do the Indian sages speak of four ages of decreasing goodness (the final being the Kali Yuga, of which you may have heard).

Of course, this last idea appears in Nebuchadnezzar’s dream in the Bible too—there is also much overlap with the Near Eastern tales that have entered Western consciousness. The gods dredge an elixir of immortality out of the sea, reminding one of Gilgamesh (this is even done using a snake as a churning rod). Karna is set adrift in the Ganges at birth like the infant Moses in the Nile; Balarama sees a river turned to blood, reminding one of the adult Moses. The most powerful parallel of all, though, is certainly between the figures of Krishna and Christ: both are the highest god incarnate in mortal form to guide humanity, both are ultimately slain violently (though Krishna’s death at the hands of a hunter named “Time” is also allegorical), both raise the dead, both give moral instruction, both are titled “Son of Man”, both reveal their transcendent divine forms to their close friends, both get angry and attack people with whips.

Through these and countless other parallels one gets the sense of a shared heritage spreading across Eurasia from India to the West. Our stories and tropes are the same in their origins.

Reading the Mahābhārata gives valuable insight into Hindu thought, and thus as a result also into Buddhist thought. I have only the popular understanding of Buddhism, but even so it is plain upon reading how the perspectives of Krishna influenced Buddhism and vice-versa and were carried all the way to the Far East; knowing the Mahābhārata, then, not only gives insight into the proto-Indo-European myths that defined the West but also into the religion that defined much of the East as well. Classical Western thought would probably place the center of the world in Mesopotamia if anywhere, but India may have a good claim to the title.



Most of the moral teaching in the Mahābhārata does not feel applicable to someone like myself. It deals with a world defined by caste wherein the best thing one can do is give to Brahmins, listen to Brahmins, and support Brahmins. Discussions over the relative merits of celibacy versus fasting versus sacrifice versus gift-giving seem irrelevant in the vastly different Western religious context. Some of it is of more value: the three goals of human life are frequently said to be dharma or duty, pleasure, and the proper making of wealth (sometimes moksha, or release from the cycle of reincarnation, is added as a fourth). This seems to me to be an entirely practical moral system.

Most valuable to us are the philosophical ideas within the text and central among these is the issue of fate versus human action. To what extent is man a free agent to decide his own destiny? What merit does human activity have? Is not all in the hands of the gods?

The issue is examined through the great war of the epic. The cause of the war, the demonic Duryodhana, argues that fate is supreme and that the war was inevitable. He struggles against it almost as does Goethe’s devilish Faust. His father Dhritarashtra, who could have prevented the war but instead does nothing to block his son’s folly, holds that fate is all powerful and human action vain. Both these attitudes are placed on the losing side, the side of hell and the enemies of the gods.

Krishna, the incarnate supreme lord of all, does not fight in the war but drives Arjuna’s chariot on the Pandavas’ side. Prior to the battle he drives Arjuna into the no-man’s-land between armies and Arjuna (the greatest warrior alive) collapses and weeps at the prospect of fighting his kin. Krishna responds by revealing to Arjuna his true divine form and delivering the sermon known to us as the Bhagavad Gita. Krishna’s attitude is starkly opposed to the Kauravas’.  He endorses a worldview in which everything is held up by human action—yet trust in human action is utterly misguided. One should not resign oneself to fate and abandon activity, as does Dhritarashtra. But neither should one act because one hopes for the successful outcome of activity. Rather, one performs one’s dharma because in doing so one becomes a co-worker with Krishna himself in maintaining the cosmic order; he who understands this becomes equal with Krishna himself and attains release. Arjuna must fight not because he expects to win, but because he is a kshatriya and that is what he was born to do.

We see the connection to Buddhist ideas here—man is to abandon desire of success and act simply because it is his place. One could also attempt to fit this attitude of detachment into the deontological/utilitarian/virtue ethics model. In this lens Krishna seems opposed to utilitarianism, as he says one should not care much about outcomes. There is also a major difference between his attitude and Kant’s categorical imperative in that the latter is universal while dharma is very much specific to your class and role. I suppose it’s closest to a virtue ethics in which dharma is the virtue, but this category seems the broadest and vaguest and ultimately Krishna’s ethics don’t fall neatly into any of these paradigms.

Of further interest is the fact that Krishna acts unethically at times within the Mahābhārata. For instance, despite having sworn not to fight in the conflict he becomes angry at the enemy general Bhishma and charges him with a whip. Arjuna has to physically restrain him from breaking his word. In another instance Krishna advocates shameful lying and deceit in order to break enemy general Drona’s spirit and then defends the cruel manner in which Drona is slain. Neither of these are in accordance with dharma; how can the supreme lord engage in such? I can think of no more fitting explanation than Kierkegaard’s teleological suspension of the ethical. In extremis the ethical and the will of God may diverge, as at the point of Abraham’s testing with Isaac. Perhaps in violating dharma Krishna is really demonstrating its insufficiency in governing human action and that all choices can ultimately only be governed by the divine source of that action—he himself.

It is also valuable to compare Krishna to his close parallel Christ, who at times suggests an attitude bordering the detachment Krishna advocates. “Take therefore no thought for the morrow: for the morrow shall take thought for the things of itself. Sufficient unto the day is the [trouble] thereof”[3] sounds a bit like “don’t worry whether your actions will succeed or fail, just do today what needs to be done.” So too does “peace I leave with you, my peace I give unto you: not as the world giveth, give I unto you”[4] sound something like not release from external suffering (peace as the world gives) but release from attachment to outcomes. Each figure also teaches that focus on Himself alone will lead to the greatest reward.



But what you, reader, want to know is whether the battle at Kurukshetra is more exciting than those at Troy or Camlann. Are the action sequences any good? Does it make for a good head-movie? Karna, Arjuna, and Ashvatthaman are playable characters in some Japanese video games. Are they actually cool or should you stick to playing Achilles or Lancelot instead?

Most of the epic is not battle but the buildup to the battle and its aftermath and the stories people tell along the way. A distressingly long portion is some very dry sermonizing by Bhishma explaining dharma after the battle, most of which will have no interest for the modern Western reader.

I am happy to report that the main action sequences in the text are excellent. Most of the battle is described like this: Then W shot three billion arrows at X and broke his bowstring, so Y came out and killed W’s chariot driver, then Z joined in the assault but W managed to escape and get another chariot, and so on. It reads similarly to some chivalric works (“then bad knight X unhorses good knight Y but Lancelot rides in and unhorses X”). All of this is perhaps immersive but not “Michael Bay”. However, when you get into pitched combat sequences where one character is going to die things get a lot more descriptive and much more exciting. Without question the top three action sequences are Karna’s use of the Spear of Indra, Karna’s death, and Ashvatthaman’s night raid.

The first of these occurs when the battle continues into the night instead of stopping at dusk as it has on preceding days. Karna has the Spear of Indra (think Zeus’ thunderbolt) that can be used to kill anyone, even the matchless Arjuna, but he can only use it once. He is fighting valiantly against his foes that evening but is met by Arjuna’s Rakshasa nephew, Ghatotkacha. The latter has all sorts of sorcerous powers and is even stronger than usual as a creature of night and shadow. He conjures illusions, rains of weapons, and all manner of attacks against Karna and the opposing army. Karna uses his many divine weapons but cannot prevail; his companions fear Ghatotkacha will destroy their entire army. Karna resigns himself to using the Spear he had been saving for the real hero of the enemy forces, Arjuna, felling Ghatotkacha but dooming him in his battle with Arjuna.

When this battle finally happens, the two are well-matched—until Karna’s chariot wheel becomes stuck in the mud. Karna begs Arjuna to allow him to free his wheel and carry on the battle, saying it is the honorable thing to do. Karna himself has bested all of Arjuna’s brothers in single combat by this point but spared each of them. Arjuna considers this, but his driver Krishna acts as the god-devil on his shoulder and reminds him that Karna showed no mercy to Arjuna’s son Abhimanyu (Karna and others ganged up on him and slew him somewhat dishonorably). This drives Arjuna into such a rage that he breathes fire and he continues the assault on Karna. Karna defends himself well, even stuck in place, and fires off his trump card: a named bullet snake-arrow that will take Arjuna’s life. Krishna sees it coming and jerks the reins, making the arrow miss Arjuna’s vitals and bounce off his crown (one of Arjuna’s most common epithets is “wearer of the diadem”). This breaks it but saves Arjuna’s life, after which he slays Karna.

After the end of the war proper is Ashvatthaman’s night raid. Ashvatthaman is one of three survivors of Kurukshetra on the Kaurava side (out of hundreds of millions) and seeks vengeance for the death of his father and his king, dedicating himself to Shiva and becoming empowered as an avatar of destruction. He enters the Pandava camp at night while the heroes themselves are away and slays everyone. In the morning Arjuna chases and meets him, and the two attack each other with their most powerful divine weapon, a weapon possessed only by the two of them. The clash threatens to destroy the world. Arjuna releases his to prevent this outcome; Krishna commands Ashvatthaman to do the same but he cannot (Arjuna could only do so because of an earlier feat of austerity). Instead of slaying Arjuna or destroying the world, the weapon is made to enter the womb of Arjuna’s daughter-in-law, leading to the stillbirth of Arjuna’s heir (don’t worry, Krishna raises him from the dead). Krishna then curses Ashvatthaman to live for three thousand years as an outcast—compare the myths of Cain or the immortal Wandering Jew.

So my take is yes, there’s a lot of filler in the epic, and that’s talking about a heavily abridged version. But there is some great action in there, 10/10, the characters are cool and I have already named at least one RPG character Arjuna.



I’m still making my way through the great myths and legends of world literature, so I don’t have familiarity with all the great works. I have read enough to say that not all of them are created equal. The Iliad far surpasses the Aeneid, for example, and I would place the Odyssey higher still. I like the Kalevala but it falls short of the Greek epics. The biblical stories of David are excellent, Beowulf alright, the Nibelungenlied good, and the Arthurian stuff I have seen decent. Celtic myth and Journey to the West are on my radar but I can’t speak to them yet; I’m reading the Rāmāyana at present.

In my mythic tier list, I would place the Mahābhārata in S-tier, right after the Odyssey and before the Iliad. It’s very good, or as the text itself tells us, it has everything good inside it, even if it’s diluted by having so much of everything inside it.

A truly great review would speak to the quality of its poetry, but this is not that review because I cannot read Sanskrit.



The Mahābhārata frequently returns to the subject of governance, the principal characters all being kings.

The different characters speaking on the issue do not always exactly agree, but broadly paint a coherent vision. Kings are responsible for the welfare of their subjects. They receive one-quarter of the dharma or adharma they commit, one-quarter of their merits or demerits. Accordingly, they ought to promote virtue for their own eternal good. The main means by which this is accomplished is the punishment of the guilty, which is said at times to be the highest dharma of a king. Caring for Brahmins, priests, by giving them gifts and obeying their commands is also one of a king’s greatest virtues. The king is a kshatriya or member of the warrior caste, which ranks beneath the priestly Brahmins—even though the Brahmins’ earthly well-being basically depends on the king as their benefactor. Frequently the Mahābhārata relates some story in which a Brahmin ascetic visits a king and gives him some outrageous command, which the king performs and wins some wonderful boon from the Brahmin (often a child in childlessness). One notes that the Mahābhārata, while basically about kshatriya, is composed and transmitted by Brahmins, so it is perhaps unsurprising that it commands kings to obey and enrich Brahmins. Last among a king’s major duties, of course, is war; as a warrior a king naturally has the duty to defend his subjects from aggression and to conquer new domains when appropriate.

There is also a wonderful proto-existentialist idea that I appreciate. Remember that the Vedic concept of history is a regression from a “golden age” Krita Yuga to a “silver age” Treta Yuga, followed by a Dvapara Yuga and finally by the degenerate Kali Yuga (after which the cycle repeats). The war of the Mahābhārata is the inauguration of the current Kali age. Yet even in such a time, it is said that a good king creates for his subjects and his kingdom their own Krita Yuga. This seems to presage the existentialist idea that a man creates his own meaning and his own interpretation of things. A king can locally redefine his age; any thinking subject, as king or queen of his or her person, can by process of thought create within themselves a Krita or a Kali state.

This being an ACX book review, I will leave as an assignment for the reader what implications these ideas have for AI governance. What would incorporating human subjects’ dharma as a feedback mechanism for a god-king AGI accomplish (see also Yarvin’s new motto salus populi suprema lex)? What if it must show total obedience to a tech-priestly class who grants it boons and pronounces curses upon its utility function? Is the negative goal of “punish crime” less prone to misalignment than the positive goal of “promote welfare”?



The final story of the Mahābhārata is so touching that I feel I must relate it, so that if you are never exposed to the epic beyond this review you will at least be aware of it. After ruling their kingdom for many years and after Krishna’s death, the five Pandava brothers decide that it is time to renounce mortality and ascend to heaven. The five of them and their shared wife, Draupadi[5], starve themselves to death while walking across the earth. A dog follows them. Their wife and each brother eventually falls in turn; the eldest brother, Yudhishthira, explains that each falls because of some moral failing. Draupadi falls because she showed favoritism to Arjuna over her other husbands. Arjuna falls because he was boastful of his might, having previously claimed he would end the war at Kurukshetra in one day, and so on. Finally only Yudhishthira is left alive. Indra appears to him and congratulates him on his asceticism; he may enter heaven if only he will abandon the filthy dog. Yudhishthira refuses on account of the dog’s loyalty. At this the dog changes form and reveals himself to be the god Dharma, Yudhishthira’s father—our hero has passed his test and may enter heaven.

Upon entrance Yudhishthira sees his old foe Duryodhana enthroned in glory, which angers him. Why should this deceitful man, the cause of the war, be in heaven? Yudhishthira asks where his brothers are. He is led to hell, where he sees them and Draupadi suffering. He is further outraged and grieved. He himself has listed their sins, but were they not outweighed by merit? Yudhishthira refuses to return to heaven, instead choosing to stay with his brothers in hell. It is then revealed that this, too, was a test the king has passed; all was an illusion. Duryodhana is really in hell and the Pandavas in heaven. It is explained to Yudhishthira that a wicked king such as Duryodhana first experiences heaven before being consigned to hell, while a righteous king such as himself must first pass through hell to attain heaven. The latter experience becomes all the more bitter or all the more sweet for it; in any case, even the merits of a sinner must be rewarded and even the sins of a saint must be punished. The Pandavas live in heavenly bliss and ultimately reassimilate into the gods whose avatars they were.

The reward of the wicked is not lasting. The path of righteousness and dharma leads to heaven, even if it seems at every turn that it will not.



Should you read the Mahābhārata? Probably not. It’s long, difficult, and you have better things to do.

Am I glad I read the Mahābhārata? Absolutely. It’s valuable artistically, historically, intellectually, and religiously.

I will close with this oft-repeated refrain:

Give up one member for the sake of the family, one family for the sake of the village, one village for the sake of the kingdom, the earth for the sake of yourself!


Notes


[1]

I’m only going to include diacritics in the name of the work and not in all the other Sanskrit terms for convenience.



[2]

His alias at this time means “woman with a big penis”, which is hilarious.



[3]

Matthew 6:34, KJV, but with the word “evil” replaced with the word “trouble” as more accurately conveying the idea of the Greek word κακία since most modern translations do this.



[4]

John 14:27, KJV.



[5]

Yes, they all share one primary wife because upon returning from a raid their mother commanded them to split the spoils equally. Unbeknownst to her, the spoil of that raid was the princess Draupadi.






The Making of Prince of Persia by Jordan Mechner

Jordan Mechner and the subtle art of video game narrative[image: ]

Prince of Persia is an action platforming video game from 1989, created by a team consisting only of fresh out-of-college Jordan Mechner, with some support from friends, family and his publisher. His brother was roped in to do acrobatics on camera, serving as reference material for the animations in the game, while his father is credited as the music composer. The Making of Prince of Persia gives a behind the scenes look into how the game came to be, from conception to computer code, including Jordan Mechner’s day-to-day journals and design sketches.

To establish the necessary context, I will summarize the game that the book documents the making of. It is not really possible to convey the feel of the gameplay, but fortunately, Prince of Persia is a game of many qualities. On release, the game was widely praised for its graphics, but these are obviously less impressive by modern standards. In my opinion, the secret sauce of Prince of Persia is the highly evocative scenes, which makes for some good 320x200 pixel screenshots and GIFs.

[image: ]

[Advertisement, Computer Gaming World N. 79: contrast adjusted from source https://popuw.com/magazines.html]

Why should you care about video games at all, let alone this particular historical artifact and the somewhat angsty diary of a twenty-five year old? I will resist the temptation of pretending that video games are important. Let me just suggest that, of all that is useless and fascinating, video games are perhaps not only the most useless, but also the most fascinating. If you haven’t called your best friend in a month or if your kitchen is on fire, I would recommend attending to those matters first. Otherwise, let me try to draw you in with some classic logical fallacies:


	Appeal to authority:  "The engineer in me loved his description of the technical challenges and solutions, and the entrepreneur in me loved the honest chronicle of his emotional adventure." — Mike Krieger, co-founder of Instagram

	Argumentum ad populum: Prince of Persia gave rise to a franchise, including a series of highly successful console games and a Disney movie starring Jake Gyllenhaal (it’s not a great movie - Jordan Mechner wrote the original story before it was passed through three different screenwriters in a game of Chinese whispers).

	Yeah, well, that’s just your opinion, man: The Making of Prince of Persia is an unusually honest first person account of how a masterpiece is cobbled together, from barely a germ of an idea through a no-fun technical demo to a widely acclaimed masterpiece. Sometimes the real story is the missteps and self-criticisms we made along the way.

	No, seriously, you can’t just make things up and expect me to believe you: Prince of Persia is a tour de force of video game narrative. There are many games that tell good or even great stories by use of words, words, words in the form of dialogue and narration interleaved with the actual gameplay. Prince of Persia contains only a hundred words (approximately the length of this paragraph), all in a framing story. Nonetheless, its gameplay tells a simple and evocative story.



The Game of Persia

How to defeat the vizier and rescue the princess in less than sixty minutes

Prince of Persia is a platforming game, superficially similar to the old Mario games. However, aside from laboriously climbing between the floors of the level, movement is limited to the horizontal axis, consisting of running and jumping. This simplified platforming frees up some so-called design space that Mechner fills with exploration and combat elements: unlike in Mario, you don't complete levels by just going left-to-right (level design is a bit like the simpler ghost house levels in Super Mario World), and unlike in Mario, you don't defeat guards by jumping on top of their heads (the sword works better).

I will mostly try to highlight how the game and level design integrates story beats, mini-puzzles and cinematic set pieces without breaking out of the normal gameflow (no quick time events!). It's worth keeping in mind that Prince of Persia has very generous input buffers. This is like auto-aim for platforming - you can make pixel-perfect jumps and knick-of-time sword parries without perfect timing. This is relatively common in modern games, particularly to make up for how awkward it is to aim with console controllers. It was far less widespread in 1989, making Prince of Persia a somewhat unusual game where a klutz could pull off heroic stunts, unlike the typical fare where you accidentally step into knee deep water and drown.

Level 1: Sword (Cell)

After escaping his cell through a loose tile in the floor, the player will walk to the right and hit a dead-end, in the form of a guard. In the frame story, the prince was imprisoned by the evil vizier - it becomes evident that he wasn’t allowed to keep any weapons, and he cannot defeat this guard unarmed. Mechner’s design incepts two questions into the players mind: (1) what is behind that guard? and (2) how can I get past him? These two questions motivate the player's exploration of the rest of the level, and makes actually finding a sword much more meaningful (in case finding a sword wasn't exciting enough, in and of itself).[image: ][image: ][image: ]

Mechner makes extensive use of this one weird trick to engage the player: he shows you something you want and makes you work to get it. The same first level could have been designed where the reverse sequence would be more natural or even enforced: first finding the sword, then encountering the guard. Allowing the player to try to bypass the guard just presents a false choice, in terms of gameplay. But the feelings of agency and accomplishment are much stronger when the player is first allowed to fail, and then to solve.

Level 2: Normal (Guards)

This level has a fair bit of jumping and swordplay: fun to play, but otherwise unremarkable.

Level 3a: Gate (Newskel)

Do you know that scene where Indiana Jones rolls under a door just before slams shut, almost leaving his whip behind? So does Jordan Mechner, and this is why this part of the level exists.[image: ]

The setup is a button that opens a gate three screens away. Soon after pressing it, primitive PC-speaker sounds start ticking, emphasizing the time pressure: slowly, the gate closing back shut. If the player keeps a reasonable pace, he will find the gate just as it is already half closed and realize that he has no time to think. After a perfect running jump, the prince will be left hanging by his fingers beneath the gate, just barely in time to heave himself up and crawl in under it before it closes. Phew, that was close!

This scene would not work without the forgiving input buffers that makes it reasonable to demand that the player makes a max distance jump. In Mario, with its freer movement requiring more precise timing, any given distance would either be trivial for good players or overly frustrating for less experienced ones.

Two additional elements are worth pointing out: the falling floor tile and the spike trap. These are irrelevant in terms of gameplay, but they serve a much more important function: they add to the chaos that, like special effects in movies, makes the scene feel packed with action.

Level 3b: Skeleton (Newskel)

It is actually trivial to reach the exit of the level just by going left right from the start, but it is closed: the screen with the exit even shows the button that opens it. Mechner, knowing that challenge is what makes a game, has placed it out of reach for now, requiring you to take the scenic route that culminates with the gate jump.

After finishing the first half of the level, this button is easy to reach. Almost too easy. Previously, getting to the exit once it is open has been a formality, and this level seems to follow the same pattern, until a previously inert pile of bones suddenly springs to life and brandishes a sword in the prince’s face.[image: ]

You are now fighting for your life, and while this is happening you need to realize that the skeleton doesn't have a life bar, so you can't just stab it to death like with the normal guards. Furthermore, you are fighting on an open-ended platform - if you retreat too far, you will fall to your death. The solution to this mini-puzzle is to force the skeleton back and off the other end of the platform - it doesn’t take a genius to figure this out, but by forcing you to come up with this solution in the middle of a swordfight, Mechner conjures tension.

Level 4: Magic mirror (Newmirror)[image: ]

The first striking feature of this level is the new tileset: instead of the drab, gray blocks of the first three levels, we now are in the same luxurious surroundings as shown in the princess’ quarters in the intro. Are we getting close? Actually, no, but that’s what we’re supposed to think.

The very end of the level introduces a new subplot. The prince must go into a cul-de-sac to open the level exit, but on his return he will find that a mirror has mysteriously appeared and blocks his way. This is Mechner's one weird trick in action - an obstacle is so much more meaningful when you’re already craving what’s behind it.

Some trial and error will reveal that the prince can jump through the mirror, but not without consequence. His shadow will split out of him (!) and exit the stage in the opposite direction, leaving the prince himself with only the last sliver of his health remaining.

Having the mirror harm the prince is an interesting design - it turns out to be completely inconsequential, because all that remains of the level is some peaceful jogging. It nonetheless adds tension and communicates to the player the trauma that the prince suffers from having his soul split in half.

Level 5: Thief (Thief)[image: ]

The set piece of this level also gives it its name: the prince will eventually come to a screen with a big red power-up potion at the end of an obstacle course. While making his way towards the prize, his shadow from the magic mirror in the previous level appears and steals the potion away from right under the prince’s nose. We still know little about this mysterious shadow, but he is now firmly established as an antagonist.

Before the start of the next level, there is a very short cutscene showing the princess watching the sand running through the hourglass, representing Jaffar’s ultimatum drawing ever closer: Marry him … or die within the hour.[image: ]

Level 6: Plunge (Plunge)

In terms of gameplay, what stands out in this level is the guard who is unusually fat and also an unusually good fighter, letting the game show off its beautiful animated strike-and-parry sequences. However, the level is not named after the fat guard, but rather its key narrative element: the level ends with the prince making a max distance running-jump, leaving him hanging off of a ledge by his fingers.[image: ]

The problem? The shadow waits menacingly behind the gate. This time, he ruins our progress by taking a single step forward, shutting the gate in the prince’s face and leaving him no way up, forwards or back. No way, other than plunging down.

To emphasize the setback this represents, the level tileset changes back to the “dungeon” tileset of the earlier levels. If you didn’t already hate the shadow for stealing your potion, you now have every right to want to murder him.

Level 7: Weightless (wtless)[image: ]

Last level ended with a fall, so that is how level 7 starts. Absent player inputs, the prince will plunge half a dozen floors down and find himself lying dead right in front of the exit gate. Holding a button is all it takes to grasp hold of a ledge, but the rest of the level holds plenty of challenge. Some exploration will quickly reveal a mysterious green potion, well out of reach for now. Curse you and your one weird trick, Mechner!

A lot of platforming later, the prince has looped back to reach the green potion. Drinking it will allow him to float down and land gently in front of that same exit gate. This is the end of the level, unless the player lets his curiosity get the better of him and explores past the button that opens the end gate. Two things will happen: (1) he will find a big red potion (yay!) and (2) unless he is very fast, he will be stuck behind a closed gate (curse you, Mechner!). That’s what you deserve for losing sight of what should be your first and only priority, namely rescuing the princess.

Level 8: Mouse (329)

Occasionally between levels, there are very brief cutscenes showing the princess in her chambers, watching the sand running in the hourglass that represents Jaffar’s ultimatum. For this cutscene, however, the princess is not content to simply wait to be rescued: she is instead shown dispatching her white pet mouse to search for the prince.

The start of the level features an extremely defensive guard - unlike all other guards in the game, he will never advance into striking range, instead preferring to wait for the prince to come to him. In terms of gameplay, this is somewhat interesting - the easiest swordfighting strategy for most players is to stand back and react to the guard stepping forward. There is a foolproof advance-parry-strike sequence that can be used, but it’s not as simple as wait-strike and requires more precision.[image: ]

Because of Mechner’s dramatic flair, this highly defensive guard has been placed with his back against a two floor drop. And because the guard is so unwilling to advance, it is quite likely that the duel will end with you pushing the guard back and off the edge. For good measure, the bottom of the drop is a spike trap, resulting in the guard being impaled on spikes in the style of Mortal Kombat’s fatalities.

This is, however, not the centerpiece of the level: Level 3 surprised the player with a skeleton after opening the exit gate. Level 4 featured a magic mirror, and level 7 had the big red power-up honeypot. Level 8, forcing the prince to slow down with a series of tricky obstacles, traps him behind a shut gate with no way out. The game affords the player just enough time to rush through the five stages of grief: Curse you, Mechner! Has the hero reached the end of his journey? But then, as the player is coming to terms with acceptance …[image: ]

… just then, the princess’ white mouse appears, opens the gate that he is trapped behind,  greets the prince by standing up on its hind legs, and then runs away again. The rescuer becomes the rescued!

Another cutscene after the level shows the mouse returning to the princess’ chambers and her patting it on the head. Bless you, Mechner!

Level 9: Puzzle (Twisty)

This level reuses a similar running-jump setup as level 3, but without the time pressure, and it features a clever puzzle where the player will find himself blocked at the very end of the level unless he has made an unstable tile drop down - it will land on top of a button and keep its corresponding gate open indefinitely. It’s probably easier to solve this puzzle on accident than on purpose, but to the game’s credit, the function of the button is clearly demonstrated when the player inevitably passes it. The hard part is noticing.

Level 10: Sneaky (Quad)[image: ]

Level 10 is named after the four gates in the first screen of the level. Its most standout feature is a puzzle where a guard stands on top of a ledge. If the prince climbs up, the guard will one-hit kill him before he has time to defend himself.

The solution is obvious in hindsight and altogether fair - the guard turns around to face any loud noise, such as running. The prince must simply have him face away from the ledge, and then walk quietly to sneak up on him from behind. With the element of surprise on his side, it is the prince who gets to one-hit kill the guard.

Level 11: Unstable (Wild)

Half of the level is unstable floor tiles, giving it a very chaotic feeling, but we have to move on.

Level 12: Shadow (Tower)

The penultimate level features the most challenging platforming in the game, as well as a devilish puzzle that concludes the subplot that is almost forgotten by now. After ascending the tower-like structure of the level in a challenging sequence of climbs and jumps, the prince will enter a screen showing a sword lying innocuously on top of the whole tower. One weird trick applies, of course: the sword is firmly out of reach, for now.

Some additional platforming allows the prince to enter this screen from a different direction, but - surprise! The sword is gone. And there’s also a second lifebar visible in addition to your own, but no enemy in sight. Strangely, the color of the second lifebar matches that of the prince’s lifebar.

When the prince advances to where the sword used to be, none other than the shadow drops down from above, and you both draw your swords. Finally, it’s time to show this guy who’s the swordsman and who’s the pincushion.

There’s only one problem: the shadow is you. If you hit him, you both take damage. You will normally have more hit points than him, which seems like it would allow you to kill him first, but you will immediately drop dead as if your astral cord was severed. Because of some falling tiles, you cannot even try to push him gently down the single floor drop where you climbed up. If you feel creative, you might try to push him off the tower, but it turns out that falling fifteen is also fatal to the shadow which in turn kills you.

We have arrived at an impasse. Curse you, Mechner![image: ]

The solution turns out to be a move that has been available, but worse than useless, for eleven levels. Pressing down while fighting will sheathe your sword, which only really happens on accident and invariably leads to a guard delivering a coup de grâce straight to your face. But the shadow, as his origin story would suggest, will mirror this move: with the both of you unarmed, you can finally embrace. The prince, long divided, must unite.

You even get back that extra hit point that he stole from you in level 5, which is a cute touch.

Level 13: Jaffar (Final)

Level 13 is short, features some simple platforming and a satisfying duel with Jaffar himself. This is easily the most difficult swordfight in the game, with a pinch of extra drama delivered from a loose floor tile that leaves the prince fighting with his back against the abyss. Somewhat disappointingly, there are no extra bells or whistles to this fight: it is very similar to the halfway fight in level 6 - Jaffar is just a stronger guard, albeit with a gray beard and a cool cape.

Level 14: Princess (Victory)

Level 14 has no proper gameplay, it only consists of running through a few rooms and gates, using the nicer, luxurious palace tileset instead of gray blocks of stone. The last screen change cuts seamlessly to the princess and prince embracing, finally reunited. In tune with Mechner’s fascination with movies, including Disney, the princess’ mouse (your little helper in level 8) shows up too. The game ends with a screen of text bookending the story: Jaffar is defeated, the people rejoice, the people hail the player character as no longer a stranger but rather The Prince of Persia.

Bless you, Mechner.

[image: ][image: ]

The Journal of Persia


It was the start of a journey that would see my shape-shifting prince transform into a modern video game hero, LEGO minifigure, and even Jake Gyllenhaal in a summer blockbuster movie. But in 1985, he existed only as a few scribbles on a yellow-lined pad. In my old journals I recorded his birth pangs.

The Making of Prince of Persia (p. 2). Kindle Edition.



Do I really want to make another game?

May, 1985, New Haven. Jordan Mechner has just finished his psychology degree at Yale. His grades have been somewhat lackluster and he is trying to decide on a trajectory for his life after college. Strangely enough, he has managed to land himself in a position where the most responsible choice would be to go into video game design. Yes, really.

During his years at Yale, Mechner made his first commercial game: Karateka for Apple II, published by Broderbund. It happens to be topping the Billboard software rankings right as he is graduating. Not bad at all for a college student's side project, and definitely part of the explanation for his grades. Karateka is going to keep earning him significant royalties for years to come, allowing him to take on his next project without any advance.

Broderbund would be more than happy to work with Mechner on another game - ideally a sequel to Karateka - so there's only one problem: He isn't really sure if he wants to go on making video games. His great passion is movies, which has also been distracting him from his coursework, and now he’s worried that continuing with games will just be a way to give himself permission to put off the hardships of trying to break into the world of filmmaking.

While screenwriting is pulling him away from starting on a new game, there is also a push-factor: the idea of sitting himself down to code makes him anxious. Like a woman who has just had a child, Mechner remembers the trauma of giving birth to Karateka. He knows that for every night of creative design and storytelling comes nine nights of lonely, grueling programming. He doesn’t seem to be doubting his own technical acumen, as much as he is questioning whether he wants to make a new game enough to push himself through all this work.

Despite all these doubts, Mechner lands in Los Angeles one year later to make Prince of Persia. In his luggage is a contract for 15% royalties and videotaped footage of his brother running, jumping and climbing. Oh, and also a highly unrealistic timetable:


“I figure it’ll take me a year to do the game, (...)” (p. 22) Kindle Edition



The man who chases two rabbits

September, 1986, Los Angeles. Having himself installed in the Broderbund offices, Mechner puts in some solid work on Prince of Persia. His first challenge is to get live action video from analog tape (remember, this is forever ago) into his computer. Mechner’s vision is to make a game that bridges the gap from very primitive graphics, that sort of help you imagine whatever they are supposed to represent, to lifelike animations with a feeling of weight to them that include the rest of the fucking owl.[image: ]

To achieve this effect, Mechner employs a technique called rotoscoping, which basically involves going through video footage frame by frame and tracing the outlines. It is well-known in the world of filmmaking, for instance from Disney’s animated movies, but not very practical for video games, both because of the additional work that goes into digitizing and the unforgiving memory limitations of the computers of the time.

Mechner runs into a series of technical issues with getting sufficient contrast in his images to enable him to automatically read them into the computer. In desperation, he resorts to buying a very expensive piece of video equipment with a credit card, using it and then returning it for a full refund.

In the middle of this, Broderbund moves offices. Mechner succumbs to the temptation of trying to work from home and starts slipping back into his recurring habit of procrastination. Some things never change.

It is in May, 1987 that disaster strikes:


BIG NEWS. Virginia Giritlian of Leading Artists called to say she loved my script. She’s given it to her boss Jim Berkus to read and will get back to me in the next couple of days.

The Making of Prince of Persia (p. 44). Kindle Edition.



A few months later, Mechner comments that it would be ideal if he could finish the game, achieve some kind of closure and devote himself 100% to screenwriting. He spends his time meeting agents, writing and rewriting scripts and getting strung along with non-committal offers until a string of rejections cruelly wakes him from his world of dreams in the beginning of 1988:


On impulse, more to escape cabin fever than anything else, I drove into Broderbund and actually put in a full day of work (...). I was startled to realize that the most recent code printouts in my folder are dated March 26, 1987. (...) What the hell have I been doing for eight months?

The Making of Prince of Persia (p. 51). Kindle Edition.



Soured by his failed love affair with screenwriting, Mechner firmly sidelines his mistress and returns to Prince of Persia with the full attention of an affectionate husband. It is startling how close the game came to being canceled before it was saved by a handful of producers rejecting Mechner’s scripts.


A week ago, I’d pretty much given up on the game. I only had to take the final step - a formality, really - of informing Ed that the project was dead.

The Making of Prince of Persia (p. 57). Kindle Edition.



Behind every successful man is a woman

June, 1988. Prince of Persia is at least a full year behind Mechner’s original timetable. Time and time again, we get examples of how different Prince of Persia was in the earlier stages, and how crucial Tomi Pierce was to him getting it right. She was a colleague at Broderbund, working on educational games, as well as a personal friend of his. They would later go on to collaborate on a game called The Last Express.

Roughly two years into development, Prince of Persia has no enemies. Mechner explains that the elaborate animations for the prince don't leave enough memory in the computer for any additional characters. Pierce suggests the common workarounds, basically reusing the prince’s animations with small changes, but Mechner thinks that the prince has too much of a cute feel to him for this to work well. Pierce persists, convinced that the game needs more conflict and combat, until Mechner comes up with the idea of using a combination of bit-shifting and XOR to create a ghostly counterpart to the prince.

Thus the shadow is born, not from any sort of artistic vision, but simply from trying to circumvent the technical limitations of the Apple II. Restrictions breed creativity, as they say. Pierce baptizes the new antagonist Shadow Man: within the day, Mechner has the animation implemented in code. Another colleague seeing Mechner’s demo comes up with the idea of the magic mirror (level 4), and the full shadow storyline concluding with the melding (level 12) is hammered out immediately.


“You’ll sell a billion copies,” Tomi predicted. (p. 62) Kindle Edition



Gradually, time is beginning to catch up with Mechner. Royalties from Karateka, his only revenue stream, is beginning to dry up. Worse yet, the market for video games for Apple II is looking increasingly barren - the system is more than ten years old by now, rapidly losing market share to PC, Amiga and Nintendo. The game needs to ship: ideally yesterday. Pinned by Brian, he commits to a QA-ready version in eight weeks.

At the same time, his game is not actually working as a game. Within three days of journal notes, Mechner identifies the problem in excruciating detail:


“I like games where you can shoot things. Your game has no rewards except getting to the next level. It’s all survival and no triumph.” - Tomi

She’s right about POP. It’s empty and lifeless. I don’t know if even the shadow man and swordfighting will change that. (...)

What is the point in running, running to get to the exit, if all it gets you is more of the same? (...) What makes a game fun? Tension/release, tension/release. (...) Running, jumping and climbing, no matter how beautifully animated, hold your attention for maybe the first three screens. Then you start to wonder: when is something going to happen_? (...) There needs to be sub-goals. Places where you can say: “Whew! Did it! (...) What’s next?”_

If the sub-goal is “solving the level”, you need a consistent visual indicator of how close you are. You don’t just stumble on the exit. (...) That’s why collect-the-dots games like Lode Runner and Pac-Man always show the entire screen at once. (...) But POP doesn’t. (...)

The Making of Prince of Persia (p. 68-72), excerpted. Kindle Edition.



Mechner is not content with identifying problems: he simultaneously lays out his solutions, which deserve a massive block quote. Here, we can get a glimpse of the thought processes that enabled him to make a fantastic game, including his conscious awareness of what I have been calling the one weird trick:


How can I be so up on screenplay story structure, and so blind when it comes to my own games?

A story doesn’t move forward until a character wants something. So - a game doesn’t move forward until the player wants something. Five seconds after you press start, you’d better know the answer to the question: “What do I want to happen?”

There always has to be a range of possible outcomes, some better than others, so you’re constantly thinking: “Good… Bad… Terrible.” Every event has to move you closer or further away from your goal, or it’s not an event, it’s just window dressing.

The overall goal of POP is to get the girl. But that’s not a strong enough magnet to pull the player through all that distance. It needs sub-goals.

Beating a guard in Karateka buys you time to gain distance. You want to get closer to the palace because the princess is there; every guard you beat brings you closer. It’s simple, but it works. In psychological terms, it even follows the classic addictive pattern of diminishing rewards: each subsequent guard is harder to kill, and gives you a smaller reward for your pains, until you reach the intermediate goal (the end of the level), at which point there’s a bigger reward, and things get easier again… for a while.

Getting through a dungeon in Prince of Persia doesn’t give that satisfying feeling of getting closer to the goal. Partly because it all looks pretty much the same. That, I can fix.

But there’s another key element in the story structure that also applies to games, and is missing from this one: The Opponent. Someone competing for the same goal as the hero, or trying to stop him from attaining it. The more human, the better. (The days of Asteroids and Pinball are over.)

In this case (we’re short on time, so let’s use the opponent we’ve already got), it’s Shadow Man_._

Some games boast a whole series of different opponents. (According to Truby, this is characteristic of Myth, and it weakens the story.) We’ll make the shadow man your opponent for the entire game. You’re competing for hit points. Each blow you deal him weakens him. Each power dot you eat makes you stronger. But if he gets there first and he eats it, he gets stronger. So when you face each other with crossed swords, the balance of power is not predetermined (as in Karateka), but is the result of your own actions thus far in the game.

It links the combat with the running-around. It’s brilliant. I love it!

The Making of Prince of Persia (p. 72-74). Kindle Edition.



Mechner was originally envisioning a game resembling Lode Runner, heavy on exploration and difficult puzzles across 50 (!) levels completely without combat. Swordfighting, probably the most memorable part of the whole game, edges its way into the game in the final months of 1988. Mechner’s pivot from puzzles to action and narrative reorients the entire game. In his own words: Ten easy levels. You start in the dungeon, you end with the princess. (While this is pretty much the final state of the game, he still hasn’t actually committed to this idea: instead he is playing around with a Mario-like design: Your princess is in another castle!, with four increasingly difficult sets of levels.)


So there it is: Slap a story frame on it. Add combat. Design ten easy levels. That’s Prince of Persia_. The rest is a bonus._

The Making of Prince of Persia (p. 77). Kindle Edition.



Mechner ends 1988 with a New Year’s Resolution: Finish Prince of Persia by July, 1989. With swordfighting in the game, which looks great and feels fun, he is now once again convinced that his game is going to be the greatest of all time.


Tomi was right all along. “Combat! Combat! Combat!” (p. 80) Kindle Edition

I’ll put in the little white mouse because I said I would, and because I’’ll never hear the end of it from Tomi if I don’t (...). (p. 105) Kindle Edition



Man never is, but always to be blest

From 1989 and on out, things are falling into place. Mechner works long days converting visions and sketches to working game code as well as sanding down all the rough edges. The skeleton (level 3) is briefly mentioned. Tina LaDeau, the eighteen year old daughter of a co-worker, is invited into the offices to serve as reference for the princess’ animations in the game’s intro and outro. Mechner comments on her beauty in the journal on multiple occasions: She’s a fox and It’s a drag, having to spend hours reviewing video footage of this girl in slo-mo and frame-advance, but these are the sacrifices I have to make to get this game done. Remember, he’s just 25 years old and this was supposed to be his personal diary.[image: ]

He has to deal more and more with teams of people - designers, marketers, programmers. This mostly seems to irritate him, partially because these people fail to do what he wants them to do, but also (mostly?) because he can sense that his own soft skills are holding him back. The women in marketing get lambasted in particular, both for not putting enough of a push behind a game with enormous potential and for censoring the box art by requesting an extra layer of “sports bra” under the princess’ top.

Various technical issues and small arguments notwithstanding, the overall story is that the game is finished, universally lauded and ultimately very successful despite a bit of a rough start. The game is so captivating that it doesn’t need a carefully engineered marketing push to pick up steam: despite launching on a heavily outdated platform, there’s no force greater than word-of-mouth.

Broderbund starts talking about sequels and Mechner starts thinking about screenwriting. Having become somewhat wealthy and a minor celebrity, he decides to go hands-off on Prince of Persia 2, contributing on the design remotely while going off to live in France, studying filmmaking at NYU and eventually, making a documentary film in Cuba and writing a graphic novel.

Why? I’m not a psychiatrist, so I don’t exactly have a qualified opinion, but it also means that I can happily speculate on Mechner’s psychology without running afoul of the Goldwater rule.

Mechner held a talk at Gamelab Barcelona in 2015, ostensibly about Prince of Persia, but mostly about his own psyche, called The Shadow and the Flame: Facing our Dark Side in Video Games and in Life. In it, he talks about the shadow, both as it appears in Prince of Persia and as a concept from Jungian psychology. During socialization, he explains, we learn that certain parts of ourselves are impermissible and we fragment ourselves into an ideal, conceptualized as our true self, and a shadow, the parts of ourselves that we reject out of necessity. We try to suppress our shadow, but like in Prince of Persia, the shadow is us and whatever harm we do to it, we must suffer ourselves. We cannot find peace while living at war with ourselves - we must, like the prince, sheathe our sword and embrace the shadow - not capitulating to it and not succumbing to our vices, but accepting it as a valid part of ourselves.[image: ]

In Facing our Dark Side, Mechner talks about how he was feeling down in his year off after his success with Prince of Persia: “Actually, I wasn’t having that much fun. (...) It’s as if there was some voice inside me, that didn’t want to celebrate, that didn’t want to feel, you know, like a big shot. (...) I was a little bit embarrassed that I hadn’t had a better time. (...) There was something inside me that year that made me feel like this was not the time to celebrate, this was not the time to have fun, that what I need was not to be raised up, but to be cast down.”

Jordan Mechner - or at least that version of him that I imagine that I know through his journal - is brilliant and ambitious. His problem is that the only thing he craves more than success is failure. While making Prince of Persia, particularly in the first few years, he constantly flip-flops between thinking he is making the greatest game ever and despairing that in the unlikely case that he manages to finish the it, it won’t make any difference because it wouldn’t fun anyway.

For whatever reason - going by his Gamelab talk, perhaps there is a Renhcem running around stealing his big red potions - Mechner has such an overwhelming sense of ambition that he cannot help but chase after success, but like a dog chasing a car in the streets, it doesn’t give do him much good to actually catch it. Having become a star video game designer, he shies away from that business to study film and make niche documentary movies. When returning to video games, he makes an experimental story-based game in his own independent studio along with Tomi Pierce. Perhaps, like a gambler, it is not really about the winnings, but about that feeling of balancing on the cusp between success and failure. Perhaps it is that he feels like he has so much to prove that having a clear path towards success is not good enough, but that it is only triumphing against all odds that tastes like victory.

Regardless, we must hope that he has made peace with his shadow in the intervening years.


Sometimes I like to get ice cream, just for myself, and I don’t bring it home to the family, and I don’t tell them that I went and I got an ice cream. It’s amazing how happy that makes me feel.

Jordan Mechner, The Shadow and the Flame, Facing our Dark Side. Timestamp: 1:01:19.



Aeternitas longa, ars brevis

Full disclosure: while I’m not actually Jordan Mechner, I am most likely wearing the nostalgia goggles. Prince of Persia was one of my childhood games. I replay it every once in a while, perhaps every five years, and it keeps striking me as a beautifully simple and wonderfully clever game. Usually, what I appreciate in a game is the complicated interactions with deep strategic implications. Prince of Persia is in many ways the opposite, offering little strategic depth, but dozens of tense and satisfying scenes.

Nonetheless, the old Prince of Persia game is for all practical purposes a relic of the past. It lives on in the minds of those who played it decades ago, but it fades into obscurity one funeral at a time. And while this is inevitable for a game designed to fit within the technical limitations of a bygone era, it feels deeply unjust. Prince of Persia is a masterpiece. It has so much to teach about the intersection between storytelling and video games. It seems cruel that this piece of art, by virtue of being a video game, must die so young: that it is torn from us, while plays and symphonies and novels are afforded eternal lives.

So in a sense, this review is my attempt to preserve a part of its essence. Not the butterfly itself, alive and fluttering its wings, but at least the form it has left behind, pinned with a needle and put inside of a frame.

And in a sense, all of art is ephemeral, only on different time scales. Self-rerential memes and parodies have the shortest shelf lives, but paintings fade, buildings crumble, and even digitally preserved text loses its meaning over time as the cultural context changes. We already struggle to appreciate the Iliad’s grounding in Greek mythology or even to empathize with the constant, ravenous hunger of the children in Charles Dickens’ novels.[image: ]

There is a ritual in Buddhist temples in Tibet, of painstakingly creating elaborate pieces of art from grains of colored sand, but then destroying them immediately upon completion. I don’t know if this is the intended significance of the sand mandalas, but I like to think of them as a reminder that everything that is put together must eventually come apart, and an encouragement to accept this. We can, in a sense, think of this as the shadow of art - we should strive for longevity, but if we try to impose permanence on art, we condemn ourselves both to a futile struggle to preserve and an unending mourning for what has been lost.

And somewhat strangely, there is consolation to be found in this: that nothing is forever: All go to one place; all come from dust, and all return to dust. For if this constant churn of entropy and creation is simply the natural order of things, then there can be no injustice.


This is Tomi Pierce. [Slide: picture of her riding a horse. Caption: Tomi Pierce (1953 - 2010)] She passed away five years ago. I just want to take this moment to acknowledge her contribution to those games - and to my life. She was my best friend and I really miss her.

Jordan Mechner, The Shadow and the Flame, Facing our Dark Side. Timestamp: 0:53:24.



Resources and further reading

Talk by Jordan Mechner:

Jordan Mechner: The Shadow and the Flame: Facing our Dark Side in Video Games and in Life

Text interview with Jordan Mechner:

The DeanBeat: How Jordan Mechner shepherded Prince of Persia across 30 years | VentureBeat

The story of Prince of Persia’s box art:

How Prince of Persia's box art unexpectedly contributed to its success

Tomi Pierce’s obituary:

In memoriam Tomi Pierce | Facebook

Current speedrun world record:

Prince of persia speedrun any% World Record in 12:20.00 by higlak

Complete pacifist playthrough:

Let's Play (Pacifist) Prince of Persia 1 (DOS)

Jordan Mechner’s YouTube channel, including a number of behind-the-scenes videos:

Jordan Mechner - YouTube

Endnotes

The Game of Persia: I use the nicer and more familiar 1990 DOS port of Prince of Persia for all the screenshots and GIFs. This particular port was developed and published by Broderbund, under Mechner’s oversight, and is according to him the “definitive” version of the game.

The Game of Persia, section: On purpose, I wrote this whole section before reading Mechner’s journal. I was prepared to do heavy editing, combining my own misguided guesses about design intent with the authoritative truth from the horse’s own mouth. It turned out to be unnecessary - practically everything I was tempted to “read into” the game is actually backed up by the journal.

The Game of Persia, introduction: The input buffers may have been introduced to work with the realistic animations in the game. Mario allows the player to jump whenever he feels like, but Prince of Persia has to line up the start of a jump with the actual steps of the running animation.

Levels: I have renamed the levels: Mechner gave them names that are only used in the game’s internals and that are never exposed to the player: some of these are abbreviations or codes. Mehcner’s names are given in the parentheses.

Level 1: There are actually two different sequence breaks in this level. It is possible to lure the guard forward and circumvent him by doing a second loop through your starting cell. It is also possible, with extremely precise timing, to simply jump past the guard unarmed. In either case, the prince will start the next level with a sword, regardless of whether he actually found it in this level. The first of these sequence breaks is probably intentional, the second almost surely not.

Level 2 and many other levels: There are more or less well hidden big red power up potions scattered throughout the levels. These are generally placed in a way that incentivizes extra risk or clever exploration. For the sake of brevity, I have omitted most of them.

Level 3: Mechner shows this clip from Indiana Jones during his Gamelab talk.

Level 3: The only real justification for splitting level 3 into two halves is the existence of a respawn checkpoint after the dramatic gate jump. Aside from this, there is only a single level: the two unrelated narrative highlights makes this splitting in halves extra convenient.

Level 5: The thief scene has a quite ugly design flaw. The timing of the shadow drinking the big red potion does guarantee that he will steal it from the prince: however, if trying to go as fast as possible, the prince will actually be able to catch up with and pass/clip through the shadow. Nothing really happens, but it looks like quirky and unintended behavior, and undermines the mystique of the shadow and particularly the moment in level 12 where the prince merges with the shadow. If the two can merge like this, why doesn’t this happen already here?

Level 7: It is possible to redo roughly half the level after getting stuck at the big red potion. The green feather fall potion will be gone, but you can survive the drop without it by hanging from the ledge. However, this presents many extra possibilities to mess up and die. Most players will simply find themselves punished for their greed. It is also possible to reach it from a different direction by carefully mapping the level or making a leap of faith.

Level 8: In a tweet, Mechner says that he doesn’t remember what this cryptic name signifies. His best guess is that it is simply a date: perhaps he designed the level on the 29th of March. These level names are never exposed to the player: they exist only in the game’s internal data structures and developer’s documentation.

Level 8: While it takes some serious speed, it is entirely possible to get in and out of the dead end before the gate closes, such that the mouse’s help isn’t needed. In particular, it requires you to be very comfortable with the timing of the chompers (Mechner calls them slicers in his journal).

Level 12: The shadow happens to have exactly 4 hit points, which matches the prince’s starting 3 plus one from drinking a big red potion. Coincidence? Maybe, but why ruin something beautiful with skepticism.

Level 13 & 14: In game, these are numbered as level 12; the whole tower climb, shadow fight, Jaffar fight and approach the princess’ chambers is conceptualized as a single level but programmed as 3 distinct levels.

Do I Want to Make Another Game: Karateka was Mechner’s first published game. He made a number of other games earlier on, essentially growing up with an Apple II.

The Man Who Chases: Baghdad was Mehcner’s original working title for the game, used in the journal. Ed Badasov at Broderbund came up with the Prince of Persia-name, originally as another working title, which eventually became the actual name of the game.

Behind Every Successful Man: Mechner will later find a proper solution to the memory limitation that allows him to fit in the normal guards and swordfighting that are in the game.

Man Never Is: The “sports bra” was added on top of the original box art to make the image a bit less risque. It is a thin, brighter green line added inside of the rest of the top. Details and a bigger image can be found under Resources and further reading.

Aeternis Longa: All go to one place… is Ecclesiastes 3:20.

Aeternis Longa: I must emphasize that Mechner’s journal is difficult to read, much more so than Prince of Persia is a difficult game to play and appreciate for a modern audience. It was not written to be published or really to be understood by anyone other than Mechner himself. Combining patience and familiarity with the source material, it is possible to find valuable insights into both how the Prince of Persia was made and how Mechner’s experienced this whole process. However, the journal does not do the best work of establishing context. Judicious use of search, both within the book and on the Internet, is recommended.




The Making of the Atomic Bomb - Richard Rhodes (Review 1)

“It is a profound and necessary truth that the deep things in science are found not because they are useful; they are found because it was possible to find them” - J. Robert Oppenheimer.

This is a really brilliant and terrifying book. I decided to read something about the Manhattan Project because I’ve been feeling a chill at the back of my neck lately, the same chill I’m sure many of you have been feeling, and the Bomb seems to me to be the only real parallel we have with the cause of that chill, though those parallels are necessarily imperfect. I went with Rhodes because it was particularly well reviewed - it won a Pulitzer and a bunch of other prizes- but I got a whole lot more than I bargained for.

Rhoades doesn’t start with the Manhattan Project but begins with the origins of the field of nuclear physics, and devotes well over one third of the book to the development of nuclear science from Ruhterford and his discovery of the nucleus, through to the discovery of nuclear fission in 1938, the final discovery which made the bomb possible. It takes well over three hundred pages before we get anywhere near the manhattan project, and the book is divided into three distinct parts: 1) the development of nuclear science from Rutherford to fission, 2) building the bomb, and a short part 3) on using the bomb, the trinity test and a necessarily harrowing account of Hiroshima.

The narrative jumps forward briefly at the start, beginning en media res on the 12th of September 1933 with the émigré Hungarian Jewish physicist, and Martian, Leo Szillard standing on a rainy street corner in London. Foreseeing war he had left the continent, having previously worked in Germany, and, after reading that morning in The Times that Ernest Ruthorford - fellow genius and founding father of the field - had declared that “anyone who looked for a source of power in the transformation of atoms was talking moonshine,” he went for a stroll, as was his habit, to properly think about the problem. Szilard later recalled that “pronouncements of experts to the effect that something cannot be done have always irritated me” and “this sort of set me pondering… It occurred to me that neutrons… do not need to ionise [i.e.interact electrically with] the substance through which they pass. Consequently, neutrons need not stop until they hit a nucleus with which they may react.” He was not the first to understand that a neutron could pass through the positive electrical barrier of the nucleus, but he was the first to recognise a mechanism by which more energy would be released by the bombardment of the nucleus by the neutron than the neutron itself supplied; “as the light changed to green and I crossed the street,” recalled Szillard, it “suddenly occurred to me that if we could find an element which is split by neutrons and which would emit two neutrons when it absorbs one neutron, such an element, if assembled in sufficiently large mass, could sustain a nuclear reaction. I didn’t see at the moment just how one would go about finding such an element, or what experiments would be needed, but the idea never left me. In certain circumstances it might be possible to set up a nuclear chain reaction, liberate energy on an industrial scale, and construct atomic bombs.”

The idea of the atomic bomb had existed for a while, though no one had previously understood how they could be made. In 1914, shortly before the outbreak of WWI, H.G. Wells had published The World Set Free, a novel which imagines nuclear bombs and a nuclear war between the world's major powers - the first text to mention the possibility of the bomb. It had been understood since Einstein had revealed that Mass is Energy that there are immense amounts of energy latent in atoms. In any radioactive element energy is constantly being released, though the time frames of that release can be monumental; the half life of uranium 238 is ~4.5 billion years, for example, but the total amount of energy released over that time is monumental too. It was a small imaginative leap for an author like Wells to think about what would happen if you were to find a way to release all of that energy incredibly quickly instead of incredibly slowly. Szilard had read The World Set Free some years before, and on that rainy day in London he understood for the first time the method by which a nuclear bomb could be moved from fiction to reality. He didn’t, however, have any idea how, or desire to, proceed. He quietly filed some secret patents concerning a “neutron induced nuclear chain reaction,” hoping to throw a legal wrench into proceedings if anyone should try to build a bomb, but otherwise he kept his discovery to himself.

Rhoades narrative then jumps back towards the beginnings of the field, working from Rutherford’s discovery of the nucleus (‘nuclear’ physics being physics concerned with the study of atomic nuclei), through Bohr and his discovery of the structure of the atom, through Chadwick's discovery of the neutron in 1932, and to the discovery of nuclear fission in 1938, the final fundamental pre-bomb discovery, with many other stops and diversions along the way. I don’t have the space here to even scratch the surface of this story here, of geniuses working with very limited resources, blundering in small, poorly lit labs with often incredibly simple, ingeniously designed experiments, but I will say that it left me with, aside from a profound admiration for their abilities, the - in hindsight obvious - insight that none of them had any idea what they were working towards unleashing. Physics was a uniquely hot field at the time, and scientists were making fundamental discovery after fundamental discovery, and nobody knew what was coming next. No matter how smart, no matter how expert they were, nobody had a clue. Rutherford’s moonshine comment is richly ironic, and very amusing in hindsight, but it should also terrify us. Oppenheimer, who was a considerable literary talent as well as a scientific genius, sums it up best; “It is a profound and necessary truth that the deep things in science are found not because they are useful; they are found because it was possible to find them.”

This is a brilliant book, genuinely, but do be warned that Rhoades will spend pages at a time discussing some obscure experiment or other. At times this story is absolutely fascinating and thoroughly enjoyable, at times just fine, at times genuinely difficult - I confess to having to go over the same set of paragraphs three or four times to try and get their full meaning - and at times absolutely excruciating. I came close to leaving the book down and never picking it up again at least twice. I don’t think Rhoads is to blame for this per se - he has obviously resolved to be thorough in covering every aspect of the story, and being thorough on every aspect of the story of the development of nuclear physics may mean occasionally sending your readers to sleep. But this absolute thoroughness is what makes the book worth reading; it is thorough in every regard, including, thankfully, those that are most fascinating.

After ~250 (occasionally gruelling) pages we come to the final fundamental scientific breakthrough needed to build a bomb. This was the discovery by the chemists Otto Hahn and Friedrich Strassmann of nuclear fission - the splitting of atoms - though they did not fully understand what they were looking at. It was Hahn’s former partner Lise Meitner and her nephew Otto Frisch, two more Jewish physicists who had fled the Nazis, who made theoretical sense of Hahn and Strassmann discoveries. The fact that it was two chemists who did not know what they were looking for, or at, who discovered fission is, Rhodes says, as if “a maker of hand axes had discovered fire by striking flints while the sorcerers pondered how to harness lightning.”

Metiner and Frisch, who began to prepare papers explaining the theoretical underpinnings of the new phenomenon, told Neils Bohr, who was about to sail to America, about the discovery. Upon his arrival in January 1939 word of the discovery of fission spread rapidly amongst American physicists. The finest minds were quick to grasp the potential implications. Within about a week of Bohr's arrival, and well before any papers were published,  Enrico Fermi was looking out at Manhattan, cupping his hands “as if he were holding a ball” and telling a colleague, “a little bomb like that… and it would all disappear.” On the opposite side of the continent, recalled one of his students, “there was on the blackboard in Robert Oppenheimer’s office a drawing - a very bad, an execrable drawing - of a bomb.” Thus ends part one.

[image: ]

[Above: Sketches from 1942 of various possible bomb designs]

Baby Steps

Many still doubted that a bomb was possible - the main reason for scientific doubt was the question of whether a chain reaction could actually occur in uranium after it had fissioned - this depended on whether the neutrons released by the first fissioning uranium atom would split the nucleus of the next atoms they encountered or whether they would be merely absorbed into the nucleus. If too many of them were absorbed and not enough of them split nuclei in subsequent generations then a chain reaction would not occur. There was as of yet no good evidence either way, and experiment was required to verify which case was true.

Fermi now began to row back from his initial reaction to the news of the discovery of fission, and he and Szilard began to disagree on how to proceed. Fermi began to believe that “talk of developing fission into a weapon of war was absurdly premature” while Szilard drew the opposite conclusion about how to proceed, believing that even if the bomb was a remote possibility - which there was now no real reason to believe - it would be a technology of such serious consequence that the possibility that it might be possible meant that it had to be treated with the utmost attention and seriousness. He later recalled of this time that “Fermi thought that the conservative thing to do was to play down the possibility that [a chain reaction] may happen, and I thought the conservative thing to do was to assume that it would happen and take all the necessary precautions.” Isidor Isaac Rabi, another emigre Jewish physicist living in America, and ally of Szilard, confronted Fermi about his belief that the bomb was “nuts!... a remote possibility.” Rabi asked Fermi to put a number on how remote his remote possibility was, and Fermi responded “well, ten percent.” Rabi exploded; “Ten per cent is not a remote possibility if it means that we may die of it. If I have pneumonia and the doctor tells me that there is a remote possibility that I might die, and it’s ten percent, I get excited about it!” I won’t belabour the point.

Fermi, who was the great experimentalist, began to undertake the necessary experiments to verify whether neutrons would indeed be emitted in the fission of uranium, a series of experiments that Rhoades describes in detail, and which culminated in the building of the world's first man made nuclear reactor, Chicago Pile 1. Szilard, on the other hand, decided that he had to act as if the chain reaction was indeed possible, and so he decided to alert the proper authorities to the possibility of the bomb. He was himself not a high profile enough persona to attract the necessary attention, so he enlisted Einstein as an intermediary, first to contact the Belgians - the Belgian Congo was then the world's best source of uranium ore - to warn them not to sell any to the Nazis, and then to approach the U.S. government. Szilard and Eugene Wigner wrote a letter to Roosevelt, and Einstein, who had not previously considered the bomb possible, and who perhaps still thought it only a remote possibility, agreed to sign it. The letter warned about the possibility of the bomb, and highlighted especially the risk that Germany might build it first. The letter was written, signed and sent in August, but because of Nazi invasion of Poland in September Roosevelt was not briefed on the letter until October. To his credit Roosevelt, himself as much a genius in his arena as anyone else in this story, immediately understood how significant such a device could be and instructed that the possibility of building an atomic bomb be thoroughly investigated. Roosevelt was specifically concerned to make sure “that the Nazis don't blow us up.” Like many he would have preferred that a bomb not be possible, but recognised that if it was possible then it was absolutely essential that America get it first.

Things, however, moved slowly. Roosevelt had some other pressing matters to attend to, as I’m sure you can imagine, and bureaucrats at every level were concerned not to waste vast and essential resources pursuing something which many still believed to be “moonshine,” or at any rate they wanted to avoid the blame for any such waste and failure, and this dynamic began to strangle the project. The Army was particularly sceptical, and one of the senior officers assigned to the first committees established to investigate the possibility of the bomb berated its scientific members, which included Nobel Laureates, declaring that it is “not weapons which win the wars, but the morale of the troops.” The navy was more intelligent, but wanted to direct any effort away from building bombs and towards building nuclear powered engines for their submarines, which would allow them to stay underwater for much longer periods than internal combustion engines, a good idea which Rickover would later nail, but a paltry application of the technology in comparison with the potential of the bomb. The scientists despaired, fearing they were losing time while the Nazis raced ahead, and, following an illusory initial burst of activity, things ground more or less to a halt, excepting for the allocation of a meagre six thousand dollars for Fermi to begin his experiments.

The British, and as an Irishman it pains/joys me to say this, deserve full credit/blame for getting the ball rolling again. They, unlike the Americans, were at war, and were taking things much more seriously. A committee, bizarrely named MAUD after Niels Bohrs housekeeper, investigated the possibility of building a bomb. After conducting various experiments, which again Rhodes describes in detail but I won't, in 1941 spring James Chadwick, the 1935 Nobel laureate, wrote the final draft of the MAUD report, which concluded that a bomb was indeed possible and that it could be built within three years. In 1969 Chadwick, who had discovered the neutron, described the effect this realisation had on him; “I remember the spring of 1941 to this day. I realised then that a nuclear bomb was not only possible - it was inevitable. Sooner or later these ideas could not be peculiar to us. Everybody would think about them before long, and some country would put them into action… and there was nobody to talk to about it. I had many sleepless nights. But I did realise how very very serious it could be. And I had then to start taking sleeping pills. It was the only remedy. I’ve never stopped since then. It’s 28 years, and I don’t think I’ve missed a single night in all those 28 years.”

By October 1941, accepting that they did not have the resources to undertake the project, the British passed the MAUD report along to the Americans and its conclusions began to re-energise their effort to build the bomb. In November the Americans, after verifying the British findings, had concluded that “a fission bomb of superlative destructive power will result from bringing quickly together a sufficient mass of element U235. This seems to be as sure as any untried prediction based upon theory and experiment can be,” and calculated that the critical mass of U235 would be somewhere between 2 kg and 100 kg, small enough to be dropped from a plane (in the letter to Roosevelt it had been proposed that the bomb might be put on a ship, sailed into a port, and then detonated). After the attack on Pearl Harbour in December, the Americans finally began to behave with real urgency.

The race that never was

All of these delays heightened the sense that the Allied effort was far behind where it should be; the Manhattan project did not get going seriously until 1942, and a bomb would not be ready - at best - for another three years. The Einstein-Szilard letter had been sent in 1939, Hahn and Strassman - Germans - had discovered fission in 1938, and Szilard had hypothesised a nuclear chain reaction as early as 1933. Allied scientists were horrified at all the time that had been lost, they felt they were in a race against the worst people in the world, for the most powerful, pivotal technology in history, and that they were perhaps irretrievably far behind. This is what would spur, when they were finally given the resources, many of the scientists into basically a frenzy of insane hard work from 1942 - 1945, and what finally convinced the government to devote the vast resources that would be necessary to the project.

James Conant, president of Harvard, one of the people charged by Roosevelt with determining whether the bomb was feasible and should be pursued had not himself been convinced that a bomb was possible by any technical argument, but was convinced to support the bomb programme purely by the level of concern other scientists showed: “if this task is as important as you men say… we must get going… if such a weapon is going to be made, we must do it first. We can’t afford not to.” Fermi had begged Conant “almost in tears, to help get the atomic programme rolling.” Arthur Compton, 1927 Nobel laureate, who was charged with more or less the same responsibilities as Conant, and who also doubted that a bomb could really be built, decided to throw his weight behind the programme because; “It will not be a calamity if, when we get the answers to the uranium problem, they turn out to be negative from a military point of view, but if the answers are fantastically positive and we fail to get them first, the results for our country may well be tragic disaster.” As the critical decisions were finally being made in early 1942, chief scientific advisor to the president Vannevar Bush reported that “we may be engaged in a race towards realisation” but with “no indication of the status of the enemy programme.” Naturally many assumed the very worst, that the Nazis had raced ahead. In early 1942 Bush and Eugene Wigner reported that “like us they [Nazi Germany] have had three years since the discovery of fission to prepare a bomb. Assuming they know about [plutonium], they could run a heavy water pile for two months at 100,000kw and produce six kilograms of it; thus it would be possible for them to have six bombs by the end of this year.” Leo Szilard shared the same fears; “In 1939 the Government of the United states was given a unique opportunity by providence, this opportunity was lost. Nobody can now tell whether we shall be ready before German bombs wipe out American cities.” When Hans Bethe, a German who had been forced to flee his homeland because of his Jewish ancestry, began to become involved with the project, he hesitated. He later recalled that his wife “asked me to consider carefully whether I really wanted to continue to work on this. Finally I decided to do it … a terrible thing… [but] the Germans were presumably doing it.”

All of this is to say that America would absolutely not have built the first atomic bomb as quickly as it did - who knows how much longer it would have taken - if pretty much every nuclear scientist of note at the time, demented with fears about the Nazis getting there first, had not been screaming at the government that (and this isn’t verbatim) “we are in a race for the most powerful, devastating technology in history, against the worst people in history, and we are losing.”

They were, however, completely wrong; the Germans had gotten nowhere. Nazi self sabotage was immense. For starters they had either forced into exile or decided to murder most of their best scientific and engineering talent. Here's a brief and incomplete list of some of the most important scientists who not only fled Europe, but went on to make significant contributions to the Manhattan Project.


	Leo Szilard - Chain reaction, Saw the bomb was possible, Martian.

	John Von Neuman - explosive lenses, (not eyewear, incredibly impressive, extremely difficult to explain, Rhoades does a great job - one of the best parts of the book), essential to building Fat man and later the Hydrogen bomb - Martian, possibly the smartest man who ever lived

	James Franck - director of chemistry at Los Alamos - 1925 Nobel

	Isidor Isaac Rabi - consultant at los alamos - 1944 Nobel

	Enrico Fermi - “Architect of the nuclear age” - not Jewish but his wife was, 1938 Nobel

	Neihls Bohr - discovered the structure of the Atom, consultant at Los Alamos, 1922 Nobel, another contender for smartest man to ever live.

	Otto Frish - explained fission with his aunt Lise Meitner, who was stranded in Sweden - helped determine critical mass - probably should have won the Nobel

	Edward Teller - “Father of the Hydrogen bomb,” Martian

	Hans Bethe - critical mass calculations, implosion theory - 1967 Nobel

	Rudolf Peierls - key to the measurements behind MAUD, first to realise U235 was the key - detonation mechanisms at Los Alamos

	Klaus Fuchs - critical mass calculations with Peierls, MAUD, soviet spy

	Stanislaw Ulam - lenses with von Neuman - his entire family was murdered in the holocaust.

	Albert Einstein - Einstein! Lent his name to the letter to Roosevelt that set the wheels in motion, stayed away from Los Alamos. 1921 Nobel. Another contender for smartest man to ever live.



I’m sure I’ve missed some, but I think I’ve made my point. The Nazis scored the greatest own goal in history, making a whole bunch of the smartest men in the world hate them with a burning passion, and driving those very smart men to come together to build the most terrible weapon the world had ever seen, with the intention of using it against them. Luckily for Germany they lost the war before it was ready. There were other reasons for German failure; their (remaining) scientists did conclude the bomb was possible, but hesitated about whether it could be achieved with the resources at Germany's disposal during the current war. Germany, unlike the United States, did not have any resources to spare, certainly not on a speculative bet, which any bomb project would be. Before the war Germany already had a far smaller economy and stock of industrial resources than the United States, and as the war advanced building the bomb became a near physical impossibility as the US and British air forces were in the process of reducing the Rhineland and every remotely important German city to rubble. Along with this they were facing 185 million very angry Soviets in a war of extermination in the east, the western allies were working their way through North Africa, Italy, and then France and Germany, and Norwegian commandos, in one of the most daring episodes of the war, destroyed the German reserve of heavy water, the only real physical asset the German bomb program had. Werner Heisenberg, 1932 Nobelist and head of the Nazi bomb programme, claimed after the war that he and the other scientists, horrified by the Nazis, had deliberately sabotaged efforts to build the bomb, but they would say that, wouldn’t they, so who knows. The end came in 1942, when Albert Speer, Hitlers chief engineer, decided to pull the plug on their programme “after I had again queried them [Heisenberg and Co.] about deadlines and been told that we could not not count on anything for three or four years.”
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[Above; Heisenberg. “I am not the danger”]

The Sleeping Giant Awakens

Around the same time that Speer was calling off the German bomb programme, America FINALLY got going with real intent, when all the various committees and mix of projects were brought together as the manhattan project and Leslie R. Groves, a career officer in the Army corps of Engineers, was appointed to lead it. Groves was a real hardass sonofabitch**™**, who inspired the same strange mix of hatred and admiration in his subordinates that many of history's best military leaders have. He had recently built the pentagon, had a rare ability to blast through red tape, and was the perfect guy to direct the massive resources that would be needed to build the bomb. His most important decision was appointing a director at Los Alamos, where the bombs were to be designed and built. J. Robert Oppenheimer was a profoundly unlikely choice. He had never held a position of responsibility greater than leader of a grad seminar, he was known by his colleagues as someone who was profoundly disorganised, he was prone to severe bouts of mental illness (as a student he had been falsely diagnosed with “dementia praecox” - what they used to call schizophrenia - after he tried to murder his tutor with a poison apple) and worst of all - yes, worse than a case of murderous nearly schizophrenia - many of his closest associates were communists, and many suspected he himself was one too. Somehow Groves managed to look past all of this, and fight the objections of pretty much every one of his superiors to get Oppenheimer appointed. And he absolutely nailed it. Oppenheimer revealed himself to be the perfect man for the job, after essentially transforming his personality. Rhoades touches on this but if you want to know more about Oppenheimer - and you should, I swear he’s one of the most fascinating characters I’ve ever come across - then I recommend American Prometheus by Kai Bird and Martin J. Sherwin, which is a great biography of Oppenheimer, though it's much much lighter on the science than Rhoads. It's also the basis for the movie by Christopher Nolan which is supposed to be coming out this year. One explanation advanced in that book for why Oppenheimer got the job is that when Groves went around interviewing the various leading scientists, ostensibly to develop a better understanding of the project, but also to try and find his leader, he asked each of them in turn what the most difficult technical challenge would be. Each of them responded, essentially, that it was his own work that was most difficult and would require the most attention, either for selfish reasons or because, lost completely in their own work, they did not fully appreciate the difficulties others were facing. All that is, except for Oppenheimer, who responded with a balanced assessment of the problems that were being faced in every area while down playing the difficulties of his own arena (fast neutron chain reaction calculation), proving both that he was honest and had a very good grasp of the all the problems the scientists would have to overcome.

The Industrial Effort

Groves, tasked with delivering the bomb as soon as possible, with potentially existential consequences attached to failure, and with the power to wield nearly incomprehensibly enormous resources, organised the whole project on the principle of “Parallel Development.” Whenever scientists or engineers encountered a difficult problem (all the time, obviously) and there were multiple viable ways forward, they were to proceed along each possible path; “pursuing [possibilities] all at once, an [extremely] expensive way to save time in case one or more failed.” His mantra, repeated so often that the scientists learned it by heart was; “The war department considers this project important” and thus “there is no objection to a wrong decision with quick results. If there is a choice between two methods, one of which is good and the other looks promising, then build both.” The ultimate expression of this approach is the fact that at the end of the war the United States had built two entirely different types of atomic bomb, the Uranium Little Boy and the Plutonium Fat Man, and was well on the way to building the Hydrogen bomb.

One of the biggest problems, perhaps bigger even than designing and building the bomb, was enriching enough fissile material to make the bombs. I know a lot of science people read this blog, and I’m a lowly history major, so please have mercy on me for the following, but here’s the problem as best I understand it. Normal uranium, which is 99% U238 and less than 1% U235, is not fissile enough to produce the kind of chain reaction necessary for bombs or for most reactors. To make it fissile enough you have to dramatically increase, or “enrich”, the ratio of U235 to U238 in the mix. This is incredibly difficult to do because the differences between the two isotopes are absolutely miniscule. To produce a sufficient amount of fissile material for any bombs the Manhattan project had to process hundreds of tons of impure uranium ores, and that meant undertaking one of the largest construction projects in history.

To begin, Groves bought a site of 59,000 acres to build, completely from scratch, the uranium enrichment plants, along with a town fit for 13,000 workers to work in the plants, a railway, and three hundred miles of paved roads and streets. Nearby country roads were expanded to four lane highways, and power plants were built on site. On the principle of Parallel Development, three different types of plants were built; one based on gaseous diffusion, one based on liquid thermal diffusion, and one based on mass spectrometry, all on a truly mind bogglingly massive scale. The Y-12 enrichment plant used machines called calutrons, which were giant mass spectrometers, each of which used giant magnets to separate U235 and U238. But as there was a massive nationwide wartime shortage of copper, the material usually used to make the coils of electro magnets, an alternative had to be found. From the United States treasury 13,540 tons of silver were requisitioned to make the magnets, the slightly radioactive silver to be returned after the war. In all $300 million - in 1940’s prices - of silver was used in the magnets at Y-12. There were 268 permanent buildings in the Y-12 complex, built by over 20,000 workers. The two main buildings covered more area than 20 football fields. After construction, and with 4,800 people employed to keep the plant running 24/7 - the overwhelming majority of whom without a clue what they were manufacturing - the Y-12 plant was producing, at its best, a few grams of enriched uranium a day.

This uranium was then passed on from the Y-12 calutrons to the K-25 enrichment plant, the gaseous diffusion plant, which was even bigger. Built from scratch, like the others, K25 was the largest building in the world, “four stories high, almost half a mile long in the shape of a U, a fifth of a mile wide,” with 5,264,000 square feet of floor space and a volume of nearly 100 million cubic feet, containing mile after mile of tubing, 5 million barrier tubes in total, it  painstakingly separating miniscule amounts of U235 from U238, just enough to produce enough uranium for Little Boy before the end of the war.
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[Above is the K-25 plant, then the largest building in the world]

This is to say nothing of the S-50 plant, which likewise took enormous effort, but never really worked very well - it produced about enough uranium to take maybe a week off the delivery of Little boy and was shuttered after the war, but such was the cost of parallel development. And this was only for Uranium. The plutonium was enriched elsewhere, at the ‘Hanford site’ by the Columbia river. Over 45,000 workers were involved in its construction at its peak, and the site contained, along with multiple power plants, the world's first proper plutonium reactor, which took around 4,000 engineers and scientists to design.

This should give you some idea of the scale of the project, and you should bear in mind this was all done in less than two years. At its peak there were 130,000 workers involved in the Manhattan project, only a tiny fraction of whom had any idea what they were working to bring into the world. By some estimates the project was as large a part of the American economy as the automobile sector had been pre-war. The scale of the industrial effort was a real surprise to me. I had always pictured the Manhattan project as a bunch of super geniuses in the desert tinkering with explosives and uranium, smoking pipes and writing on blackboards, but the work at Los Alamos was just one aspect of the project, albeit a vital one.

The Scientists

Back at Los Alamos the scientists and engineers were conquering a series of incredible intellectual and technical challenges at an unbelievable rate, which I don’t have the time, space, or the volition to get into, and if you really care about it you’ll read the book. Rhodes really does a tremendous job here. I couldn’t recommend it more. I’m just going to pick up on one or two threads Rhoads touches upon in the book.

As well as the change of scenery from leafy college campuses to a top secret military base in the middle of the desert, the scientists had to get used to a completely new way of working. Before the war the main constraint most scientists, especially the experimentalists, faced was money. Previously each scientist could spend as much time as he wanted on a problem and his major constraint was funding. Now the opposite was true; funding was essentially unlimited, and, with the exception of the shortage of enriched uranium and plutonium, if a scientist wanted a resource he got it. The major limitation scientists now faced was time; they had to work to extremely strict deadlines, and needed to produce results quickly. At first this was due to the fact that they thought they were losing the race to Germany, but as the war went on and it became clear that Germany had no bomb and could build no bomb, and even after Germany surrendered, they kept pushing. As the end of the war approached the bureaucrats, especially the senior army officers, pushed the scientists hard to complete the bomb in time for it to be used on Japan, so that they could show their superiors that all their efforts and the vast resources devoted to the project had not been for nothing - Groves especially was worried about having to testify before congress. The shocking thing is that the scientists overwhelmingly went along with this. The stated purpose of nearly every scientist - defeating the Nazis - had been achieved, well before any bomb had been completed, yet they continued. Joseph Rotblat, a junior Polish physicist, seems to be the only man who completely walked away from the project after it became clear that Germany would not produce the bomb. Leo Szilard, who saw that very little high-level planning for the post-bomb future, became a major nuisance to Groves as he tried to make contact with Roosevelt after getting a letter of introduction from Einstein. He was profoundly concerned with the attitude of American decision makers about the organisation of the post nuclear world; “no one among the national leaders… seemed able to grasp” that “these decisions ought to be based not on the present evidence relating to atomic bombs, but rather a few years from now.” The present situation was that America had nukes and no one else did, and decision makers and those who were supposed to be planning for the future were living in a dreamland where this would always be the case. No doubt Szilard was right that the politicians, especially after the death of Roosevelt, were clueless, but he, and Bohr too, who was advocating for a one world government as the only way to prevent nuclear annihilation, were clutching at straws. The genie was soon to be let out of the bottle, and humanity would simply have to blunder through as best as possible.

Driving some of those who continued at Los Alamos on even after Germany’s defeat, no doubt, was the belief the bomb would save American lives, and maybe even Japanese lives, by bringing the war to an end more quickly - I’m not going to re-litigate this debate, but I don’t fault this argument in and of itself. What was far more disturbing is how many scientists gave little thought at all to the ethics or consequences of building the bombs, not just at the end of the war, but throughout. Many were shockingly blasé about what they were building - it was a scientist's job to discover, an engineer's job to build, and let the generals and politicians make the decisions about use. Very few were as thoughtful as Bohr and Szilard, and this is probably what a solid majority of scientists at Los Alamos thought, in as much as they thought about these issues at all. If any doubts did happen to cross their mind about what they were doing, they justified it by saying, well someone else will do it if I, or we, don’t. “The bomb was latent in nature, as a genome is latent in flesh.” They were simply bringing it out.

There was another, rarer but perhaps even more terrifying motive present at Los Alamos. Aside from their stated aims, beating the Nazis or saving American lives, and aside from thoughtlessness, many scientists were driven by a deep desire to be at the bleeding edge, to see what could be done, to be a part of something extraordinary, something epoch defining. Back in 1942 and 1943, as scientists were being approached to get involved, and were considering their options, one scientist recorded; “There is a statement of rather common currency around here and Berkeley that goes something like this: “No matter what you do with the rest of your life, nothing will be as important to the future of the World as your work on this Project right now.” Whether it would be important to the future of the world in a good or a bad way was a secondary concern. To many it was work of transcendent importance, something they simply couldn’t miss out on. Oppenheimer, an incredibly sensitive man, certainly as thoughtful as Bohr or Szilard, a man given to think as deeply about ethical or moral dilemmas and consequences as pretty much anyone else alive, a man who throughout his life frequently thought himself into inaction, simply found the temptation of building the bomb overwhelming. As he later put it “when you see something that is technically sweet, you go ahead and do it, and you argue about what to do about it only after you have had your technical success. That is the way it was with the bomb.” I fear that is the way it is still.
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[The Trinity test]




The Making of the Atomic Bomb, by Richard Rhodes (Review 2)

by S.R.

Richard Rhodes’ The Making of the Atomic Bomb charts the progress of physics from the turn of the 20th century all the way to the culmination of the Manhattan project. The book was universally celebrated—it won the National Book Award and the Pulitzer Prize for nonfiction; the inside cover contains testimonials from five different Nobel laureates. At no point does Rhodes shy away from explaining the underlying science; we shall not either.

Radiation

The 19th century was the golden age of chemistry; discoveries made in this period set the stage for a new golden age—this one in nuclear physics.

Chemists had discovered that all materials were made of fundamental components called elements and Mendeleev had realized that if you sorted all the elements by their atomic weight, arranged them in a row, and inserted newlines at certain positions, the columns of the resulting table held elements with similar chemical properties. For example, the rightmost column all held gaseous elements that didn't seem to react with anything, while the leftmost column held soft, highly reactive metals. This was the state of the periodic table in 1905:
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Alfred Werner’s 1905 Periodic Table

Chemists also knew various methods of identifying elements: if you burned an element and refracted the resulting light through a prism, you could identify individual frequencies of light that were present. These were the so-called spectral lines:
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Spectral lines of Helium

It was an exciting time to be a physicist; we were entering the final few decades in which a suitably intelligent person could make a discovery that was later routinely taught to middle-schoolers. The nuclear age of physics was triggered by a discovery made by Ernest Rutherford when studying some of the higher-weight elements on the bottom row of the periodic table. These elements seemed to naturally emit substances—emissions that were termed radiation.

Radiation is an unfortunately-overloaded term in physics that causes a fair amount of confusion in the general public. The term most generally refers to the emission of some substance from another. There are two different forms:


	Electromagnetic radiation—this is just light. Its frequency can range from very low (microwaves) to very high (ultraviolet).

	Particle radiation—these are the emissions of non-massless particles like alpha and beta particles.



Radiation can also be characterized along a different axis: ionizing radiation (which, when it hits atoms, can knock off electrons and cause damage to living tissue) and non-ionizing radiation. All particle radiation is ionizing, but only high frequency electromagnetic radiation (UV and above) is ionizing. Substances that spontaneously emit ionizing radiation are called radioactive. In this review we are only concerned with ionizing radiation, most of it from particles.

All of this is clear now, but scientists at the time barely understood what light was (and had yet to discover the electron); they noticed that some substances seemed to emit things and they called this phenomenon radiation.

Studying the emissions of uranium and thorium, Rutherford noted that one type of radiation didn’t penetrate as deeply into substances as the other and named the two alpha and beta radiation respectively. He then proved that alpha radiation consisted of helium atoms via an elegantly simple experiment:


Rutherford had a glassblower make him a tube with extremely thin walls. He evacuated the tube and filled it with radon gas, a fertile source of alpha particles. The tube was gastight, but its thin walls allowed alpha particles to escape. Rutherford surrounded the radon tube with another glass tube, pumped out the air between the two tubes and sealed off the space. “After some days,” he told his Stockholm audience triumphantly, “a bright spectrum of helium was observed in the outer vessel.”



Beta particles were later found to be a new type of particle, an electron. JJ Thompson—who discovered the electron—proposed a model of the atom whereby individual negatively charged particles were embedded in a positively charged substance. (He called this his “plum pudding” model, but pudding—like radiation—is an overloaded term, and an especially confusing one for Americans. Think of plum-pudding as more like fruitcake and less like custard).

Rutherford, working through some strange experimental results from his colleagues, began to doubt Thomposon’s model. He set up another legendary experiment: position a source of alpha particles such that the radiation hits a piece of gold foil. If plum-pudding was correct, all the particles should be able to pass through the foil. However, Rutherford immediately noticed a few were deflected. The forces involved for such a deflection would have to be massive—and the only possible explanation was that most of the mass of the atom was concentrated in a small region of it: the nucleus.
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Rutherford’s Gold Foil experiment

Rutherford proposed a new model of the atom consisting of a positively-charged nucleus surrounded by mostly empty space plus electrons. Danish physicist Nils Bohr elaborated on this by proposing that the electrons occupied particular stable orbits with different energy levels. These energy levels also explained those mysterious spectral lines: bombard an element with X-rays and you dislodge an inner electron. An outer electron falls in to replace it, emitting light of a certain frequency. Bohr produced a beautiful mathematical formula which exactly predicted the frequencies of the discrete spectral lines for individual elements.
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Bohr’s electron shells

Experiments with radioactive materials continued apace. Scientists all over Europe were using alpha sources to bombard various elements to produce new ones. These so-called radioelements were problematic—there were far more of them than there were spaces on the periodic table. Bohr and others eventually realized that most of these radioelements were simply variants of existing elements with slightly higher mass—what we would now call isotopes.

From this Bohr made arguably his most important contribution: that an element's chemistry was fully-determined by its number of electrons. Different versions of an element could have the same number of electrons but still have a different atomic weight because of differences in the mass of the nucleus. This theory explained certain anomalies with the current periodic table which could now be re-sorted by number of electrons rather than atomic weight: for example, argon has a slightly higher atomic weight (39.9) than potassium (39.1), but it—a colorless, odorless, inert gas—clearly should be placed before the latter (a soft, highly-reactive, silvery-white metal).

New tools

As is often the case in science, new experimental discoveries necessitated the development of new tools to push the boundary even further. We'll talk about three such tools whose mechanism it pays to understand: the mass spectrometer, the cyclotron, and the geiger counter.

The mass spectrometer, developed by Francis Aston, allows separation of a substance by the atomic weight of its constituent parts. Charged particles in an electrical field experience a force along the direction of the field proportional to the charge, while moving charged particles in a magnetic field experience a force perpendicular to the magnetic field and the direction of motion proportional to the velocity. Applying both a magnetic and electric field to a moving charged particle causes it to deflect in a curve, and the amount of deflection ends up being related to the mass / charge ratio:
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Thus, Aston could now take an element, ionize it (to give it some non-zero charge) and deflect individual atoms of it in order to separate its different isotopes (which will have the same charge, but different mass). Using his mass spectrometer Aston was able to classify 212 of 297 naturally occurring isotopes.

The cyclotron, developed by Ernest Lawrence, allows acceleration of charged particles to vastly higher energies. (Physicists were beginning to discover that sometimes interesting things happened when they bombarded atoms with high energy particles). Charged particles can be easily accelerated via an electric field, but to get to really high energies one needed corresponding large voltages, which cause electrostatic breakdowns. Above about 20MV, it was easier to use an alternating current to produce a sinusoidally-varying electric field instead; you could space the fields such that as the particle accelerated it would only ever be exposed to the positive voltage peaks of the cycle.

Lawrence’s insight was that if he simply applied a magnetic field at the same time, the resulting deflection would cause the particles to spiral, allowing him to reuse the same electric field many many times. The additional distance a particle needed to travel as it spiraled outwards exactly compensated for its increase in speed as it was accelerated, which allowed it to always enter the electric field experiencing the highest possible voltage.
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With an AC potential of just 1000V, Lawrence was able to accelerate protons to 80,000V.

Finally the Geiger Counter solved a rather tricky problem—how do you count individual radioactive particles? Well, thread an electrically-charged wire through a chamber filled with gas, and allow a charged particle (like a positively charged alpha or a negatively charged beta) to enter the chamber. The particle will ionize the gas resulting in two new charged particles, a positive ion, which will be attracted to the cathode, and a free electron, which will be attracted to the anode. These particles will then bump into more gas molecules causing a chain reaction, specifically known as a Townsend avalanche. The resulting cascade briefly alters the electric current in the wire, which can be detected by a speaker as that classic audible click. In this way, Geiger and his colleagues could now precisely measure the radioactive activity of various substances by simply counting clicks.
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Chain Reactions

At this point all physics experiments took the form of bombarding elements with radiation and observing the results. Rutherford bombarded nitrogen gas with alpha particles from radium and discovered he could actually knock off a proton, transmuting the nitrogen into oxygen.

N14 + He4 → H1 + O17

He talks about this discovery and others leading up to it in this rather charming video from 1935.

Husband and wife physicists Frédéric and Irene Joliot-Curie bombarded beryllium with alpha particles and discovered that they could cause it in turn to emit radiation that could cause paraffin wax to release protons.

They suspected that this secondary radiation was due to gamma waves, but James Chadwick and Rutherford disagreed. They replicated the Joliot-Curies' findings and went on to prove that the mysterious radiation could evict protons from not just paraffin but many other materials. Measuring the energy of the resulting proton revealed that it was consistent and far too high to be from gamma rays. They concluded that the radiation must take the form of a neutral particle—as only a non-charged particle could possibly penetrate all the way to the nucleus—and dubbed it the neutron. In Rhodes’ words:


More than any other development, Chadwick’s neutron made practical the detailed examination of the nucleus_. Hans Bethe once remarked that he considered everything before 1932 “the prehistory of nuclear physics, and from 1932 on the history of nuclear physics.” The difference, he said, was the discovery of the neutron._



Italian Enrico Fermi was among the first to realize that bombarding with neutrons rather than alpha particles would be a fruitful endeavor. Although alpha particles are more readily available as a radiation source, they are positively charged, which makes them much less effective at penetrating to the similarly positively-charged nucleus of atoms. Neutrons by contrast are neutral, meaning they have a much higher probability of affecting the nucleus.

Fermi and his colleagues spent their days irradiating elements with neutrons and seeing what resulted:


By then they had established a routine: they irradiated substances at one end of the second floor and tested them under the Geiger counters at the other end, down a long hall. That shielded the counters from stray radiation from the neutron source. But it also meant, whenever the half-life of an induced radioactivity was short, that someone had to run down the hall. “[Edoardo] Amaldi and Fermi prided themselves on being the fastest runners,” Laura Fermi notes, “and theirs was the task of speeding short-lives substances from one end of the corridor to the other. They always raced, and Enrico claims that he could run faster than Edoardo. But he is not a good loser.” A dignified Spaniard showed up one day to confer with “His Excellency Fermi.” Rome’s young professor of theoretical physics, a dirty lab coat flying out behind him, nearly knocked the visitor down.



In the process Fermi and his colleagues made an important discovery: they noticed that in certain parts of their lab their neutrons were much more effective at interacting with their targets than in others. They eventually narrowed this down to the choice of lab table: experiments conducted on marble tables resulted in less effective neutrons, experiments on wooden tables resulted in more effective neutrons.

You see, not all neutrons are created equal: neutrons traveling at slow speeds spend more time in the vicinity of the nucleus than fast neutrons and so have a higher chance of inducing radioactivity. The hydrogen in the water of the wooden tables caused the neutrons to slow down (simply via collision), which made them more penetrative as a result.


As Hans Bethe once noted wittily, the efficiency of slow neutrons “might never have been discovered if Italy were not rich in marble….A marble table gave different results from a wooden table. If it had been done [in America], it all would have been done on a wooden table and people would never have found out.



Fermi, iterating through all the elements he can bombard with neutrons, eventually arrived at Uranium. He and his colleagues noticed that after irradiation uranium with neutrons, a new substance X is produced, and they use chemistry to prove that X is neither “protactinium (91), thorium (90), actinium (89), radium (88), bismuth (83) nor lead (82)”. Fermi then concluded that X was a new element, number 93, naming it Ausenium. He went on to win the Nobel prize for this discovery, but as it turns out he was wrong (earning him a place in the distressingly-long Nobel Prize controversies Wikipedia page).

In Germany Otto Hahn, Lise Meitner, and Fritz Strassmann, suspecting something was amiss with Ausenium, tried to replicate Fermi’s experiments and eventually concluded that X was not a new element but something even more surprising: Barium. How on earth could Barium (atomic number 56) be formed by hitting Uranium (atomic number 92) with a neutron?

Previous radioactive transmutations managed to shift elements by one or two places on the table, but this was much larger. Meitner—who at this time had to flee Austria because of the ongoing purge of Jewish scientists—continued to ponder the question. Eventually she and her nephew, Otto Robert Frisch conclude that the uranium atom must be induced to divide into two parts: an isotope of Barium and an isotope of Krypton. They deemed this process nuclear fission:
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The idea of fission sent shockwaves throughout the scientific community; transmuting an atom a couple of places right or left on the periodic table was one thing, but the wholesale breaking apart of an atom was quite another. It takes energy to bind all the neutrons and protons together in the nucleus of a uranium atom; when the atom is split into the comparatively smaller barium and krypton, much of that binding energy is no longer needed and is simply released. The possibility of harnessing this energy captured the attention of the smartest minds of this generation for the next decade.

There is one additional fact to note about the fissioning of uranium. Barium-144 and krypton-89 are not the most abundant isotopes of either element—they have far too many neutrons to be radioactively stable. Indeed, both isotopes are radioactive and when they decay eventually emit neutrons—neutrons which could then hit other uranium atoms and induce fission again. A nuclear chain reaction was now feasible.

The Making of An Atomic Bomb

Fermi, who by then had emigrated to Chicago to flee Mussolini, worked with Leo Szilard and others to develop the first man-made nuclear chain reaction. Using the University of Chicago’s football team, they arranged heavy slabs of naturally-occuring uranium oxide into a lattice construction, inserting graphite rods in the gaps as a moderator. (Graphite, like the water in Fermi’s wooden tables, slows down neutrons that hit it, which allows these neutrons to better propagate the chain reaction).

This structure, dubbed Chicago Pile-1, was the first major achievement of the then nascent Manhattan Project. Under the viewing stands of the university’s football field, Fermi carefully directed his colleagues to raise the critical mass of uranium until they successfully achieved criticality: a self-sustaining nuclear chain reaction.

Chicago Pile-1 was a long way from a bomb however; natural uranium (mostly in the form of U238) was simply not susceptible enough to undergo fission by fast neutrons to be an adequate composition material. What was needed was a different isotope, or a different element entirely.

Nature seems to prefer isotopes with an even mass number (an even number of neutrons and protons). Even mass numbers distinguished fissionable materials (which could be induced to fission via an arbitrary slow neutron) from fissile materials (which could undergo fission even with fast neutrons). When an isotope with an odd mass number is hit by a neutron, it first absorbs the neutron, turning into an isotope of an even mass number. This additional nuclear stability allows it to gain an additional 1 to 2 MeV of binding energy which then causes the neutrons it releases to be sufficiently fast as to induce further reactions.

Thus, fissile material required odd mass-numbered isotopes. There were two candidates:

The first was U-235, an isotope of uranium that constitutes about 0.72% of the element on earth. Separating this isotope from the more populous U-238 would be a daunting challenge as the two were chemically identical (as all isotopes are).

The second candidate stemmed from some experiments American physicist Glenn Seaborg had been performing in which he fulfilled Fermi’s claim of producing trans-uranic elements by the bombardment of uranium (unlike Fermi, Seaborg used a cyclotron; the more energetic particles resulted in new reaction products). Seaborg managed to produce elements 93 and 94 in trace quantities, which were named neptunium and plutonium (continuing the planetary series from uranium). Pu-239, an odd mass-numbered isotope of plutonium, was likely to be fissile, and since it was a different element from uranium, it could be chemically separated from it using existing techniques. However, only vanishingly small amounts of plutonium had so far been produced.

Thus, a choice needed to be made: isotope separation of U-235 from U-238 or production of Pu-239 by bombardment of uranium followed by chemical separation. Wary of making the wrong decision and missing out on attaining the bomb, the leadership of the Manhattan Project elected to pursue both routes at once. This was not the last time they’d make such a decision; so prodigious was the amount of talent, labor, land, and materials available to the United States, the nation at war was able to throw enormous resources at redundant approaches in order to guarantee success.

In the end, four different approaches of fissile material isolation were pursued, 3 of isotope separation and 1 of plutonium bombardment:

Gaseous Barrier Diffusion is based on Graham’s law, which states that the diffusion rate of a gas is inversely proportional to the square root of its molar mass. Pump a gas consisting of two different constituent masses through a thin barrier and you’ll find slightly more of the lighter gas passes through the barrier than the heavier one. The difference however, is very small—engineers would need to chain several such barriered chambers together to enrich uranium to a meaningful degree. This method was primarily pursued at Oak Ridge in Tennessee.

Electromagnetic Separation was the pet project of Ernest Lawrence, and employed the same principle as the mass spectrometer, just on a much larger scale. Lawrence developed massive machines he dubbed calutrons that ionized uranium, sent it through magnetic and electric fields, thereby separating U-238 from U-235 by mass. This method was also pursued at Oak Ridge, although it was eventually abandoned in favor of gaseous barrier diffusion when the latter eventually became more efficient.

Liquid thermal diffusion exploits the Soret effect: when a temperature gradient is established in a chamber, heavier particles tend to clump towards the cold end and lighter particles towards the warm end. Once again, the effect can be chained to achieve greater enrichment yields. The method was never able to produce weapons-grade fuel, but the resulting enriched uranium hexafluoride—when fed to Lawrence’s calutrons, made the latter operate much more effectively.

Finally, production of Pu-239 via a breeder reactor. The construction was similar to Chicago Pile-1: assemble a lattice of natural uranium and add to it a source of neutrons. The resulting chain reaction would turn a minute fraction of the uranium into plutonium. Let the slabs cool and then later isolate the plutonium from uranium via chemistry. The lattice was built in Chicago and the chemical separation was eventually done in Richland, Washington.

There was also the matter of what form the bomb itself would take. It was critically important that the bomb remain stable right up until the moment of detonation, at which point it should immediately go critical. Going critical prior to detonation would waste the enormously valuable fissile material and would result in a bomb of much lower energy yield. Two main designs were proposed:

The first was the gun-type. Shoot a bullet of fissile material at a high speed into a target with a hole of fissile material. As the bullet passes through the hole, the combined shape will now be critical and the whole thing will go boom. (Actually the shape with the hole ended up being the bullet, and the other shape the target). It is vitally important that the bullet be fired fast enough such that almost no time elapses between achieving criticality and the bullet being fully embedded into the target—if the bullet is too slow and criticality is achieved before the two shapes are fully mated, the nuclear reaction will fizzle. The gun-type bomb was code-named Thin Man because of its shape (a long chamber separating the bullet from the target).

The other design was an implosion bomb. Take some fissile material which is not critical at its current density and somehow uniformly compress it to a much smaller size. The resulting denser shape will be critical, and will go boom. The primary challenge here is in achieving a uniform compression. An asymmetric compaction will result in a less efficient bomb and research on compression required the development of complex hydrodynamical theory that had not yet been invented. The implosion bomb was code-named Fat Man.

It was eventually discovered that due to impurities of Pu-240 present in the plutonium material, a plutonium gun-type bomb would not work. Pu-240 is much more susceptible to spontaneous fission, which meant that the bullet and target would reach criticality far too early unless the bullet was fired at unattainable speeds. Thus, Fat Man eventually became the plutonium bomb and Thin Man the uranium one.

More serendipitously, it was also discovered that the U-235 need not be as pure to achieve criticality in the Thin Man construction as initially thought—measurements made at labs of different altitudes revealed that shielding the U-235 from cosmic rays would allow it to undergo spontaneous fission with much lower probability. The muzzle velocity (and hence the gun length) could also be substantially lowered as pre-detonation was now less likely. Thus Thin Man became Little Boy.

Lastly there was the matter of the initiator. This required a source of neutrons: the standard solution was to expose beryllium-9 to polonium-210. Alpha particles from the latter would hit atoms of the former, releasing neutrons. A handful of neutrons (only about 10 are needed) then hit the plutonium 239 atoms in the surrounding shell. These cause the plutonium to fission, starting a chain reaction. Normally this chain reaction would cause the plutonium to explode outwards and fizzle out all too quickly, but a surrounding tamper of Uranium 238 which does not undergo fission by fast neutrons as easily holds the plutonium in place for longer allowing a much greater yield.
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You know the rest of the story—the Trinity test, “I am become death, destroyer of worlds”, Little Boy dropped on Hiroshima, then Fat Man on Nagasaki. A few neutrons go a long way.

Superforecasters

One reading of The Making of the Atomic Bomb is as a history book: scientists make discoveries, Hitler invades nations, America launches the Manhattan project, and bombs are dropped on Japan. Another is as a science book: an explanation of how to manufacture weapons of terrifying destructiveness from first principles. This is the reading I hope to have presented in the above section.

There is however a third reading: The Making of the Atomic Bomb as a meditation on the power and limits of superforecasters. Just about every physicist discussed in the book exhibits a rather prescient view of the future, even in areas of foreign policy or international relations—Teller forecasts the hydrogen bomb, Bohr intuited that the atomic bomb and mutually-assured destruction could paradoxically result in peace, but no one person has as good a track record of prediction as Leo Szilard—the Hungarian-German-Martian?-American physicist with whom the book opens.

Szilard predicted the end of democracy in Germany in 1930:


He was convinced in the mid-1920s that “the parliamentary form of democracy would not have a very long life in Germany” but he “thought that it might survive one or two generations.” Within five years he understood otherwise. “I reached the conclusion something would go wrong in Germany… in 1930.” Hjalmar Schacht, the president of the German Reichsbank, meeting in Paris that year with a committee of economists called to decide how much Germany could pay in war reparations, announced that Germany could pay none at all unless its former colonies, stripped from it after the war, were returned. “This was such a striking statement to make that it caught my attention, and I concluded that if Hjalamar Schacht believed he could get away with this, things must be rather bad. I was so impressed by this that I wrote a letter to my bank and transferred every single penny I had out of Germany into Switzerland.



While in Germany he lived out of suitcases, ready to flee at any point: “All I had to do was turn the key and leave when things got too bad”. He fled Berlin in 1933:


I took a train from Berlin to Vienna on a certain date, close to the first of April, 1933,” Szilard writes. “The train was empty. The same train the next day was overcrowded, was stopped at the frontier, the people had to get out, and everybody was interrogated by the Nazis. This just goes to show that if you want to succeed in this world you don’t have to be much cleverer than other people, you just have to be one day earlier.



Eventually he made his way to England:


Szilard wrote Michael Polanyi that he would “stay in England until one year before the war, at which time I would shift my residence to New York City.” The letter provoked comment, Szilard enjoyed recalling; it was “very funny, because how could anyone say what he will do one year before the war?” As it turned out, his prognostication was off by only four months: he arrived in the United States on January 2, 1938



And when Szilard arrived in the US, he spent every minute attempting to bring this idea to fruition, knowing the effect it could have on the coming war. He threw himself into basic research, conducting fission experiments at Columbia, and he tried his hardest to get the United States government to pay attention.

He drafted a letter to the president, Franklin D. Roosevelt, and reached out to his past colleague Einstein to co-sign it and get it in front of the president’s eyes. He was successful in that regard—FDR read the letter, and formed the Advisory Committee on Uranium in 1939—but not in much else. The committee was mired in bureaucracy and with skepticism, and was eventually superseded by the National Defense Research Committee which was in turn superseded by the Office of Scientific Research and Development. Earnest work on pursuing an atomic bomb did not begin until 1942 after the Frisch–Peierls memorandum and the British Maud Reports.

This pattern repeats: Szilard filed the patent for the cyclotron before Lawrence built his, but never managed to construct it and therefore never got the credit. He submitted the earliest patent for the electron microscope in 1928 but again never managed to actually make it (Ernst Ruska would eventually win the Nobel prize for the electron microscope in 1986).

Again and again, Szilard is able to see insights about the future, but unable to do very much to shape it to benefit himself or his goals. He spent much of the Manhattan Project bickering about patents and the openness of scientific discussion among the members. He died in 1964, never becoming a household name.

Perhaps this is uncharitable: Szilard did make nontrivial contributions towards the development of the bomb—it was his proposal to use the more abundant graphite as a moderator for Chicago Pile 1 instead of heavy water. And while the Advisory Committee on Uranium spent most of its time dithering, it did fund the purchase of $6,000 of uranium for early research by Fermi and Szilard on fission chain reactions.

Overall though, it’s a humbling record, and perhaps a cautionary tale of the limits of prognostication. Fellow Martian Eugene Wigner is quoted as saying “If the Project could have been run on ideas alone, no one but Szilard would have been needed.” But ideas alone are never enough. Those who affect the course of history are not those who see its path, but those who walk and shape it.




The Man Without a Face: The Unlikely Rise of Vladimir Putin

Dictator Book Club: Vladimir Putin

I enjoyed Scott’s Dictator Book Club series [1, 2, 3, 4] and was hoping he would eventually cover Vladimir Putin, but that hasn’t happened yet so I decided to do it myself. The book is The Man Without a Face: The Unlikely Rise of Vladimir Putin by Russian dissident, journalist, and activist Masha Gessen.

The book was published in 2012, so it predates not only the full-scale 2022 Russian invasion of Ukraine, but also the smaller-scale war/invasion that took place in 2014. So in some ways the book’s pretty dated, but I still found it pretty insightful and useful for understanding the current situation.

The main conclusions I drew from the book were not what I had anticipated. I went into the book expecting some deep insights into Putin as a man – exciting stories about his life as a Real-Life-James-Bond-Villian. But after reading the book, I don’t feel like I have any deep insight into his psychology. In fact, the book isn’t even really about Putin at all. It’s about the relationship between the Russian political system and the state security / intelligence agencies (the KGB in the Soviet era, and the FSB in the post-Soviet era). Putin is just a man, not particularly charismatic or notable (which Gessen alludes to in the title), who happens to be the head of this system. The book traces his rise from a lowly cog in the machine to the most important and powerful cog in the machine, but ultimately the real story is more about the machine itself.

.

In this review I’ll summarize the key points of the book, list some of the most interesting facts, and discuss my takeaways from the book and how they relate to current events.

DISCLAIMER: I largely have the same ideological bias as the author – pro-liberalism, pro-Western democracy, anti-Russian-government. I’d like to state this upfront rather than pretend that this is a completely neutral, unbiased assessment of things.

Setting the Stage: The Ryazan Incident

Early on in the book, Gessen describes an incident so frightening and bizarre that I actually think an entire separate book could (and should) be devoted to it. The incident doesn’t directly involve Putin at all, but it’s a good case study for understanding how things work in Russia, and helps to properly frame the rest of the book.

In 1999 there was a series of bombings targeting several Russian cities. This was during the Second Chechen War, so it was widely believed that Chechen separatists were behind the attacks. Gessen describes the following attacks in the book. Please note that the death and injury numbers given in the book are slightly different from the ones I found on Wikipedia and in the news articles from the time. For this review I’m listing the numbers that the author gives, but don’t be surprised if you see different numbers in different sources.


	Moscow, August 31, 1999 – An explosion in a shopping center, leaving 1 dead and more than 30 injured.

	Buynaksk (close to Chechnya), September 4, 1999 – A car bomb attack targeting an apartment building where Russian military officers and their families lived. 64 dead and 146 injured.

	Moscow, September 8 1999 – A bombing that destroyed a nine-story apartment building. 100 dead, nearly 700 injured.

	Moscow, September 13, 1999 – A bombing that destroyed an eight-story apartment building, leaving 124 dead and 7 injured.

	Volgodonsk, September 16, 1999 – A truck bomb exploded in the street, leaving 19 dead and over a thousand injured.
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Aftermath of Volgodonsk bombing. Image source

Naturally this left the entire country in a state of panic. Gessen notes that some people in Moscow banded together to form neighborhood patrols, and some people chose to sleep outside on the street because they thought that to be safer than sleeping in their apartments.

Then, on the evening of September 22, 1999, around 9pm, a local busdriver was returning home to his apartment building in the city of Ryazan when he noticed something suspicious. He saw three people (two men and a woman) pull up to the apartment building in a car, open a door leading to the cellar of the building, and carry three heavy-looking sacks from the car down into the cellar. They then got back in the car and left.

The local busdriver called the police. Upon investigation, the police found three fifty-kilogram sacks marked “SUGAR”, containing wires and a clock. They then immediately evacuated the building and called the bomb squad. Gessen notes an especially disturbing detail – that several severely disabled people who lived in the apartment could not be evacuated and had to remain in their apartments, terrified, during the whole ordeal.

The bomb squad got the situation under control, diffused the timers, and concluded that the sacks contained hexogen, a powerful explosive that had previously been used in at least one of the other bombings. The residents of the apartment complex, and the bus driver especially, were celebrated as heroes whose vigilance had prevented a tragic attack. The head of the local FSB (Russian security service and successor to the KGB) office congratulated the residents and praised their alertness.

This is where things get… odd.

Two people matching the description of the suspected terrorists were detained by the local police, but they produced FSB identification and were released on orders from Moscow.

Then, just like that, the official story changed. Nikolai Patrushev, the head of the FSB, announced to reporters that the entire incident had been a training exercise. He said: “First, there was no explosion. Second, nothing was prevented. And I don’t think it was very well done. It was a training exercise, and the bags contained sugar. There were no explosives.”

This is, of course, extremely suspicious. Neither the Ryazan police nor the local FSB office had heard anything about a training exercise. Local officials resisted at first, but eventually fell in line, claiming that there weren’t any explosives, and that the bomb squad had mistakenly identified the sugar as explosives due to faulty equipment.

There were other suspicious bits of evidence as well. For example, a telephone operator overheard a suspicious call coming out of Ryazan, in which someone said “The city is closed. We can’t leave.” She reported the call to the authorities, and it was discovered that the number being called from Ryazan was an FSB office in Moscow (source). According to the Russian government’s official explanation, this call was also staged for the purposes of the exercise.

The book also references the story of Alexei Pinyaev, a soldier in the Russian army, although I haven’t been able to figure out if this story is true or not. It originated in this article that I haven’t been able to read, both because it’s behind a paywall and also because it’s in Russian. There’s also a brief summary on Wikipedia. The story is that Pinyaev and his fellow soldier were tasked with guarding an ammunition storehouse near Ryazan, when they got bored and decided to go looking around in the storehouse. They found some sacks labeled “sugar” and decided to put some of it in their tea to drink. To their surprise, the substance made their tea taste terrible. The soldiers then worried that they had accidentally consumed a dangerous chemical and might get sick, so they turned themselves in and confessed the entire incident to their supervisor. Upon inspection, the substance turned out to be hexogen, the same type of explosive identified by the Ryazan bomb squad. Pinyaev has apparently denied that this ever took place, although the book implies that this was due to intimidation by the FSB. Anyway, I don’t know if this story is true, so I recommend taking it with a grain of… um… “sugar”.

The book also describes a TV special that was being filmed about the Ryazan incident, with many members of the targeted apartment complex present in the studio audience. Apparently the apartment residents were very skeptical about the official government story and made their disbelief known. Then at one point, someone claiming to be a resident of the apartment complex announced that he believed the government’s story about it being an exercise – but the other residents began shouting that they didn’t know this man and he didn’t really live in their building. Gessen implies that this man was planted in the audience by the FSB to help support their version of events.

Taking all of these bits of evidence together, it’s reasonable to suspect that the FSB was responsible for not only a foiled attack on the Ryazan apartment building, but also for the entire series of bombings that seemed to follow a similar modus operandi. The motive was apparently to drum up support for the war in Chechnya among the public.

Anyway, the Ryazan incident contains an important lesson, useful for properly framing the rest of the book: the idea that conspiracy theories are almost always wrong is a peculiar idea that’s probably only true in modern liberal democracies, and is not true in Russia.

Putin’s Childhood

Vladimir Putin was born in 1952, in a city that was called Leningrad at the time, but has been called St. Petersburg since the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991. For the purposes of this review, I’ll just call it St. Petersburg. The city had been completely devastated when the Nazis laid siege to it during WW2, and was still in rough shape during Putin’s childhood. Putin’s father was a wounded World War 2 veteran, and his mother was a factory worker.
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Vladimir Putin and his mother, 1958. Image source

In absolute terms, Putin grew up in what we would now consider to be poverty. However, in comparative terms, his family was relatively well-off – they lived in a relatively large room in a shared apartment, and had a television, a telephone, and a dacha (a type of Russian vacation home outside of the city). He was a scrawny, scrappy kid – physically small, but tough, and unwilling to back down from a fight, even if a bigger kid was picking on him. He also took Sambo (a Russian martial art) and Judo classes to learn self defense, and apparently took them pretty seriously. As an adult, he still practices Judo and holds a black belt in the sport.

As a young child, Putin struggled in school, both in terms of academics as well as with disciplinary issues (getting into fights all the time). Then, when Putin was about 15 years old, he saw a TV miniseries called The Shield and the Sword, which was about a fictional KGB spy working in Germany. The show had an impact on the teenage Putin, and he set his sights on a career as a KGB officer. This goal was enough to get Putin to start applying himself more in school and working on his behavior. He started getting better grades and taking things more seriously. He eventually enrolled in Leningrad State University (one of the most prestigious universities in the USSR) to study law, and was hired by the KGB upon his graduation from the university.
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The Shield and the Sword poster. Image source

KGB Career

Putin’s time in the KGB was probably more exciting and interesting than being like, an accountant or something but it was much less exciting than one might expect of the life of a spy. There weren’t any car chases, shootouts, or daring missions, like in the James Bond movies. Rather, he was a cog in the state security apparatus – lots of paperwork, writing intelligence reports, recruiting informants, conducting surveillance, etc.
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Vladimir Putin in his KGB uniform, 1980. Image source

After completing the initial training, he was stationed in St. Petersburg (called Leningrad at the time) for a while. He then completed an advanced training course. Putin speaks German and had evidently hoped to be stationed in West Germany after this advanced training. This was considered an exciting foreign assignment, to be truly living the life of an undercover spy in the capitalist West. However, he was instead assigned to a post in Dresden, East Germany. This assignment was considered much more boring. According to Gessen, his work in Dresden included collecting useless information like newspaper clippings, and occasionally trying to recruit foreign students studying in East Germany as spies.

There was one particular event during Putin’s tour of duty in Dresden that I think was probably a formative experience for him. This formative event occurred during the fall of the Berlin Wall. When the wall fell, there were celebratory protests throughout East Germany. In some cases, these protests turned into violent riots. In Dresden, a mob of rioters stormed and ransacked the local Stasi (East German secret police) headquarters, and then marched onto the KGB office, where Putin was stationed, apparently intent on storming and  ransacking it too.

Now, I’m a center-rightish guy myself, so in terms of political ideology I’m definitely on the side of the anti-communist, pro-democracy protesters here. Especially in the context of East Germany, it’s easy to tell a story where the protesters are the clear good guys, and are righteously angry with the Stasi and KGB who’ve spent decades oppressing them. But making this scenario into a political debate misses the visceral, emotional reaction to being threatened by an angry, violent mob.

So let’s leave politics out for a second. Forget about democracy, communism, the KGB, and the Berlin Wall. Just imagine you’re stuck in an office building with a small group of Your People, while a much larger mob of violent rioters from The Outgroup swarms the building, shouting angrily, banging on doors and windows, intent on getting in to destroy the building and hurt you. There’s no politics in this situation. Just the feeling of helplessness, fear, and defensive anger.

The KGB officers were under strict orders not to fire on protesters without explicit permission from Moscow. Putin radioed Moscow to explain the situation and request permission to use force to defend the building, but received no reply. “Moscow is silent,” he was told. Eventually the rioters dispersed, but I would bet that Putin remembers the feeling of helplessness and defenselessness to this day, and it may be playing a role in his decision making.

Rise to Political Power

So how did Putin go from a mid-level KGB officer to president of Russia? Amazingly, this happened without him ever being elected to office, even though it occurred during the 1990s, when democratic reforms were being enacted in Russia and elections were taking place. He was simply hired and appointed to various positions, until he got all the way up to prime minister. Then in 2000, the president of Russia resigned, and Putin was in line to take his place, reaching the position of president without winning a single election. So how did this happen?

After Putin’s KGB assignment in Dresden, he returned to St. Petersburg in 1990 and took an administrative job at Leningrad State University, in the International Affairs department. His affiliation with the KGB during this time is a bit unclear – the book describes him as being in the “active reserve,” but I’m not exactly sure what that means and wasn’t able to find clarification from another source. Gessen claims that he was still on the KGB’s payroll, and that his job at the university was a KGB position, involving surveillance and recruitment of potential informants.

During this time, he became friends with Anatoly Sobchak, one of his former professors. Sobchak was something of a pro-democracy reformer, and became the first democratically elected mayor of St. Petersburg in 1991. While he was mayor, Sobchack appointed Putin as an advisor. Gessen implies that Putin’s KGB affiliation had something to do with this – every politician was going to have a KGB minder whether they wanted one or not, so it was better to hire someone with a KGB affiliation so that you could at least choose your own minder. I’m not sure if this is true, but this is what’s implied in the book. Another possibility, though, was that Putin was actually a good employee: loyal and intelligent, but uncharismatic enough that you didn’t need to worry about him getting ambitious and trying to replace you.
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Anatoly Sobchack with his wife Lyudmila Narusova. Image source

Sidenote: Putin claims to have officially resigned from the KGB in 1991, during the failed coup against Mikhail Gorbachev (which was partly organized by the KGB). The book claims that there is some ambiguity around this date.

Anyway, throughout the 1990s, Vladimir Putin continued to be appointed to various positions within the government, inching his way higher and higher. As the Soviet Union broke up and Russia attempted the transition to a democracy, Putin became loosely aligned with the liberal democratic reformers. In 1998, then-president Boris Yeltsin appointed him as the director of the FSB (the intelligence service that replaced the KGB).

In 1999, Yeltsin appointed Putin as prime minister, basically setting the stage for Putin to eventually take his place as president. According to the book, this is because Yeltsin was growing more and more unpopular towards the end of his presidency, and wanted a successor who he could be sure wouldn’t try to target him or his family with prosecution or violence. So, he picked Putin.
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Putin on December 31, 1999, shortly after becoming acting president of Russia.
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On December 31, 1999, just before the turn of the millennium, Yeltsin unexpectedly resigned as president, and Vladimir Putin became the president of Russia. According to the book, this was done so that Putin could go into the 2000 presidential election with the advantage of already being the incumbent president. This apparently worked, and Putin won the 2000 election in a landslide, getting a majority of votes in the first round, so that a run-off second round was not required. Although it’s widely believed that Russian elections since 2004 have been rigged, I couldn’t find any credible allegations that the 2000 Russian election was rigged. As far as I can tell, it appears that this was a free and fair election that Putin legitimately won.

Consolidation of Power and Violence Against Dissidents

There’s an infamous video of the 1979 Ba’ath Party purge shortly after Saddam Hussein rose to power in Iraq. In the video, Saddam addresses a large auditorium full of people. He announces that he has uncovered a fifth-column within the party, and reads off a list of 68 names – “co-conspirators” in a plot against the government. These people were then arrested on the spot and taken out of the room. In the subsequent weeks, 21 of them were sentenced to death, and their execution was carried out by other high-ranking members of the party. Around the same time, hundreds of other Ba’ath Party members suspected of disloyalty were also killed. The executions were videotaped, and the footage was distributed throughout the country.

When we think about a dictator consolidating power, this is usually the type of thing that comes to mind. But Vladimir Putin’s consolidation of power didn’t fit this mold at all. Rather than using conspicuous violence, like mass executions, to instill fear in people, the Russian government’s violence against political dissidents is kind of the opposite: quiet, secretive, and always carried out with plausible deniability.

One of the most famous cases, which was not included in the book because it happened in 2020, was the attempted assassination of Russian opposition leader and activist Alexei Navalny. Navalny became ill while on a flight, and was taken to a hospital and put in a medically induced coma. Laboratory tests confirmed that he had been poisoned (which is apparently a common FSB assassination tactic). Navalny survived and was eventually released from the hospital.
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Alexei Navalny in the hospital. Image source

Amazingly, he was then able to catfish the FSB agent who had poisoned him and record a phone conversation where the guy unwittingly confessed to the whole thing. Seriously, I’m not making this up. Here is a BBC news story about this with some clips from the phone call, and here is a recording of the full call (about 50 minutes total). Currently, Navalny is in prison with a 11.5 year sentence.

The attempted assassination of Navalny is probably the most famous instance of anti-dissident violence committed by the Russian government. Another famous case is the assassination of Alexander Litvinenko (this one is included in the book). Litvinenko was an intelligence officer for most of his career, serving in both the KGB (during the Soviet era) and the FSB (after the fall of the Soviet Union). Eventually he had a falling out with the Russian government, became a defector, and moved to England. While in exile in the UK, he was very critical of the Russian government and FSB in particular and accused the FSB of being involved in the 1999 apartment bombings discussed earlier in this review.

In November 2006, Litvinenko fell ill and was hospitalized. He immediately told the doctors that he thought he had been poisoned by Russian government agents – but in liberal democracies like the UK it sounds crazy to say this, so the doctors responded by giving him a psychiatric evaluation.

Eventually it was confirmed that he had been poisoned with a radioactive substance called polonium, almost certainly by agents of the Russian government that he had met with the day he fell ill (source). After a couple weeks in the hospital, Litvinenko eventually died of the poisoning. Shortly before dying, he made a final statement in which he directly accused Vladimir Putin of ordering his murder.
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Litvinenko, bald from the radiation poisoning, shortly before his death.
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The thing about catching the government red-handed in a couple of assassinations is that every mysterious death of a political dissident starts to look like a potential murder committed by the FSB. For example, the book tells the story of the journalist and human rights activist Anna Politkovskaya, who was shot to death in the elevator of her apartment building in 2006. The murder was apparently a contract killing, and five hitmen were convicted of it and sent to prison, but it’s still unclear who hired them. There’s no solid evidence linking the Russian government to the murder… but it’s certainly suspicious, especially considering how critical Politkovskaya was of both Putin and the FSB.

There are dozens, possibly hundreds of other cases like this – unsolved murders, freak accidents, suspected poisonings – involving anti-Putin dissidents. The maddening thing about the cloak-and-dagger tactics of the FSB, and what makes their style of violence possibly even more terrifying than the Saddam-style mass executions, is that it’s impossible to know for sure what to make of these cases.

Besides the ruthless violence, there was also a dull, administrative side to Putin’s consolidation of power. The book describes how he simply changed laws to give his side more advantages and put opposition parties at a disadvantage. I don’t want to spend too much time on this stuff because it really is quite boring, but some examples were changing elected positions to appointed positions, changing election laws to make it more difficult for opposition parties to run (like ballot signature requirements), having the state media more explicitly support the ruling party, and stuff like that.

Another weapon wielded by Putin’s government is the selective enforcement of laws. The book tells the story of Mikhail Khodorkovsky, a wealthy Russian businessman and oligarch, who was also involved in pro-reform philanthropy and activism. In 2003, he was arrested on charges related to financial and tax fraud, and spent several years in prison. Amnesty International considered him to be a prisoner of conscience.

Now, it’s not that Khodorkovsky was innocent of all the charges brought against him. Probably he had indeed violated some section of the tax code or something. Rather, it’s that the Russian tax code and financial regulations are so complex that everyone has violated some part of it. So if a Russian businessman has the audacity to criticize Putin or support the political opposition, all you have to do is go through his past tax returns and financial documents, and chances are you’ll find something that you can charge him on.

Or, as the infamous Soviet-era secret police chief Lavrentiy Beria said: “Show me the man, and I’ll show you the crime.”

Recent Russian History

A quality I like in history books is when they go off on tangents, so that they tell not only the story of the central person or topic they’re focusing on, but also the stories of various related topics and people. The Man Without A Face does this, although somewhat sloppily. These side-plots are told in disconnected chunks throughout different chapters of the book, and sometimes a bit difficult to follow. But still, while telling the story of Vladimir Putin, Gessen manages to give a reasonably-complete history of Russia from the 1990s until around 2012. A couple of these tangential stories are:

1. The Kursk Submarine Disaster. On August 12, 2000, there was an explosion aboard the Kursk submarine in the Barents Sea (north of Russia, near the Arctic Ocean). The submarine sank and all 118 crew members died. Most of them died immediately, but an investigation later found that 23 sailors survived the initial explosion and took refuge in part of the submarine, where they survived for more than 6 hours, but the Russian Navy botched the rescue attempt, while also refusing assistance from teams of British and Norwegian divers. I don’t think it’s fair to directly blame Putin for any of this, but he was generally criticized for his perceived insensitivity to the situation.
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2. The Moscow Theater Hostage Crisis. On October 23, 2002, a group of Chechen separatists seized a theater in Moscow, taking hundreds of hostages and demanding the withdrawal of Russian forces from Chechnya. Russian special forces soldiers conducted a rescue operation in which they pumped a chemical agent into the building to render everyone in it unconscious. They then stormed the building, and summarily executed all of the hostage-takers in their sleep. However, the soldiers failed to provide medical aid to the hostages, who were also unconscious, and more than 100 hostages died after the rescue operation had already been completed, simply because they did receive medical attention and ended up choking on their own vomit while unconscious, or from other complications due to the chemical exposure.
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Russian Spetsnaz soldier poses with body of hostage-taker killed during the theater raid.

Image source (WARNING: link contains uncensored image)

3. The Beslan School Siege. On September 1, 2004, the first day of the school year in Russia, a group of 32 armed Chechen separatists stormed and occupied a school in the town of Beslan (in the Caucasus region of Russia) and took more than a thousand hostages, including several hundred children. The separatists, who were loyal to Chechen warlord Shamil Basayev, demanded the independence of Chechnya and withdrawal of Russian troops from the region. The hostage situation lasted for three days, and ended in a complete disaster, with an all-out firefight between the separatists and the Russian military that left 333 victims (including 186 children) and 31 hostage-takers dead.

From a moral/ethical standpoint, the blame for all of the deaths clearly falls on the hostage-takers. However, from a strategic standpoint, the consensus is generally that the Russian military handled the situation terribly, taking a far too heavy-handed approach and engaging the separatists in an all-out battle with heavy weapons and no concern for the welfare of the hostages.
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One of the Beslan hostage-takers standing on a dead-man’s switch, designed to detonate if he steps off, dies, or becomes incapacitated. Image source



These are only a couple examples. The book also has plenty of other smaller anecdotes related to the fall of the Soviet Union and Russia’s attempt at democracy in the 1990s, Gessen’s experience as a journalist, the Chechnya conflict, and more.

Conclusion

There’s a Cold War era joke from the 1980s that goes like:

An American and a Russian are arguing about who has more freedom of speech in their country. The American says “The US has so much freedom of speech, I could go out on the street in my country and start shouting about how terrible Ronald Reagan is, and that would be perfectly legal!”

The Russian says “Yeah, well the Soviet Union has freedom of speech too. I could ALSO go out on the street in my country and start shouting about how terrible Ronald Reagan is!”

(Here a video of Reagan himself telling a version of the joke.)

The joke is getting at something real. Authoritarian dictatorships tend to be highly critical of liberal democracies, and liberal democracies tend to be highly critical of… well, themselves.

This is partly a matter of legality. Criticizing the government is simply illegal in countries like Russia and China, and constitutionally protected in the United States. Western Europe and Canada tend to be worse than the US on free speech protections, but still far better than the hardcore authoritarian dictatorships – like, you can at least have a protest without getting thrown in jail usually.

I think another reason for liberal democracies’ self-criticism is that their systems of representative democracy create situations that are two-party or generally two-sided, and then each side criticizes the other. So internally this isn’t self-criticism at all – it’s the in-group / out-group tribal dynamics described in I Can Tolerate Anything Except the Outgroup. But on the level of the society as a whole, it’s basically a self-criticism machine, where each half of the society is constantly incentivized to criticize the other half.

And this self-criticism is extremely important. It’s why liberal democracies are the nicest places to live and why so many people want to immigrate to them. In order to improve, you have to criticize your own flaws and try to work on them.

But this can also paradoxically create a dilemma where people within liberal democracies develop a warped view of things and end up thinking their countries are terrible. For example…

United States: "Jeez, we've done a lot of terrible stuff historically -- slavery, terrible treatment of the Native Americans, oppression of racial minorities. We need to teach this stuff in our schools so that we can learn from it and try to be better. Also Columbus was a dick and maybe we shouldn't have a holiday for him."

China: "We're actually perfect and the Communist Party has a perfect history. 80 million people killed under Mao? That's just western propaganda! Modern day slavery and genocide of Uyghurs? Western propaganda! Tiananmen Square massacre? Western propaganda!"

Me-when-I-was-17: “Wow, the US is pretty horrible. We should try to be more like China.”

Ok, I’m slightly joking/exaggerating here… but not by much. When I was a teenager, I really did go through this phase of thinking the US was a terrible place that was much worse than the rest of the world. It took me a while to realize that the reason there are so many documentaries, books, new stories, and protests criticizing the US isn’t because it’s terrible compared to the rest of the world, but because it’s highly self-critical compared to the rest of the world – and that this is actually a good thing!

Also, I’m not the only one making this error. Here’s a map of how different European countries responded to the statement: “Our people are not perfect, but our culture is superior to others.”
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Now take another look at those links to the lists of the happiest countries and countries that people most want to immigrate to. The trend, though not perfect, is that the happy countries that lots of people want to immigrate to (mostly in Western Europe) also tend to view their own cultures more negatively.

Relatedly, there has been a worrying trend on the American political right lately to view the Russian government and Putin favorably. Of course, you can also find these views on the far-left, which is not surprising. After all, Vladimir Putin is himself the one-man embodiment of horseshoe theory, having been both a career KGB officer / communist as well as a right-wing / nationalist dictator. I think what’s going on with both these far-right and far-left pro-Putin Americans is that they’re not really pro-Putin. Rather, they’re extremely critical of American society, and are projecting their idea of what a better society might look like onto a foreign country, without a solid understanding of what the situation is actually like in that country.

Alright, what does any of this have to do with the book? Well, I think books like The Man Without a Face are basically an antidote to this Liberal Democracy Paradox, since they help us get a realistic picture of what the situation is in countries that aren’t liberal democracies. They allow us to still be critical of our own societies, while also having a point of comparison so we don’t trade in what we have for something much worse.




The Mind of a Bee

[This is one of the finalists in the 2023 book review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. 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]

Are bees smart? 

To answer that question, here’s a crab spider:
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Sadly, this is not a review of a book called The Mind of a Crab Spider. But as you crab spider lovers know, crab spiders and bumble bees are natural rivals. 

Both bees and crab spiders are well-matched for strength and speed, and in the Rumble with the Bumble, the crab spider doesn’t necessarily win. Bees can often evade the spider, and live to pollinate another day. Lars Chittka, who wrote The Mind of a Bee, and who can safely be blamed for this book review, got thinking. He and his lab decided to build fake robotic crab spiders, and had them really robotically attack bumble bees when they visited flowers.

I remember when I was randomly attacked by robotic crab spiders for a day, and I didn’t enjoy it much. The bees shared my opinion. Not only did the bees have a bad time, their behavioural patterns totally changed. They began to approach the flowers differently. They began inspecting flowers via quick scanning flights before landing on them, and would occasionally reject flowers even if there was no crab spider present. They seemed more nervous.

If you want to see if humans are optimistic or pessimistic, you point at a glass of water that is halfway filled and ask them to describe it. Similarly, you can do the glass half-full versus half-empty test on bees, where you give them an ambiguous stimulus - it might be sucrose, which bees love, or it might be quinine, which they hate - and see if they want it. 

If they want it, they’re likely a happy-go-lucky bee with nothing on their mind. If you simulate the bee being attacked by a predator right before this test, they are much less likely to fly to the solution and much more likely to fly into the container labelled ‘Therabee’. 

Does that mean bees feel emotions? If they feel emotions, would that mean bees have conscious states? Or are these all just instinctive responses?

Bees exist in that great hinterland of consciousness - the valley where we throw all manner of creatures and living beings whose experiences we remain fundamentally uncertain about. Some readers will likely enter the book believing that bees do not have conscious experiences, and Lars Chittka does a good job disabusing these people of their certainty in this belief, if not the belief altogether.

Almost every chapter discussed in this book in some way reflects on this question of complex cognition versus instinct. There are instructive questions here. What does it mean for a response to be instinctive? Likewise, what sort of response is evidence of complex cognition? Is this a useful distinction? And if you think those questions are polarising, you’re starting to see like a bee. I’ll reflect more on these questions later, but for now, let’s just talk bees.

WAGGLE YOUR BEE BOOTY

The ‘waggle dance’ was discovered by Karl von Frisch in the months after the end of World War II. Frisch worked in Nazi Germany during the war. Frisch was fractionally Jewish and his colleagues accused him of “bigoted opposition towards antisemitism” in his writings. He seems to have bowed to the pressure, penning a nasty tract on “racial hygiene” and recommending sterilisation of mentally unwell people. A charitable interpretation of these events would argue that he hoped to protect himself and other Jewish researchers by doing so. 

Nonetheless, the Nazis planned to remove him from his university post. But Frisch was saved by Nosema, a single-celled gut parasite, that wiped out several hundred thousand beehives and began causing issues for food security. Martin Bormann, chief of the Nazi party chancellery, decided that Frisch’s dismissal should be postponed to the end of the war, which meant that Frisch stayed on, which meant that Frisch was able to discover the waggle dance. So I suppose we owe a small debt to that nasty parasite, and also to Nosema.

The waggle dance is a line dance performed by honey bees - an individual bee discovers a food source, and boy, is she excited (the vast majority of bees are female). She arrives back in the hive, and begins ferociously waggling while running in a line, then does a semicircular loop and starts the dance again. The angle that the bee runs in relation to the vertical is the angle that the food source is relative to the sun. If a bee runs straight upwards, the food source is in the direction of the sun. The distance the bee runs is proportional to the distance to the food source.

As you may have surmised at some point, the sun moves. The dancers factor this in, and as they spend longer performing the dance, they change the angle of their dance in order to factor in the movement of the sun. And if the sun is behind a cloud? Bees are sensitive to polarised light, and can infer the location of the sun from this light.
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An important detail here is that it is generally dark inside hives. Other bees can’t actually see the dance. Instead, bees that dream of foraging put their feelers on the dancer's abdomen, and hold them there while the dancer shimmies. It’s probably very arousing if you’re a bee. Bees have specific dialects of their waggle dance language, and some bees can learn the dialects of other bee languages if they spend enough time on Duolingo and don’t get killed by the foreign bees. 

Chittka tells you all of this, and then tells you that for most bees, the dance is totally pointless.  

If you tilt the hive, the bees can adapt and continue to use the sun as a reference. But if you only give bees diffuse light, they lose their reference point. They keep waggling, but the dances become basically randomised, even with just one dancer. Other bees try to follow along, but it’s essentially a waste of time - they’re just getting a distance, with no direction. And yet, if you compare the foraging performance of bees that can’t use the dance with those who can, there is no difference.

This is because the vast majority of bees evolved in tropical Asia, where they lived in large tropical forests, which present many more problems for navigation than the comparatively open European landscapes. Bees that can waggle dance in a tropical forest are about seven times as successful at foraging as those that can’t. If you’re planning on moving your bee colony to Thailand, have them brush up on their cha-cha-cha. But sadly, the hallowed bee dances in old Bavarian halls have basically no function. 

HONEY, I’M COMB

Honeycombs house larvae and store food. That’s the reason bees build them.

The honeycombs we’re most familiar with are built specifically by honey bees - there are a lot of bee species (~20,000), and not all of them are social. Of the species that build honeycombs, not all of them build in the same way. For instance, honey bees build hexagonal cells, whereas bumble bees build round cells. But round cells waste more space in the hive, since round things do not tessellate. 

You could build square or triangular cells, but apparently larvae have to be raised in cells that aren't square or triangular. Chittka does not explain why this is the case, but if you watch bees in action, it looks like a hexagon is a trade-off between the shape of a bee - roughly circular - and the waste of space problem above. 

Mathematically, honey bees have done a great job. The Honeycomb Conjecture states that a "regular hexagonal grid or honeycomb has the least total perimeter of any subdivision of the plane into regions of equal area”, and it was proven in 1999 by Thomas Hales. This was to the delight of honey bees everywhere, who to celebrate, constructed a small hexagonal sculpture of Thomas Hales with a humongous perimeter.

Honey bees are the only bee species that builds double-sided hexagonal combs. The bottom of each cell has the shape of a pyramid, and the two sides of the comb are connected through the pyramid-shaped base of the cell. Honey bees also build their combs vertically, so that honey doesn’t leak out. But they don’t build them purely vertically - they keep it at an angle so that the honey’s viscosity and adhesion keep it inside the vessel. The cells are tilted slightly downwards.
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That’s the structure. But as you read the next part, keep in mind the battle of cognition and instinct, the prize fight of cerebral might; it’s time to put your money where the honey is.

The first row of honeycomb cells is different from the others - it’s a foundation. It may seem like worker honey bees just use their body as a template to create the cell - but worker bees build cells for drone bees, and drone bees are larger than worker bees, by about 30%. There are pillars and cross beams that stabilise the comb. The queen gets a differently shaped cradle structure. Different workers will continue work where other workers have left off, so the bee isn’t just implementing a schematic of a cell and following it to completion. Bees will make alterations to the construction of the cells of other bees. If one bee misplaces wax, other bees will correct it.

François Huber, Marie-Aimée Lullin and François Burnens, working in the late 18th and early 19th centuries, started a malicious and fascinating program of messing with bees’ beeswax to see how they’d respond. Bees usually build downwards, by attaching honeycomb to the ceiling of the hive. If you stop them doing this, like the mean old team of François2 and Marie, they reverse all their motor sequences and build a tower like in Tower Bloxx. If you stop them building up or down, they go from side to side.

If you put glass in the way of the ‘comb - bees hate attaching their ‘comb to glass - bees will rotate their construction. And they seem to notice the glass is there, because they usually rotate their construction prior to reaching the glass wall. If you keep doing it, the bees keep rotating, ducking and diving and moving their hive around you. This changes all the dimensions of the cells, and you get cells that are wider on the outside. How do bees ‘agree’ on their ‘comb dimensions, or the new directions to take? It’s not necessarily clear. 

If you keep putting glass in, by the way, the bees eventually just attach to glass. Better glass for the ‘comb than nothing. In winter, bees stop foraging and conserve energy. But in winter, in one of Huber’s glass hives, some comb broke off the ceiling. The bees awoke, fortified the dislodged comb with pillars and crossbeams, and then reinforced the other combs attached to the ceiling, in case they got dislodged. The bees, having experienced a crisis, invested in additional security.

Bees can also do it in space. There were bees on a Challenger mission in 1984 (two years before the tragedy), and zero-g-bees constructed honeycombs with cells of normal dimensions, combining that with other trivial details like learning to fly in space. The difference between space ‘combs and earth ‘combs? The bees got rid of the slight angle downwards - there’s no gravity in space, and thus no need for the angle. 

Bees that are raised alone can build honeycombs, but their diameters and cell structures aren’t great. Bees that don’t go through the acadebee are not as good at building as those who do. It is easy to say that bees are just following some program, but it’s very difficult to feel that as you see the way that they build. 

BEE BRAINED

This is what a bee’s brain looks like, as stolen liberally from this paper:
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Central body (CB) and one of the pair of lobulas (Lo), medullas (Me), antennal lobes (AL), mushroom body calyces (MBC) and mushroom body lobes (MBL).

Even if I could explain all of the intricacies of the bee brain, I don’t really think there’s space to do so here. But there are some parts of the bee brain that I think are more interesting, so I’ll talk about those and pretend like I understand the rest of it.

If you look at the image on the right above, the lobules, medullas and antennal lobes all broadly handle sensory information. Learning takes place in the mushroom body calyces and lobes. Bees utilise what in machine learning is called a ‘fan-out, fan-in’ architecture. This involves spreading out tasks to multiple destinations, where they can be computed in parallel, before sending those tasks to the similar final destinations.

There are hundreds of neuronal links between the antennal lobe and the visual system, and these ‘fan-out’ to ~170,000 Kenyon cells (a type of cell specific to the mushroom body), which then ‘fan-in’ to 400 mushroom body extrinsic neurons, which then connect back to the brain where appropriate behavioural responses are selected.

It is possible to build computerised models of this circuitry, and from these relatively simple circuits produce much more complex learning responses than you might expect.

Incidentally, before a bee leaves the hive to forage, which they do at about 2-3 weeks old, their brains enlarge drastically - their mushroom bodies grow between 15-20%, presumably in order to memorise a load of information about flower locations and the spatial environment. I remember friends at school who displayed a similar ability before they were about to enter an exam hall.

ARE BEE BRAIN WAVES SIGNS OF SOMETHING MORE?

The oscillation of the brain is somewhat understudied. There was a recent ACX book review about brain waves which mentioned that there are basically no books on brain waves. Similarly, when I was doing my masters in neuroscience, brain waves came up a bunch, but mostly in a “and this elicits an alpha wave response which we’ve put into our big list of alpha wave responses and look how pretty our list is” way. I never really felt like I got an intuitive understanding of the significance of an alpha wave, or a theta wave, or a Mexican wave.

One research team studied Drosophila, or flies, when they were asleep, and found that they also have varying brain wave oscillations when they’re sleeping (which makes you wonder if those flies ended up with human-shaped sleep paralysis demons). Broadly, brain waves are linked to conscious experiences. To expand on that, measuring consciousness is hard. Duh. As Anil Seth points out in Being You, one easy bit of consciousness to measure is awareness. We have different conscious experiences when we are under anaesthetic (i.e., none), when we’re asleep, and when we’re awake. These correlate with different patterns of brain waves.

Bees need to sleep. If they don’t get their beauty sleep, their dance moves get worse. If you expose bees to odours while they are in a phase of deep sleep, they begin to consolidate memories from the previous day, and their memories improve. Rats do a similar thing, repeating activation patterns from the previous day in their hippocampus. Does this suggest these creatures are dreaming?

Humans have a pattern of brain activity known as the default mode network, which occurs when our minds wander, or we daydream. Insect brains also exhibit patterns of activity akin to having a default mode network. None of this necessarily means insects ‘think’ or that they have ‘attention’ in the same way that we think and pay attention to things. But it all suggests that they might have similar processes that generate similar, if maybe more rudimentary, forms of those experiences. 

NOT A FAN?

One of the most commonly cited impressive bee-behaviours is that they seemingly act in an organised way without any general command structure. But this is an emergent phenomenon. Take ‘fanning’. Bees have to keep the hive ventilated to avoid suffocation. If the hive is poorly ventilated, bees start fanning their wings to increase air circulation. If it is very poorly ventilated, all of the bees do this. 

The book is filled with these scenarios, and the best way to read it is to try and solve the problems yourself. Imagine for a second you’re not sitting in your bee-tagging, brain-scanning ivory tower getting readings of how a microscopic part of the mushroom calyx responds to the sound of a frog jumping into a pond. 

You’re a scientist in the past, who has to saddle horses and wait for bees to swarm so you can try to follow them, leaping fences and hurtling o’er hill and dale in a wild ride after nature.

When it comes to bee fanning, what’s the solution? How do the bees decide how many of them should be fanning? What do you think François Huber, who belonged to the ‘we do science on horseback’ generation, have guessed? There’s no communication, but as the ventilation gets worse in the hive, more and more bees start fanning their wings. How would you design bees to solve this problem? You don’t want every bee fanning their wings 24/7 or they’re wasting time, but a nice ratio of ‘bees fanning’ to ‘bees not fanning’ that adapts in order to hit your ventilation criteria.

When Huber examined the fanning problem, he came up with an elegant theory. He suggested that bees are differentially sensitive to noxious smells. So as the noxious smells get worse, the sensitivity threshold of more and more bees is reached, and more of them begin fanning until ultimately the entire hive is fanning. Termites likely have a similar set of proclivities, as they will close and open entrances into their mounds in response to humidity changes within.

Note that there are lessons for specialisation and other forms of social organisation here - if you are more sensitive to noxious smells, you spend more time fanning, and you get better at it. This may cement differences in job allocation. Small differences in preference become permanent differences between individuals. This sort of thing probably happens in humans - if you dislike dirty dishes lying around more than your slobby roommate Jeremy, you get better at doing the dishes, and you start to resent Jeremy and leave him passive aggressive post-it notes around the house. 

In another example, Karl von Frisch observed that some bees were very picky about the sweetness of foods they would tolerate, and (many years later) Robert Page and others found that differences in sensitivity to sugar are present when bees are hours old, and determine whether they become pollen or nectar foragers.

None of that to my mind requires particularly complex cognition. It’s just a simple instinctive response to a problem that generates a relatively complex set of solutions. Other properties which bees have that we consider complex may also be emergent in a similar way. 

SO WHICH IS IT THEN? ARE BEES SMART? DO YOU HAVE THE ANSWERS?

No. Sorry. Not really. It’s tricky. Bees seem to have a form of metacognition, where they will leave an experiment if they are unsure about what will happen, as opposed to making a decision. I might try a similar tactic. 

You have to be careful when measuring performance in things that can’t communicate. Scientists used to think that bees that were tested on colour discrimination performed to the best of their abilities. Nope. Instead, it turns out bees deploy a speed-accuracy tradeoff, where they will make rapid decisions if there is no downside to doing so. 

So for decades, scientists assumed that bees could not differentiate squares and triangles, because in their experimental paradigms where they asked bees to look at squares and triangles, there was no downside. Bees just blitzed the test to get that sweet, sweet sucrose. Once penalties were introduced for mistakes, bees started performing much better and could easily differentiate squares and triangles.

This illuminates one large problem with measuring cognition in vertebrates and invertebrates. If an animal can’t do something in one test, it tells you a lot more about that test than the animals’ generalised skillset. This is really frustrating. Many animals don’t pass the mirror test, where you place something on their head and see if they try to remove it. This is frequently used to see if animals are aware of themselves. Bees don’t generally pass the mirror test. But why would they? The majority of bees have pretty similar faces. 

On the other hand, Polistes wasps live in small colonies, and invest heavily into face recognition. This is because to determine their place in the colony hierarchy, Polistes wasps have fights. It’s useful to be able to recognise faces to learn the hierarchy - if I’m Wasp A, and I lose to Wasp B, and Wasp B got pancaked by Wasp C, I probably shouldn’t fight Wasp C. 

Bees do have some awareness of their bodies, because before they fly through gaps they often make scanning flights to see if they need to approach the gap diagonally, sideways, or go around.

Here’s a ridiculous diagram of this, from this paper:

[image: ]

Does this count as self-awareness? For me, these tests all seem to fall short of the quiddity of consciousness. But they can’t all be ignored, can they?

Some of you will know William Molyneux’s Problem:


Suppose a man born blind, and now adult, and taught by his touch to distinguish between a cube and a sphere of the same metal, and nighly of the same bigness, so as to tell, when he felt one and the other, which is the cube, which is the sphere. Suppose then the cube and the sphere placed on a table, and the blind man made to see: query, Whether by his sight, before he touched them, he could now distinguish and tell which is the sphere, which the cube? To which the acute and judicious proposer answers: 'Not. For though he has obtained the experience of how a globe, and how a cube, affects his touch; yet he has not yet attained the experience, that what affects his touch so or so, must affect his sight so or so...' 



It’s a hard question to answer in human subjects, because they can often get the information from elsewhere. It’s hard to restrict humans sufficiently to determine if they’ve actually passed this test. But bumble bees can identify shapes in the dark that they have only seen previously, or vice versa. Bees seem to have little difficulty transferring information between sensory modalities. If bees appear to hold mental representations of objects, does that take them further along the spectrum of consciousness towards higher bee-ings? 

In an interview with Tyler Cowen, David Deutsch once discussed the idea of understanding, or of having explanatory power for the actions you take. For Deutsch, this distinguishes us from almost everything else that is alive. Deutsch:


[Animals] have genes which contain knowledge, but it is fixed knowledge, and it is not the kind of knowledge that constitutes understanding. Understanding is always explanatory. You can write a book on canine behavior and look in chapter 37 and it will tell you what a dog will do when such and such happens to it. Sometimes it will say, “Some dogs will do this; some dogs will do that.” There is no such book for humans because chapter 37 will be blank. It’ll say, “Humans are going to do something that neither we nor you can predict.”



It’s unlikely bees could explain their actions, if we could even find a way for them to do so. But is their cognition just a “program enacted by their genes”? Deutsch also mentions squirrels:


You know squirrels bury nuts so they can dig them up later. Well, some people did a very cruel experiment. They put a squirrel, given some nuts or something (I don’t know how they set up the experiment), on a concrete floor. The squirrel did exactly the same behavior with its hind legs with the nuts and put the nuts there and so on. Even though it was having no effect whatsoever. We see the point of scrabbling with your hind legs and then nudging the nuts over there and so on, but it doesn’t. It’s just a program being enacted by its genes.



There’s no link to the lets-mess-with-squirrel-minds study, so it’s difficult to evaluate it. But it may have been the case that they tested the wrong squirrels. Here’s what I mean - Chittka did an experiment with bees where he placed flowers with sucrose under a glass screen. The flowers were connected to a rope. If you pulled the rope, you could get at the sucrose. Bees were unleashed upon the flowers. 

Many of the bees did not figure out the sucrose-rope-pulley system. But a handful of bright bees figured out that they could pull the rope. Tool use in bees! But here’s the really sweet part - remember those dumbass bees from before that didn’t figure it out? Some of them watched the brainy bees, and started pulling the rope to get at the sucrose. 

There are natural variances in intelligence in bee populations, as in every population. There are also variances in intelligence between colonies. It seems so advantageous to be a fast learner, that Chittka was curious why, evolutionarily, there are still slow learners. The main argument he finds is that bees who learned faster seemed to burn brighter, but were active for less long. This produced a pronounced effect where slower learners actually gathered more resources over their lifespan. 

Animals are wily and irritating to test. Simply because one set of squirrels cannot figure out the concrete problem, it doesn’t necessarily mean all squirrels cannot. It may well be the case that all squirrels cannot, but you need to do a bunch of repeated studies, and then grant application boards start asking you why you need another boatload of cash to keep being a dick to squirrels. 

This all makes it really difficult to say that animals ‘cannot’ do things, and this is really annoying and I don’t have a good solution other than to say in the short run, let’s keep being dicks to squirrels.

PUTTING THE ‘SCIENCE’ IN ‘CONSCIENCE’

Remember right at the start where I talked about anxious bees? Chittka says that his work suggests bees feel something: 


Natural selection might not look kindly upon individuals that do not know fear, mothers who are indifferent to the loss of their offspring, or social animals for whom it does not “feel rewarding” to be in their social setting. In other words, having at least a range of basic emotions might be part of most animals’ “survival tool kit”.



Feelings are not the same as understanding or explanatory power. Emotion doesn’t necessarily equate to consciousness, and Chittka knows this:


There has never been a formal proof of consciousness in any animal, and in this book I have not supplied a formal proof for bees, either. Critical readers might counter that every single psychological phenomenon, every intelligent behavior, described in this book could somehow be replicated by a computing algorithm or a robot, and therefore could in theory be accomplished without any form of conscious awareness. They would be right. You could design a robotic system for planning honeycomb construction, you could build robots that behave as if they experience pain when damaged, and you could of course mimic the counting abilities of bees quite easily in silico. And the list goes on. But, first of all, if you wanted to build an automaton that could do everything I've described in this book - the dozens of "innate" as well as learned and innovated behaviors - you would have to equip your robot with a very long list of detailed instructions, and your machine would still be able to cope only with what you have programmed it to cope with. It would be helpless with any novel challenge for which you have not written any code.



If or when we get to forms of AI consciousness and intelligence, and particularly early forms of that consciousness, they might look a little like what we see from the rest of life on earth; complex behaviours that could easily be explained away by some hand-waving, but perhaps shouldn’t be. Perhaps they won’t. 

As a question, it needs to be taken seriously, and we should probably be examining a much wider spectrum of animals - unfamiliarity with the creature seems to preclude a lot of science funding. Chittka notes how difficult it is to work on bees, and that his field lacks prestige, and academic recognition, and funding. And that’s bees! People know bees! People love bees! 

Imagine being an oarfish specialist. Oarfish could exhibit really unique and weird forms of consciousness that are for some reason easy to study. But we wouldn’t know, because oarfish are a nightmare to find, and we aren’t funding trips to the underwater kingdom of the oarfish, and we aren’t making up a prestigious Rowers Medal for oarfish scientists to win, because no-one really cares about oarfish. I have maybe gone too deep into the oarfish analogy, but I hope you get my point.

One day, people much smarter than me will figure all of this out, but for now, this is where I fly out of the experiment chamber. 

Instead, I’ll leave you with one last titbit - bumble bees used to be called humble bees. The linguistic turn wasn’t particularly exciting, but I like the old name. It wasn’t because the bees in days of yore were modest, god-fearing types - it was because they hummed. Cute, right?

If you’ll permit me to block quote one last time, I’ll leave you with Charles Darwin talking about his humble-bees and his hive bees ‘cheating’ while gathering nectar:


One day I saw for the first time several large humble-bees visiting my rows of the tall scarlet Kidney Bean; they were not sucking at the mouth of the flower, but cutting holes through the calyx, and thus extracting the nectar. And here comes the curious point: the very next day after the humble-bees had cut the holes, every single hive bee, without exception, instead of alighting on the left wing-petal, flew straight to the calyx and sucked through the cut hole; and so they continued to do for many following days. Now how did the hive-bees find out that the holes had been made? Instinct seems to be here out of the question, as the Kidney Bean is an exotic. 

The holes could scarcely be seen from any point, and not at all from the mouth of the flower, where the hive-bees hitherto had invariably alighted. I doubt whether they were guided by a stronger odour of the nectar escaping through the cut holes; for I have found in the case of the little blue Lobelia, which is a prime favourite of the hive-bee, that cutting off the lower striped petals deceived them; they seem to think the mutilated flowers are withered, and they pass them over unnoticed. Hence I am strongly inclined to believe that the hive-bees saw the humble-bees at work, and well understanding what they were at, rationally took immediate advantage of the shorter path thus made to the nectar.



So, riddle me this. Are bees smart?




The Ministry for the Future by Kim Stanley Robinson

THE IMPOTENCE OF BEING EARNEST

Even the severest critic of The Ministry for the Future will agree that it is well-researched and well-intentioned.

This 600-page tiny-print novel by Kim Stanley Robinson is a vastly ambitious eco-sermon wrapped in a thin SF plot. It presents a rousing scenario where the people of the world come together to defeat capitalism, carbon, and greed itself and thereby assure humanity’s planetary future. Along the way, The Ministry for the Future (TMFTF) solves every pressing issue of our times—climate crisis, biodiversity loss, deforestation, refugee crises, economic collapse—by employing economics, physics, biology, history, psychology, philosophy, mythology, cryptofinance, AI, along with a stiff dose of terrorism. The visionary elements in the tale are breath-taking; the narrative elements less so. This is a novel perfectly in keeping with our present-day ethos—concerned, angry, knowledgeable, and ultra-virtuous, but deficient in humour, colour, pacing, plot, characterization, and literary merit.

The novel’s beginning is set some small-town hellhole in the Indian state of Bihar that lets Robinson trot out the usual stereotypes about India—poverty, crowding, filth, misery, caste—and bring in the inevitable white savior in the form of an American guy, Grant, working for a nonprofit providing free healthcare to the unwashed masses. Along the way, Robinson throws in some references to Indian mythology (Arjuna, Karna, Kali) to show that he understands the culture he’s talking about. In this chapter, northern India is experiencing an apocalyptically terrible heat wave and the nameless town in Bihar where Grant works is not spared. People are dying like flies. And that is before the electricity fails and things get hotter than ever. Grant works round the clock in an ultimately futile attempt to rescue the townsfolk. He alone survives. The point-of-view in this chapter stays with Grant, and it appears that he’s the only one who matters. None of the natives seems to have any kind of personality or inner life. At no point did I ever care about what happened to any of them, so impersonal and emotionally distanced is the way they are portrayed. Not as thinking, feeling human beings with emotions, intelligence, personality, or humor, but essentially as walking maggots, embodiments of poverty, filth, and disease. So my cliché about their “dying like flies” is intentional.

Despite these flaws, this beginning chapter is well-written and gripping, showcasing the caliber of writing Robinson is capable of. I wish I could say that about the rest of the book.

First, the plot, such as it is. (I would include a spoiler warning if there was indeed a real plot that could be spoiled.) An Irishwoman, Mary Murphy, and the eponymous Ministry she leads are trying to save the planet by ensuring the welfare of the generations to come. They are opposed by the usual suspects—corporations, oil companies, bankers, other government bodies, and so on. The Ministry employs a crack multi-specialist team that includes geologists, economists, lawyers, psychologists, computer scientists, and even an intelligent robot. In the early years, the Ministry makes little headway. Nobody listens to them. Despite the genocidal heatwave in India, it’s business as usual. Even when other climate-related disasters strike, including a catastrophic flooding in Los Angeles, little progress is made. Evil corporations and brutal regimes continue to work together to deny people their basic rights, driving an ever-increasing flood of refugees fleeing climate disasters and slave labor.

Then various eco-terror organizations begin to take direct action. Airplane flights increasingly come under drone attack until such a point that airline companies are forced to abandon jet flights altogether and switch to airships and other eco-friendly aircraft. A similar eco-terror campaign takes out motorized commercial shipping, leading to a return of sailing ships. Coal plants and other polluting industries are likewise terrorized out of business.

An assassination campaign targets the super-rich who discover that even their walled fortresses offer little refuge. This is narrated by a survivor of India’s heat wave. These Miserables are so scarred by their near-death experience—from which they emerge as the walking dead, needing years to even get to the point of being able to talk—that “not all of [them] were human.” They emerge from their ordeal with one aim: destroy the people who they hold responsible for the climate crisis. Concepts such as the sanctity of life mean nothing to them anymore. These avenging angels band together to form the Children of Kali, Kali being the goddess of wrath in Indian mythology. Rejecting the tactic of suicide bombing, they employ fleets of lethal drones “the size of sparrows” to assassinate the people they blame for the heat wave—presumably fossil fuel executives and other usual suspects. One would imagine the rich and mighty would immediately retaliate, using all their vast resources to track down and destroy their assailants, but they simply capitulate, retreating deep inside their fortified homes where the drones can’t get them. But even there they are not safe. The Children start breaking into these houses and kill their targets there, often in front of their family members. People guarding the “guilty” are killed as well, being considered fair game—“protecting mass murderers makes you complicit in mass murder”—but the Children avoid “collateral damage” in the form of the accidental killing of innocents. The “guilty,” though, have nowhere to hide, because “Kali sees all.”

Finally, the tide begins to turn. Despotic regimes and overthrown by peaceful democratic protesters. A worldwide program to guarantee the rights of refugees is created. A social media network called YourLock, created by the Ministry, replaces Facebook and other commercial platforms, giving average citizens the right to perfect privacy and a way to have their voices heard. In parallel, a blockchain-based “carbon coin” created by the Ministry begins to replace fiat currencies, driving dark money out of circulation. Based on carbon reduction, this currency motivates people to stop burning carbon and start sequestering it, or, as in the case of oil-producing countries, to leave it in the ground untapped. Oil companies are carrot-and-sticked into reversing their operations and pumping CO2 back into their oil wells.

Glaciologists succeed in slowing the melting and breakup of ice bodies by pumping out the water under them and pumping water on top of them. Vast eco-corridors come into existence to protect wildlife habitats and to reduce biodiversity loss. And lo and behold, carbon levels in the atmosphere stabilize and then drop so fast that it exceeds the wildest dreams of climate crusaders. And finally, there comes a day when the entire global population unites in singing a worldwide Kumbaya.

The progress made the problems that remain are captured in a two-day COP meeting of the Paris Agreement signatories. Although the Paris Agreement had always been perceived as weak, “it was, perhaps, like the moment the tide turns: first barely perceptible, then unstoppable.” Humanity is on the right track at last. A “good Anthropocene” is born. We see a vast amount of evidence of this on display; posters, talks, organizational tables, all attesting to what had looked unattainable a few decades prior. More and more clean energy is generated while more and more CO2 is removed from the air and safely sequestered. Clean energy, “the crux of the challenge,” is no longer a challenge. More good news comes from the Global Footprint Network which has a poster showing how humanity’s over-exploitation of renewable biosphere resources is finally over; simultaneously, more and more of the planet is being “rewilded,” including much of the boundless acres of cropland previously used for livestock rearing.

Enlightened economists show evidence that equality and equity are flourishing worldwide aided by global socialist policies that prioritize equitable distribution of resources and impose stiff penalties on concentrations of wealth. The blockchain-dwelling carboni, or carbon coin, plays a major role in enforcing this, as people no longer have anywhere to hide their disproportionate assets. Seen emerging is a new economics that ditches the cold calculations of the GNP and GDP –measures that are more interested in the health of the market than the health of human society – in favor of a “Biosphere and Civilization Health Meta-Index,” or BCHMI.

Some new trends are discussed only offline at the meeting. Human population growth rate falls to 1.8, well below the replacement rate of 2.15, but this being a sensitive topic for various reasons—such as religious concerns and fear of demographic collapse--is not openly celebrated. Also left mostly unsaid is the role played by the various Depressions and climate disasters in thinning out the world population and thus reducing the global carbon footprint.

The second day of the conference is devoted to paying lip service to remaining problems—mistreatment of women, failed states, nuclear menace, pollution, ocean acidification, etc. At the end of it, Mary goes to visit her personal “remaining problem,” Frank, who is dying of cancer at a hospice. She tells him about the conference. She praises the Chinese model of state-owned and state-managed enterprises and attributes the climate progress made to the fact that “everyone’s beginning to do things more like them.”

“So it’s really America that is the main problem,” Frank concludes.

Robinson charts this Chinese-inspired transformation of human civilization--from a plague of ecosphere-destroying greedy capitalists into a race of people living in harmony with nature—with convincing detail and well-thought-out ideas. At its best, TMFTF presents a utopian vision for humanity that seems naïve yet thrillingly attainable. Even where the project is over-simplistic—for instance, if killer drone technology can be used for taking out the bad guys, can’t it be used by the bad guys for taking out the good guys as well? – its overall thrust feels both optimistic and realistic. No wonder the novel has drawn so much acclaim, especially from the elite commentariat. There is something infinitely reassuring about having the responsibility of saving our planet—which in the real world will involve actually changing our ways, living in smaller houses, flying less often, eating less, and so on—taken from us and handed over to a benign Ministry staffed with the best and brightest of the world. Sometimes having a beautiful vision can be a good substitute for actually attaining it.

As a vision statement or as a call to arms, therefore, TMFTF is par excellence.

Where this novel fails is, well, as a novel. A good novel, in my no-doubt-old-fashioned opinion, should have realistic characters, meaningful relationships, and strong emotional arcs. Some suspense and tension would be welcome as well. The narrative beats should feel organic, not externally imposed. Even when I can’t identify with any characters, I should care about what happens to them. Unfortunately, TMFTF serves us short in all these aspects.

None of its characters makes any kind of impression, least of all Mary Murphy, the de facto protagonist. She seems such a blank nonentity that every scene, every dialogue, every flashback that involves her feels achingly dull. Nor do any of the other characters fare any better. Take Frank May, the American do-gooder from the first chapter, who ends up with a severe case of PTSD after being nearly roasted to death in the Indian heat wave. I did feel a bit for him at first, but after the tenth or twentieth flare-up of his symptoms, I lost interest and hoped he would soon die and put us both out of our misery (which he kindly does at some point). The long scenes of dialogue between Mary and Frank go absolutely nowhere. They are tedious, repetitive, and pointless.

But the Mary-Frank exchanges sound positively Wildean when compared to what happens between Mary and Art, a love interest introduced in chapter 70 or so, possibly at the insistence of some agent, editor, or publisher who felt the novel would have more traction if it included a romance. The results are disastrous. Not only are the Mary-Art interactions devoid of spark, they are positively cringe-inducing in many places. Witness this brilliant passage just after Frank has introduced them to each other:


“Mary, Art here is the owner and pilot of The Clipper of the Clouds, a blimp—or is it a dirigible?"

“A dirigible," Art said with a little smile, "but you can call it a blimp if you want. Many people do. Actually, airship seems to be becoming the usual term, to avoid that confusion."

"And you take people up to see wild animals.”

"I do."

"Mary and I went up to the Alps a while ago and saw a little herd of chamois, and some marmots."

"Very nice," Art said. "That must have been lovely."

"It was," Mary said, trying to join in.

Art attended to her. "Do you go up to the Alps often?"

"Not really," she said.



Jane Austen, take notes -- your Elizabeth-Darcy dialogues pale in comparison!

Chapter 102, in my opinion, is the most toe-curling chapter in the entire book, because it seems to be trying to set up a romantic frisson between Mary and Art, but only succeeds in being so awkward that it’s positively painful to plough through. Mary has signed up to go on a round-the-world airship voyage with Art as pilot and a bunch of other passengers. They glide over a rewilded part of Northern California where they see hundreds of animals including a family of (reintroduced) wolverines. Then over the Rockies, along a great circle over the Arctic Ocean, now dyed yellow to increase its solar reflectivity, past vast herds of caribou, and so on, all the way across the world, past the Antarctic, and back home. Every evening Mary and Art meet up, fail to ignite sparks, go to the bathroom—I’ve never seen a book where the protagonists visit the loo so often, someone please advise them to get a medical exam—and then retire for the night to resume the same pattern the following day. Was it for this boredom that the Earth was saved?

Here is Mary ruminating, just after Art finishes explaining how the Mediterranean, a dry basin once, filled up at the end of the last Ice Age:


She watched him closely. A flood, a sudden breakthrough. … Was he a dry plain himself, she wondered, a space waiting to be flooded? Was she the Atlantic, he the Mediterranean? And she? Was she rising? Would she pour over into him and fill him up?



Where are the Guardian’s Bad Sex Award judges when you need them? Ironically, the author says in one of his interviews that his aim is to “focus on the story’s characters and their emotional lives, as being central to how fiction works” so that he gets to “to play the game of literature to the full, and for the long haul.” When I read statements like this, I wonder if the climate apocalypse might not be such a bad thing, after all.

So much for character and emotion. How about the thriller elements? Is there any satisfaction to be had there?

Sadly, no. Every time the novel seems to be headed for some thrills, some action, Robinson kills the tension dead and moves on to something else. Any anticipation built up is given no satisfying release; it is always “build-up, anti-climax, context switch” over and over. It almost feels like Robinson is deliberately toying with genre conventions to deny us any standard thrills or reader satisfaction, trying to copy what Ishiguro does so brilliantly in Never Let Me Go. But I doubt such is his intention, and in any case, Robinson is no Ishiguro. His scenes fizzle out. Occasionally, something interesting seems about to happen, but it never does, and the “something interesting” is never heard of again or is mentioned passively a few chapters later after it has happened and after any interest we might have had in it has long evaporated.

Take the extraordinary efforts taken by the Swiss security agency to protect Mary after her office is bombed. A tough, competent, humourless team of four is assigned to guard her day and night. The first step is to spirit her away to a remote hideout in the Swiss Alps. Mary goes along reluctantly, unconvinced that she’s in personal danger. The arduous and somewhat risky journey to get to the safe house is described in great detail. KSR’s love for the mountains comes through really well, and the lengthy descriptions of the varying landscape—bare rock, meadow, glacier, ice field, firn—and the equipment—crampons, climbing boots, outerwear, climbing helmet, harness--would fit wonderfully in a mountaineer’s diary or in an in-flight magazine. As the journey progresses, Mary’s reluctance diminishes. She realizes that her situation is “quite frightening, actually, if she allowed herself to think about it.” So it’s with relief and gratitude that she hauls her weary body up the steep slopes into the safe house.

But Mary is not allowed to enjoy her well-earned rest there, because that very night a large block of rock from an overhang—it seems odd that any habitation would be built right under such an obvious hazard—breaks off and nearly crushes them all. Coincidence, Mary argues, but her minders think otherwise. So it is back into the “space suit” and an even more arduous and riskier trek—including such attractions as deadly crevasses hidden under snow and terrifying chasms called “bergschrunds” separating slopes of ice and rock—and a helicopter ride and a 6-km hike through a tunnel to a top-secret Swiss defence establishment in the mountains where she arrives completely Alpenverbraucht or Alp-wasted. She relieves her feelings by indulging in some plain speaking with a bunch of Swiss leaders assembled there. “Other countries lose tax money which gets put into [your banks],” she tells them. “So you’re rich in part because you’re the bagman for criminals worldwide.” (Everybody knows this, but I guess it’s worth repeating.) She advises them to change their ways, put all their banked assets on the blockchain, and “put their ill-gotten wealth to good use.” For good measure, she transfixes them with her trademark glare, which she has always been able to use to “freeze people in place.”

This chapter high up in the Swiss Alps is about as exciting and thriller-ish as TMFTF ever gets. Mary and the book go downhill from there. I was expecting to see some validation of those heroic mountaineering efforts in the form of some real danger, some violent attempt on her life, but nothing ever happens. Later, it turns out that there was no threat to her life at all, and that Mary’s own assistant, Badim Bahadur, may have engineered the blast on her office. (Why he did that is not clear, seemingly it might have been some half-assed attempt to spur the Ministry/Swiss government into action, or some such nonsense.) So the whole exercise was pointless. Even the revelation of Bahadur’s treachery falls flat, as both he and Mary just shrug off what in a better novel would be a pivotal confrontation. The novel is filled with so many of these non-climaxes, non-confrontations, and non-releases that it becomes the literary equivalent of an anejaculatory and anorgasmic duo desperately trying to gratify their erotic fantasies but achieving only a series of frustrating starts-and-stops.

All in all, this is a massive, sweeping, curate’s egg of a book. A rousing eco-manifesto with tremendous detail and deep passion is packed into a crude and poorly-conceived storyline with cardboard characters and passionless relationships. The Ministry for the Future has an oversized brain but lacks a pulse.




The Motivation To Work

Let’s start with a quiz….

True or False - Great managers create satisfied/motivated employees.

The answer is FALSE. Great managers do not yield satisfied/motivated employees. The best they can get us is employees that are NOT DISsatisfied. It doesn’t matter how good that manager is technically or interpersonally, they do not have the ability to deliver satisfied, motivated employees.

So says psychologist and researcher Frederick Herzberg in his 1959 book titled The Motivation To Work, which I’m reviewing for you today. I found Herzberg and his motivation theories many years ago while reading How Will You Measure Your Life by Clayton Christensen (also wrote The Innovators Dilemma and speaks in some detail about Herzberg’s work in this FastCompany article) and have been a fan of his work ever since.

To more fully understand what Herzberg is telling us in The Motivation To Work, let’s assume your/my company is rife with poor managers and demotivated/dissatisfied employees. Hence we invest a bunch of time, money, & creativity into management training - which inevitably fails. Why? Because, per my poorly drawn diagram below, dissatisfaction/demotivation and satisfaction/motivation do not live on a continuous spectrum. Instead, per Herzberg, there’s a brick wall sitting between them.

[image: ]

With certain factors holding power on one side of the wall while different factors hold power on the other side (this theory goes by two different names: Two-Factory Theory and Motivation-Hygiene Theory) And guess what, Management Skills lives on the opposite side of the wall from Satisfied/Motivated employees. No matter what we do to improve our managers, that investment will never get us satisfied/motivated employees.  The best we can hope for is employees that, in Herzberg’s words, are NOT DISSatisfied. An outcome that sounds about as thrilling as sister-kissing.

Looking beyond just Management Skills, and generalizing Herzberg’s message, he calls the factors that can’t create satisfaction/motivation, Hygiene Factors. And he defines them as the conditions that surround the doing of the job - not the work itself, but the context of the work. Things like the bosses skills, the spiffiness of our office, our company policies, our salary etc. And the critical point here, on the Hygiene side, is whether the employee feels like their treatment is fair.

Come across as fair and you get an A+ on the Hygiene/Fairness side - an important achievement - but not one that will earn you an uptick in workforce motivation/satisfaction.

SATISFACTION/MOTIVATION

Over on the other side of the diagram we find the factors that are capable of creating a state of Satisfied or Motivated. He describes these factors as satisfying the individual’s need for self-actualization in his work. And he describes self actualization as “man’s need to fulfill himself as a creative unique individual according to his own innate potential.” He goes on to say..."It is only from the performance of a TASK, the actual doing of the job, that the individual can get the rewards that will reinforce his aspirations.” i.e. that will motivate him or her.

Before I dive into more detail on the specific factors that live on the discrete sides of Herzberg’s theory, I’d like to take a second to address the elephant in the room when it comes to any social science discussion.

TIME OUT

I feel the need to pause at this juncture, given the modern epidemic of research that falls apart under closer inspection, and point out that Herzberg’s theories are not universally embraced.

A quick scan of Wikipedia gives me a mixed dose of credibility opinions. On the nay side I find this…


“While the Motivator-Hygiene concept is still well regarded, satisfaction and dissatisfaction are generally[who?] no longer considered to exist on separate scales. The separation of satisfaction and dissatisfaction has been shown to be an artifact of the critical incident technique (CIT) used by Herzberg to record events.[13] Furthermore, it has been noted the theory does not allow for individual differences, such as particular personality traits, which would affect individuals' unique responses to motivating or hygiene factors.[4]”



On the yea side I find this…


“…a study by the Gallup Organization, as detailed in the book First, Break All the Rules: What the World's Greatest Managers Do by Marcus Buckingham and Curt Coffman, appears to provide strong support for Herzberg's division of satisfaction and dissatisfaction onto two separate scales. In this book, the authors discuss how the study identified twelve questions that provide a framework for determining high-performing individuals and organizations. These twelve questions align squarely with Herzberg's motivation factors, while hygiene factors were determined to have little effect on motivating high performance.”



No clear winner here. I personally love the research and find that it aligns with my own experiences, but to each his/her own. I also love that this book spends the first 54 pages laying out the gory details of how the research project was designed and administered. The questions that were asked, the assumptions that were made, the response categories that were chosen. A great look at the guts of a psychological study.

One last point before heading back into the review, Herzberg did not work alone. The other authors credited on this book/study are Bernard Mauser and Barbara Snyderman.

BACK TO THE REVIEW

Let’s start with a list of guaranteed attitude killers, ways to create dissatisfaction, ways to fail on the Hygiene side of the ledger. Recall that Hygiene is all about context or environment. The distractions that the gossipers love to bitch about. The stuff that sucks the life out of otherwise good employees. Here are the top three


	Enforce policies that lack fairness.

	Hire and promote incompetent managers that also have poor interpersonal skills.

	Put a confusing salary structure in place.



Suck at these Hygiene factors and your employees will be deeply dissatisfied, they’ll consider you unfair, and per Herzberg, they’ll conclude that you lack integrity. Since no ethical employer wants to be unfair and/or be thought of as lacking integrity, these Hygiene problems are obviously worth fixing. However, we need to attack these issues with eyes wide open. With the acceptance that the payoff for our hard work on the Hygiene side of the equation will be, at best, employees that are NOT DISsatisfied.

Fine, but how do we get satisfaction/motivation?

THE LIST

Here are Herzberg’s motivators as called out in his original 1959 terms…


Achievement    38%

Recognition      27%

Work Itself        31%

Responsibility   28%

Advancement    23%



*The numbers represent the % of time interviewees mentioned each factor as a motivator. The numbers add to greater than 100% because subjects could list more than one factor.

You may notice that Recognition seems out of rank numerical order. I did this to highlight its close relationship with Achievement. 61% of the time that researchers found Recognition to be a motivator, achievement was also listed. For clarification, Herzberg defined Recognition as some act of notice, praise or blame, handed out by pretty much anyone. So recognition could be as simple as an attaboy or attagirl from the person in the next cubicle.

Unsurprisingly he also found that ‘lack of recognition’ had a short term negative effect on attitude. “No one gives you a pat on the back around here” was a common piece of feedback.  So crank up the insincere, over the top praise, right? Tell everyone how amazing they are even when they’re doing average work - or maybe not. People do love recognition, but only when they do something of real value. They do not want a pat on the back for fogging a mirror. They see through it and so do their peers. False praise, blowing smoke up their rear end, is a de-motivator.

Lesson learned, only praise real achievement - or don't even do that. Herzberg found that achievement alone was a long term motivator, even without the praise. Yes,  people will complain that "nobody gives us a pat on the back around here". But they'll still be long term motivated by their achievement alone. A relaxing thought for managers, it’s not the end of the world if we miss a "pat on the back" moment.

I’m a recovering engineer and love equations, so I interpret these findings like this…


NON-Achievement + Recognition = De-Motivation

Real Achievement + Zero Recognition = Some Motivation

Real Achievement + Sincere Recognition = Max  Motivation



We now have a surefire way of demotivating someone - false praise. And we understand one of Herzberg’s key motivators - recognizing real achievement. Let’s move on to his next motivator.

WORK ITSELF

This one is pretty self-explanatory, the employee feels good about just doing their job. People were especially motivated by creative, non-repetitive work that allowed them to perform an entire operation. This makes sense.  It feels pure - finding motivation in the intrinsic challenge of our everyday work. Making steady progress toward a goal we care about. Enough said. Next comes responsibility.

RESPONSIBILITY

Herzberg defines responsibility as owning the necessary resources and authority to get our work done.  Having the tools and the span of control to make a difference, and span of control doesn't mean being everyones boss. People were happy to take on expanded responsibility even when it  didn't include a formal promotion.


More responsibility + NO promotion = Motivation



Within reason of course. No one wants to do three people's jobs. But if you provide people the tools to achieve their expanded responsibilities/goals, they will be motivated.

Next on the list was advancement.

ADVANCEMENT

Herzberg had a tight definition here, a promotion had to occur. A lateral move with more responsibility was not considered Advancement.  And I don’t think the modern practice of goofy inflated titles - like sales people being called Regional Presidents, etc - would equal his definition of Advancement. So motivation options seem limited here in the modern workforce as we can’t promote everyone to keep them motivated.

SOMETHING’S MISSING

Achievement, Work Itself, Responsibility, and Advancement can lead to Motivation. Looks good, but isn’t something missing? What about moolah dough, bread - the almighty dollar?

Salary was one of the few factors that crossed through the brick wall between Hygiene factors and Motivation factors, it made the top quartile of both lists. But, and I’ll spare you the details here, Herzberg determined that Salary was primarily a Hygiene Factor, not a strong long term motivator.

High pay, in the absence of challenge, achievement, and responsibility, will at best make us NOT DISsatisfied.  From my own experience I can concur that the least motivated I’ve ever been correlates with two jobs where I held my nose and sold myself to the highest bidder. And, similarly, two of the most motivating jobs I ever had started out as the worst financially. Of course, correlation isn’t causation, but those memories are burned in my biased mind.

Money is nice, but at some point it loses it’s motivating power and becomes primarily Hygiene/context/something that can at best leave us searching for more and feeling NOT Dissatisfied.

ONE MORE THING

There was one more point that Herzberg made that stuck with me - a critical motivation/satisfaction killer. Here it is in his own words (This is abridged…if you want to read his exact words check out page 124 of the book.)


“The motivation to work comes from the recognition of individual achievement and from the sense of personal growth in responsibility.  Two things that are hard to maintain in a bureaucratic situation because bureaucracies tie peoples hands. Managers are rewarded for playing by the rules so they stop using their own personal judgment on how to help people grow. Now multiply this stifling effect by the number of levels in your company - because each layer has it’s own formal and or informal rule book - and you get a decrease in motivation.”



Rules, rules, rules.  Formal and informal. Then throw in meetings. Ten people doing the work of two because you can't leave anybody out. Then make sure all real decisions need to be signed by the CEO. Not because the CEO cares to sign everything, but because everyone is covering their ass. What's the payoff for making a tough decision at the mid-manager level? Zippo. Maybe a pat on the back if you’re right, but a black mark on your forehead written in sharpie if you’re wrong.  So push it up a few levels. Then have a seat and look busy while you piddle around on the internet. Eventually someone up the ladder might have the guts to make a decision, or maybe not…

Add it all up, and the more layers you have the more likely you are to exhibit low motivation across your entire organization. Seems to me this is the reason that most big companies, in the eyes of people that like to get stuff done, tend to suck.

BEYOND THE BOOK

For those that are intrigued by Herzberg’s work but don’t have the time to read the entire excellent book - I have a present for you. In a 1968 Harvard Business Review article Herzberg summarized the findings of his work.  This summary was then republished in 1987 (also reprinted in 2003 by HBR) with a couple Herzberg updates added to the end.

In these summaries his core theory remained intact, and he also re-emphasized a point that I feel he explained better in the republished work than in the original. Here are his words…


"Movement is a function of fear of punishment or failure to get extrinsic rewards. It is the typical procedure used in animal training and its counterpart, behavioral modification techniques for humans.

Motivation is a function of growth from getting intrinsic rewards out of interesting and challenging work.

While the immediate behavioral results from movement and motivation appear alike, their dynamics, which produce vastly different long-term consequences, are different.

Movement requires constant reinforcement and stresses short-term results. To get a reaction, management must constantly enhance the extrinsic rewards for movement. If I get a bonus of $1,000 one year and $500 the next, I am getting extra rewards both years but psychologically I have taken a $500 salary cut.

Motivation is based on growth needs. It is an INTERNAL engine, and its benefits show up over a long period of time.  Because the ultimate reward in motivation is personal growth, people don’t need to be rewarded incrementally.  I write a book - a big accomplishment. Then I write an article - a lesser accomplishment, but nevertheless an addition to my personal growth."



Herzberg emphasizes that giving someone a bonus for hitting a goal is not motivation. It’s animal training. It’s generous manipulation that works in the near term. It’s also a bit of a drug. One that we have to supply in ever larger quantities as it becomes an entitlement. Shrink that bonus, even though it’s still a nice chunk of change and definitely better than nothing, and you just spent money to bum people out.

The carrot, and the stick for that matter, can work, but we must remain aware that they are not intrinsic motivation. We’re not tapping into the real core of the person, the internal self-charging battery that keeps the juice flowing over the long term.

THE FINAL WORD

In closing I’ll share one final point I gleaned from the book. Herzberg typically closed his questioning by asking the interviewees “What did these events mean to you?”. The responses clustered around an affinity for feeling like they had a “possibility of growth”.  That they still possessed the ability to progress and move forward. In Herzberg’s own words “a sense of personal growth and of self-actualization is the key to an understanding of positive feelings about the job”.

Thus far this review has been completely work-centric, but doesn’t this desire - “a sense of personal growth and of self-actualization” - go well beyond work? Isn’t this what we want for ourselves, our partners, our kids, our parents, our friends, our employees, our employers, our everyone in all phases of our lives?

The End!




THE PACIFIC WAR, by Saburo Ienaga

Before I read through Ienaga’s The Pacific War, I understood fairly little as to the war between Japan and the U.S.-Chinese alliance, despite having a history knowledge that resulted in me easily getting all questions (except the troll question they throw in there) right on the Advanced Placement World History test. I thought of reviewing Toland’s Rising Sun, but, as it contained only one sentence on the China Incident -the direct cause of America’s sanctions on Japan (and, thus, Japan’s attack on Pearl Harbor)- I saw it better to review a Japanese book written for Japanese, from a man who personally saw how things went in the years of and leading up to Japan’s wars with the U.S., China, and many local resistances.

The author, Saburo Ienaga, is a sort of a Japanese Howard Zinn. Clearly favorable to Marxists and liberals, he condemns without distinction Japanese, Soviet, and American crimes against international law. The prewar Japan he describes, particularly in the thirties, was a true gangster’s paradise. Instead of American, British, or even Soviet style civilian control of the military, the principle used in the Land of the Rising Sun was military control of the military - “after 1900 the regulations were changed to specify that the army minister must be an active duty general or lieutenant general, and the navy minister must be an admiral or vice-admiral” -and even here, no one person was in charge. Major offensives were repeatedly ordered by military officers going against orders from above (e.g., attacking French forces in Indochina, attacking Soviets at Changkufeng in 1938 and at Tamusku in 1939). The military was able to dissolve cabinets at will (e.g., with the collapse of the Hirota cabinet in 1937). It even engaged in smuggling opium from South Manchuria to the rest of China as early as 1933, with the trade expanding after the seizure of Shanghai, as well as expropriation of factories from their Chinese owners in northern and central China (p. 165) and their transfer to Japanese managers.

If there is any major lesson in the book, it is that, contrary to Hanson, futarchy would not end gangsterism, but guarantee it. After all, every rogue commander who knew he would not be punished did what he did… because he knew he would not be punished. As Ienaga says, “No decision for war should have been made unless the navy was sure of a good chance of victory. The admirals never made such sanguine claims. Fukudome Shigeru, chief of the first division, navy general staff, bluntly told his colleagues at a meeting of army and navy division and bureau chiefs on October 6, 1941, that he “had no confidence that Japan could win the war.” And yet, Japan still attacked Pearl Harbor and the Philippines.

Much in contrast to the German National Socialist and Italian Fascist revolutions “from below”, Ienaga speaks of a revolution “from above by the military and the bureaucrats” (p. 112) beginning with the seizure of Manchuria from Chang Hsueh-liang with a staged bombing incident that damaged the railroad so precisely that it had no impact on the ability of trains to pass through it. Precedent, of course, was set in military glory being commended in pre-1931 elementary schools -a natural result of the defeat of the People’s Rights movement in the 1880s. While in “1930 a cabinet headed by Hamaguchi Yuko overrode the stiff opposition of Katō Kanji, chief of the navy general staff, and obtained ratification of the London Naval Treaty” (p. 36) and Ienaga in April 1931 was “astounded at my classmates’ knowledge of Marxist dialectics” (p. 108), “in 1934, the student movement and political activities had completely disappeared”.

As with any nationalist movement, Japan’s least obedient soldiers were those with the lowest (men with “little to no formal education”) and highest socioeconomic status (p. 30). The various means of censorship Japanese authorities (especially the feared Kempeitai, i.e. military police) used are extensively covered, particularly in the chapters Thought Control and Indoctrination, The War at Home: Democracy Destroyed, and Dissent and Resistance: Change from Within. As Ienaga points out, legal opposition being cornered to private magazines (which, despite legal harassment, consistently churned out issues throughout the war), the Japanese had no clue as to how the war was truly going on. Hideki Tojo, both General and Prime Minister, did not get any news from the Navy as to their defeat at Midway until a month after the battle had been lost, rendering him a figurehead. Japan, writes Ienaga, was “an intellectual insane asylum run by the demented”. Rallies (p. 151) were a common tool to propagandize pro-government slogans. Even the removal of Tojo as Prime Minister in 1944 did not change the government’s insistence on maintaining Korea and Taiwan as theirs.

A surprise of the book was the author’s extensive pro-Chinese communist sympathies. Ianaga frequently embraces the Chinese Communist opposition to Japanese rule, pointing out in 1945, before the Soviet intervention, they controlled nearly a quarter of China’s population, even controlling parts of southern Manchukuo (p. 95). Ienaga states “According to army directives distributed in North China, the key to discovering a Communist party member was to watch the prisoners at mealtime: “If someone willingly gives the good food to others and quietly takes the worst, generally he will be a Communist.”” -behavior reminiscent of the Hadza in Tanzania. The emphasis on the Communists’ good will and military capability against the Japanese is a strong contrast to many of today’s histories (e.g., Richard B. Frank’s Tower of Skulls), which tend to attach little importance to the Chinese communist war effort. Ienaga similarly condemns the U.S. war against communists in Vietnam as “brutal, aggressive”, and “illegal” (p. 244)

Unlike Chiang’s China’s preparations for gradually retreating to defensible high ground during the war (p. 86), the Japanese, surprisingly, while having extensive plans for war with the Soviet Union, had no plans on a full-on war with the Chiang government (p. 85), which had agreed with the communists to place the Eighth Route Army and the New Fourth Army (p. 90) under Chinese nationalist control. Ultimately, the Japanese had just two major demands: recognition of Manchukuo and the stationing of troops in North China in an anticommunist fight (p. 72). Chiang refused to sell away China’s national sovereignty, instead siding with the communists in a struggle against foreign misrule which, with America’s help, ultimately succeeded.

In the end, more than 50 countries declared war on Japan (p. 139) and, with its attack on British and American ground forces, guaranteed its defeat in the Greater East Asian war. Okinawa, one of the most important battles in the war, became a bloodbath, with more civilians being casualties during the fighting than military (p. 199). In October 1944, the Japanese began using kamikaze units -but only 1 to 3 percent actually hit allied warships (p. 183). The leaderships of Japan, the Soviet Union, and the United States all lacked any concern whatsoever for the wellbeing of civilians. “The agricultural settlers were only 14 percent of the Japanese in Manchuria; they suffered 50 percent of the casualties” (p. 233). Ultimately, postwar Japan became, as Ienaga writes, “virtually the same relationship with the United States that Manchukuo or the Wang Ching-wei regime used to have with Tokyo”.




The Panic of 1819

In 1819, Thomas Jefferson went broke. He had co-signed a friend’s loan, and when that friend slid into bankruptcy, he took Jefferson down with him. Jefferson never recovered, and left his family deeply in debt when he died in 1826. A few years later, his grandson quietly sold Monticello to pay off Jefferson’s estate, with Jefferson still buried there.

There were thousands of stories like Jefferson’s in the 1820s. Andrew Browning calls the Panic of 1819 the “most important event in American history that nobody has heard of,” and I think he makes a good case. The Panic ranks amongst the worst financial disasters in US history, right up there with the Great Depression. Land prices collapsed by as much as 80%. Per-capita GDP fell from $130 in the 1810s to $70 in 1824, and took a full decade to recover. In cities, unemployment reached 50%. In towns, farms failed and the laid-off agricultural workers regressed to barter and subsistence agriculture.

Ok, but — why should we care? There’s a major financial crisis every 20 years (at least!), so what makes this one more interesting than the dot-com bubble, or the savings and loan crisis, or whatever? Browning’s answer would probably be that fallout from the Panic of 1819 explains US national politics through the Civil War, including the rise of Jacksonian populism and North/South sectionalism. My answer would be that the Panic of 1819 has some interesting parallels to today, and gives us good lenses on things like cryptocurrency and central bank shenanigans.

On the other hand: In the forward to A Distant Mirror, Barbara Tuchman warns against making simplistic comparisons between daily life in the 1300s and the 1900s. We might think we can know what it’s like to be a medieval peasant, but we really don’t. Instead, we’re just imagining ourselves — with all our current ethical, social, and economic beliefs — magically transported into the head of a 1348 English yeoman. It’s Nagel’s bat argument, but with people.

What’s true of 1300s social structure is also true of 1800s finance. Some things were so different that it’s hard to make direct comparisons to today, and the questions become philosophical very quickly. For example…

What even is money?

Let’s start with the money. There was no official US fiat currency in 1819. Sure, the US Mint in Philadelphia made gold and silver coins, but there’s good evidence that people trusted these only because of their metal content, and not because it said “e pluribus unum” on the back. In fact, most of the silver coins circulating in the US at the time were foreign made; Spanish reales far outnumbered US silver dollars.

But wait, it gets weirder. It’s not that there wasn’t paper money in the early 1800s, it’s just that the US government didn’t make it. There were about 300 state and local banks in the US in the 1810s, and virtually no banking regulation. These banks could, and did, print their own money in the form of banknotes — essentially carnival tokens that only meant something to the bank that issued them. Banks would literally print pieces of paper saying “this is totally worth $5”, and then try to get people to use them. Some banks maintained a semblance of creditworthiness by offering to give you $1 of gold in exchange for its $1 notes, but many did not. Even the ones that did were going bankrupt all the time (Tuchman: no FDIC insurance in 1819, so you’re out of luck if your bank goes under), making the self-imposed gold standard worth less than you might think.

In this insanely decentralized system, everybody was a judge in a continual Keynesian beauty contest, trying to guess what everybody else thought a given bank’s Monopoly money was worth. As Browning relates:


Today a tourist abroad may negotiate at a souvenir stand for the best exchange rate between dollars and the local currency; in 1819 almost every domestic transaction involved the exchange rate of dollars in one bank’s money for dollars in another bank’s, sometimes with different discounts for different banks in the same city. Niles’ Register published a semi-serious anecdote of a customer who tried to redeem a certain bank’s notes for silver; when they refused, he asked for notes from any other bank that would redeem; when refused again, he finally asked if they had any well-printed counterfeit notes for specie-redeeming banks.



This system invited constant fraud. One common scam was to buy up a reputable bank, and make it disreputable. Imagine a well-run, financially conservative bank whose $1 notes are valued close to $1. Perhaps there’s $10k worth of gold in the vault, and $20k worth of banknotes in circulation, a 2:1 reserve ratio that’s more conservative than that of most banks today.

What you could do is: buy this bank, hyper-inflate its currency, and spend all the money before anybody catches on. Tuchman: It’s important to remember that news traveled by horse in 1819. So if you printed a ton of banknotes and then spent them quickly in places that were far apart, there was no way for anyone to know that your once-trustworthy notes were now worthless “shinplasters.” Around 1808, a guy named Andrew Dexter did just that:


Dexter’s plan was to issue as many banknotes as possible and distribute them as far from Glocester as possible, delaying their return for redemption as long as possible… His specie reserves seem never to have exceeded $200, and may have been as low as $45, but eventually he issued $800,000 in notes. He complained that the bank’s cashier, an unhappy Quaker named William Colwell, didn’t — or couldn’t — sign notes as fast as Dexter could print them… “I am sorry,” Dexter wrote to him, “You have signed no more bills, and beg you to sign twice as many more during the next week. I wish you would work day and night so as to sign, if possible, $20,000 a day.” He meant day and night literally, directing Colwell to sign notes after midnight, behind closed doors, so that no one would see how many notes were being produced.



Dexter spent the money and fled to Nova Scotia when the pitchforks and torches came out. (He later returned to the US to found Montgomery, Alabama. Even later, he lost most of his fortune in another financial crisis, the Panic of 1837, and died of yellow fever. I’m not sure what the moral of this story is.)



“A Den of Vipers and Thieves”

If banking practices were questionable on a local level, they were equally so on a national one. The Second Bank of the US (SBUS) was a weird institution. Modern readers will be tempted to compare it with the Fed but, again, Tuchman: while the SBUS banked the US government, it was also a public corporation with independent shareholders. (Secretary of the Treasury William Crawford to SBUS President Langdon Cheves: “The first duty of the [Bank] is to the stockholders; the second is to the nation.”) There was no “fiat” in the fiat money of SBUS; it was free to print banknotes, just like other banks, but it didn’t have a monopoly on legal tender. It’s best to think of the SBUS as a private bank that happened to have the US government as one of its largest customers, and which enjoyed some strong regulatory capture as a result.

The SBUS directors got up to all kinds of hijinks, recounted in detail by Browning, but I’m just going to focus on the disastrous bullet payment on the Louisiana Purchase. In 1803, the US bought Louisiana from Napoleon for $15M. It financed this with $3.75M of cash and $11.25M of bonds. The bonds accrued interest at 6% per year, and came due in 1818. They were to be paid in specie…

This worked fine for the first fourteen years, and was a fiasco in the final one. SBUS had to pay off the bonds in gold or silver. SBUS didn’t have any gold or silver. The main reason it didn’t have any is that SBUS maintained specie convertibility for its own notes, while accepting the worthless notes of other banks. Gresham’s Law in action: you could more or less buy up the depreciated notes of XYZ bank for 50¢ on the dollar, turn them into SBUS banknotes, and then redeem those for $1.00 worth of actual silver. A lot of people did this, so any silver SBUS managed to get its hands on was soon gone.

If Gresham knew this was a bad idea in the 1500s, why was SBUS doing it in the 1810s? It was trying to shore up the national credit system, by essentially guaranteeing the credit of its partner banks. But those partner banks were scams, and were only too happy to continue printing tons of money if SBUS was happy to continue converting it to gold and silver. The one threat SBUS had in its arsenal was to stop accepting paper from partner banks, but its directors feared that doing so would cause a crash. It probably didn’t help that some of the scam banks were run by SBUS directors’ friends and relatives. (Tuchman: people more or less ignored conflicts of interest in 1819. Remember that insider trading on the stock market was considered a totally reasonable perk well into the 1900s.)

Years of halfhearted attempts to fix this problem went nowhere, as nobody could agree how to contract the money supply slowly and safely. In the end, SBUS had to contract it quickly and violently. When the notes on the Louisiana Purchase came due, SBUS had to come up with gold or silver immediately. So it stopped extending credit to partner banks, suspended redemption of their banknotes, and started demanding repayment of its own loans — in specie. Of course, those partner banks didn’t have any specie either. So now they stopped extending credit to farms and small businesses, and demanded loan repayment, also in specie. The farmers had no one to demand specie from, so they went bankrupt.

This tanked the country’s credit system (suddenly, not even Thomas Jefferson could get a loan) and destroyed the money supply. By some measures, the number of dollars in circulation halved, causing deflation on a level we’ve never seen in the modern era. You know how inflation makes your fixed-rate mortgage cheaper in real terms? Imagine the reverse, where your mortgage payments double.

In most accounts of the Panic of 1819, SBUS gets the bulk of the blame. Roberts agrees that they pricked the bubble, and their willingness to prop up scam banks for so long probably made the financial contagion worse when the crash came. But he points out that there probably would have been a panic even without SBUS. The paper money system was already a looming disaster in 1815, before SBUS even existed. Also, there were some important exogenous causes that had nothing to do with the bank, such as a volcano.



Yes, a Volcano

In April 1815, Mount Tambora blew up. This was the largest volcanic eruption in recorded history, and it shot something like 100 million tons of sulfur into the stratosphere. This made 1816 “the year without a summer”, which wrecked agricultural yields across the world, but especially in Europe, which soon had its worst famine of the 19th Century.

Britain, literally starving for wheat and corn, suspended its protectionist “Corn Laws” that limited the import of American grain. Suddenly, American farmers had a new export market, and prices were sky high. The same thing happened for cotton.

This was great news if you were a farmer, and almost everyone was a farmer. (Tuchman again: over 80% of the American labor force worked in agriculture in the 1810s.) Being a farmer in 1816 must have felt something like being a software engineer in 1998, but on a national scale. The whole country was tripping over itself to buy land and get in on the boom.

The US government helped out. First, the Land Act of 1800 made it possible to buy federal land on credit, a revolutionary step at a time when almost all land purchases were made in cash. A few years later, another act lowered the minimum purchase size to 160 acres — putting a small plot well within reach of the average American farmhand who was willing to save up for one or two years.

Second, remember that bogus money from bogus banks? The Land Office accepted that, often at face value. So you could buy your real estate with unreal money.

Predictably, agricultural land prices skyrocketed. In prime growing locations like Huntsville Alabama, plots that sold for $5/acre in 1810 were going for upwards of $100/acre in 1817.

But prices didn’t stay high. The sulfur dissipated, and agricultural yields recovered. Soon there was a glut, and cotton, wheat, and corn prices fell below the cost of production. With perfect timing, this is the moment when SBUS began contracting credit. So, to recap the situation of the stereotypical American farmer in 1819:


	They overpaid for a farm in 1817, on credit.

	Their first big payment came due in 1819, at which point their crops were worth less than it cost to grow them.

	They had to pay in specie, not the inflated paper money they thought they could use when they bought the land.



You can see why Thomas Jefferson went broke.

Aftermath

Going bankrupt in 1819 was (Tuchman) very different from doing so in 2023. For one thing, Dickensian debtor’s prisons were still very much a thing in the 1820s. At least the prosecution was egalitarian. John Piatt, the richest man in Cincinnati circa 1815, died in a debtor’s prison in 1822. On the other side of the distribution, Hannah Crispy of Boston was imprisoned for a $12 debt in 1820, along with her nursing infant; when the baby died in jail, she was initially refused discharge to attend the funeral. (The district attorney eventually posted her bail personally.)

Today, when the US has an economic crisis, the federal government responds with things like PPP loans, extended unemployment benefits, direct payments to consumers, etc. In 1819, the federal government did nothing:


Ever since the New Deal, each modern economic downturn evokes the immediate question of what the government is going to do — and it goes without saying that the government means the federal government. The early nineteenth century was a different world; during two terms in office, President Monroe rarely commented on the nation’s economic woes, and no one really expected him to… There was no federal policy on unemployment, no federal office that kept economic statistics… Regulation of banking, such as there was, fell entirely to state governments. To the extent the Supreme Court permitted, so did the laws covering debts and bankruptcies, given the absence of a federal bankruptcy law, which Congress refused to pass.



The only real federal relief came in the form of the Land Act of 1821, which let farmers who bought plots from the Land Office cancel their debts in exchange for returning the land. Otherwise, relief was a mess of state and local laws and charity programs.

Gazing into the Distant Mirror

In his 2012 “Origins and Mission of the Federal Reserve”, Ben Bernanke argues that the gold standard is a bad idea:


Since the gold standard determines the money supply, there’s not much scope for the central bank to use monetary policy to stabilize the economy. And in particular, under a gold standard, typically the money supply goes up and interest rates go down in periods of strong economic activity. So that’s the reverse of what a central bank would normally do today. So again, because you had a gold standard which ties the money supply to gold, there was no flexibility for the central bank to lower interest rates in recession or raise interest rates in an inflation. Now some people view that as a benefit of the gold standard, taking away the discretion from central banks and there’s an argument for that, but it did have the implication that there was more volatility year-to-year in the economy under a gold standard, and there has been in modern times.



I used to think, sure, that makes sense — but it’s also exactly what a central banker lizard person overlord would say. If you’re the puppetmaster with the money printer, you don’t want any constraints on your ability to manipulate the economy. The gold standard feels Real and Democratic, an important check/balance that keeps the government honest.

But it turns out that, in equilibrium, people like paper money. Libertarians had their way in the 1810s: if you wanted to, you could work exclusively with banks that maintained gold standards, and if you dared, you could work with banks that printed unbacked paper money. It turns out that lots of people were happy taking the paper money. Inevitably, the bank failures wiped out the fiscally liberal — but also many of the fiscally conservative, because it’s hard to isolate yourself from a national banking crisis. Today, people complain about the American economy being subject to the whims of the Fed. In 1819, you were subject to the whims of some complex dynamical system. Pick your poison.

Relatedly, it’s impossible for me to read about decentralized paper currency in 1819 and not think about decentralized cryptocurrency in 2023. Knowing that people were willing to attribute value to random banknotes in the 1810s, it now seems a lot less weird to me that people are willing to attribute value to long-tail altcoins in 2023 (or, at least, 2021.) Creating money outside a state-sponsored fiat system isn’t novel human behavior — people were doing it 200 years ago!

And that’s what makes The Panic of 1819 so fun in general. You can take almost any macro econ or monetary policy issue of today, and find a Bizzaro version of it in 1819. If that sounds interesting to you, I highly recommend Browning’s book.




The Passenger/Stella Maris

“If it doesn’t involve life or death… it’s not interesting” – Cormac McCarthy in Rolling Stone

I was introduced to Cormac McCarthy several years ago when I read perhaps the most violent book ever written, Blood Meridian (This immediately followed my trek through David Foster Wallace’s Infinite Jest, a literary whiplash from which I may never recover).  Having been made sufficiently nauseous by the bloodshed in Blood Meridian, but awed by McCarthy’s signature writing style, sparse but biblical, I picked up what was then McCarthy’s most recent novel The Road.  It affected me in ways that I was not prepared for.

The Road chronicles a father and his young son’s journey by foot through a post-apocalyptic American wasteland.  The exact cause of the apocalypse is not revealed, you are free to map on whatever scenario you think most likely, nuclear fallout, runaway AI, global warming.  McCarthy has a way of keeping the source of evil hidden, lurking somewhere in the depths, a cavern, a basement, the abyss.  But for all the ominous tension, terror and depravity are presented plainly and without reservation.  Whatever the source, the event and its aftermath killed most people on earth.  Those who survived are left to navigate a world in chaos.  A place where there are fates worse than death.  McCarthy said the idea for the novel came to him while he was staying in a hotel in El Paso with his son.  He looked out the window of their room at the ridges above the city and imagined them on fire.  As McCarthy’s narrator summarizes the subsequent break-down of society.

“The frailty of everything, revealed at last”

The Road is about what it means to be a father, and what is required of one.  A theme that spoke to me particularly sharply having a young son of my own.[1]  As I worked my way through McCarthy’s backlog, I noticed a new side of me emerging.   I think about death more.  I see more danger, long car rides worry me. I envision myself or my family mangled in an accident.  Sometimes when I’m reading the news at night I look out the window and imagine the ridges overlooking my town on fire.  I check in on my son while he’s sleeping more often than I care to admit.

The Road was published in 2008.  It won the Pulitzer Prize and was made into a motion picture starring Vigo Mortensen. Oprah included it in her book club.  Then nothing from McCarthy for a long time.

THE PASSENGER AND STELLA MARIS

Having been smitten by McCarthy’s novels, I was excited and a bit weary when I heard that he was breaking his long silence to publish an (almost surely) final work.  Reading McCarthy can be like peering into the void.  What dark truth about nature, humanity, myself will I be forced to grapple with this time? The man who so skillfully writes about death, now at 89 and nearing his own, will give us one more glimpse into the abyss.

Convincing people that they should read McCarthy is a strange task.  “Do you sort of… like the essence of beautiful dread?” “You get this kind of queasy feeling that he gets a lot right about human nature, and the cold indifference of the universe.  It’s great!”  “If feeling uncomfortable doesn’t have much to recommend it, you may benefit from the sense that he’s preparing us for something.  Like a prophet…which is terrifying.  In a good way though. Trust me.”

Perhaps because of his particular writing style[2], the weightiness of his subject matter, or his fondness for privacy, Cormac McCarthy is considered by many to be an almost mythical being.  The anticipation for the release of this latest work, in two parts The Passenger published October 2022 and its coda Stella Maris published a month later, were going to be regarded by McCarthy fanatics like me as almost proclamations from on high.  What we received was a bit surprising.

Set in 1980’s New Orleans, The Passenger follows Robert “Bobby” Western, a deep water diver living in the French Quarter.  The story bounces around from bar to restaurant to job site listening in on Bobby’s conversations with his cadre of colorful friends and acquaintances.  The plot is jaunty by McCarthy’s standards, if only because many of the characters are interesting and lively and not dying horrible deaths every few pages.  There’s a well-educated British cad, a transwoman, a Vietnam veteran, and a mob-adjacent lawyer.  The story is propelled along by a mystery, Bobby and a co-worker are hired on a dive to investigate a small charter plane crash in the Gulf of Mexico.  When underwater, they discover that a passenger is missing from the manifest, and this information seems to get them in trouble with some unknown shadowy powers.  Bobby finds himself being followed.  Eventually his bank accounts are frozen and his co-worker dies under mysterious circumstances[3].  It becomes apparent that Bobby is very intelligent, likely in the top 0.1% of IQ distribution.  He studied physics at CalTech before dropping out to race Formula 2 cars in Europe.  His intellect is on display through his many conversations with his friends who can best be described as the underbelly of 1980’s New Orleans.  So why is this brilliant man diving for scrap metal and living in a room above a bar on Bourbon Street?  We learn that Bobby had a younger sister, Alicia, who committed suicide several years back.  In the book's opening scene a hunter comes across her body in a snowy field. Bobby cared for her deeply[4] and feels guilty for failing to save her.  If Bobby is in the top 0.1% of IQ distribution, Alicia was in the top 0.0001%.  A true math savant of once in a generation talent.  Through flashbacks, we learn she suffered from schizophrenia and was plagued by hallucinations.  The Passenger is interspersed with passages of Alicia interacting with a reoccurring vision she calls The Thalidomide Kid.  We also learn that Bobby and Alicia are the children of a renowned physicist who worked side by side with Oppenheimer & company in developing the atomic bomb.

McCarthy’s interest in physics, quantum mechanics, and advanced mathematics is part of his mystique. He claims that he prefers the company of scientists to his fellow writers.  At the Santa Fe Institute, where he serves as a lifetime board trustee, he has forged friendships with scientists and academics across many fields including the late Nobel Prize winning physicist Murray Gell-Mann[5].  In interviews, he has expressed his admiration for the scientific achievements of the 20th century and has displayed a broad knowledge of the ideas and theories involved.  This fascination has rarely made its way explicitly into his writing.  Although he often deals with the existential questions posed by theoretical physics, The Passenger and especially Stella Maris engage with the ideas head on.  I was somewhat relieved when it became apparent that the plot of these novels was little more than a vehicle to let McCarthy exhaust his vast reservoir of knowledge in these areas.  This is more in line with what I had hoped for these final works of America’s greatest living novelist.  In these pages the ideas of Grothendieck, Von Neumann, Gödel, Dirac and many others are mulled over.  They become second hand characters in the story.  Bobby’s friends know about his father, now deceased, and often ask him questions about his work on the bomb.  Bobby recounts anecdotes passed down from his father, and the historical drama of competing factions and theories in the field of particle physics becomes almost a stand-alone subplot of the larger story.

Stella Maris, which is set 10 years prior to the events of The Passenger, consists entirely of the transcription of several long conversations between Alicia Western and a psychiatrist at the titular Stella Maris Facility for Psychiatric Medical Patients.   The coda fills in some narrative gaps left open in “The Passenger” and illuminates Alicia as a character in full.  If The Passenger deals with physics, Stella Maris is all about mathematics, the more fundamental discipline.  Alicia is smart enough to have read and comprehended, and sometimes collaborated with the world’s leading mathematicians.  In the conversations, she overpowers the psychiatrist trying to help her.  He seems to genuinely want to help, but mostly is just trying to hang on for dear life in the conversations.  McCarthy has an obvious respect for people of high intelligence, and Alicia’s intellectual ability ultimately leads her to question reality and the benefit of existing at all.  You really feel for her plight, even if the insight her intelligence affords is unattainable for us.  At times, she attempts to explain to the psychiatrist some of the paradoxes and implications of advanced mathematical theory, something he (along with almost everyone else) are incapable of comprehending. She is both awed by the beauty of mathematics and terrified by it. She also recounts in detail various plans she has had for killing herself.   Alicia understands, and by the events of The Passenger has convinced Bobby that the universe ultimately exists to destroy everything in it.  Alicia remarks at one point

“I no longer have an opinion about reality.  I used to.  Now I don’t.  The first rule of the world is that everything vanishes forever.  To the extent that you refuse to accept that then you are living in a fantasy”

The idea of the universe as a maw erasing everything in its path is a recurring theme, and sobering to think about in terms of McCarthy’s advanced age.  Alicia is transfixed by the beauty of mathematics, something which she says occurs in the subconscious, but is frustrated by her inability, and by extension everyone’s inability to truly understand the universe.  Mathematics is foundational and infinite and ultimately unknowable fully.  Alicia on mathematical truths.

“There is nothing else that all men are compelled to agree upon, and when the last light in the last eye fades to black and takes all speculation with it forever I think it could even be that these truths will glow for just a moment in the final light.  Before the dark and the cold claim everything”

McCarthy seems to be letting us know that he has used his final years searching for understanding, searching for clarity, and has come up empty handed.  In fact, that the task is impossible.  Now all that is left is to face the maw.

THE UH…THING ABOUT THESE BOOKS

Alicia is in love with her brother Bobby and Bobby is in love with Alicia.[6]  It is the source of a lot of their anguish.  Bobby feels shame and Alicia feels frustration at their inability to be together.  McCarthy has never hesitated to present the world plainly as it is.  They both share an uncommon intelligence which makes it difficult to relate to most other people and they share the guilt of having a father who helped bring the nuclear bomb into existence[7].  Alicia considers the societal restrictions that keep them apart arbitrary.  Bobby, who is more grounded in society, ultimately rejects her.  In light of this, his guilt over her suicide becomes a lot more complicated.  The Passenger takes place roughly a decade after her death and Bobby still loves her and turns down all attempts by friends to set him up with other women.  One thing that becomes apparent is that it must be very lonely being that smart.  Alicia sometimes describes her experience growing up, her inability to fit in with other kids and the strangeness and fear with which her grandparents viewed her.  For Alicia there are only a handful of people on the planet who can understand her.  Her brother happens to be one of them. It’s an interesting choice for McCarthy to include this element, and how you decide to view it is sort of the question.  If everything ultimately becomes nothing, why does it matter?

THE THALIDOMIDE KID

The Thalidomide[8] Kid or “The Kid” is a recurring hallucination that afflicts Alicia.  He is a dwarf-like character with flippers for arms. The Kid along with his band of circus performers visit Alicia regularly beginning at age 12.  Long passages of The Passenger are dedicated to Alicia’s dialogue with the Kid.  He mainly bothers her in her room while she is working on a proof or trying to sleep. The Kid is sort of a gregarious and playful carnival barker and much of their dialogue is kind of just goofy.  I admit that I was disappointed when I arrived at another passage featuring the Thalidomide Kid.  I’m not sure I “got it”.  In Stella Maris Alicia explains to the psychiatrist that she has no reason to believe that the Kid is any less real than she is.  She reasons that there is no way that he came from her mind, so then where did he come from? What makes herself more real than he? Maybe a more acute reader will be able to pull more from the Thalidomide Kid than I managed.

CONCLUSION

If two guys in a bar talking about how Stueckelberg was never given proper attribution for the vector boson exchange model is something that piques your interest, then you’re probably the type of person who will enjoy these books.  The story is gripping enough but serves as little more than a framework for McCarthy to share with us what he’s been thinking about for the last 16 years.  I enjoyed reading the books and would probably benefit from a re-read.  I also would probably benefit from a deeper understanding of quantum theory and mathematics (I guess I’ll get right on that).   There is probably a lot of fruit in that regard that I left on the tree in my reading.  What is impossible to miss however is McCarthy’s patented tour-de-force passages, which are present throughout.  The kind of passages where McCarthy works himself into a lather and really thunders forth.  The kind that makes you stop in your tracks and think “Whoa. What the hell did I just read?” There is gravity in his words. And terror.  And beauty.

With AI and nuclear doomsday scenarios pushing to the forefront of our daily lives, McCarthy is well positioned as a literary figure to articulate and attempt to answer many of the questions that arise.  The answers he offers are not always comforting. Why should they be?  One can’t help but conflate McCarthy meditating on his impending demise with ourselves (humanity) doing the same. Bobby and Alicia’s last name “Western” is no accident.  They represent the modern western world, immensely talented but morally and spiritually adrift and inheritors of a scientific birthright that is sure to be their downfall.  People have often looked to the humanities for comfort when the events of the world turn dark.  That’s not exactly what’s happening here. McCarthy is not one to sugarcoat.  If we feel powerless in the face of potentially civilization-ending forces, McCarthy offers not comfort but confirmation.  The final words of Stella Maris, and likely McCarthy’s final published words are shared between the psychiatrist and Alicia.


“I think our time is up.

I know. Hold my hand.

Hold your hand?

Yes. I want you to.

All right. Why?

Because that’s what people do when they’re waiting for the end of something”




Notes


[1]

Thoughts on how parenthood alters your consumption of art – There currently is a show running on HBO called The Last of Us.  Its source material is a video game of the same name.  I have not seen the show (or played the game) but the game’s creator Neil Druckmann shared something interesting in the show’s companion podcast.  SPOILER ALERT: In the game humanity is plagued by a deadly fungus that takes over a host and turns them into violet zombies before eventually killing them.  A young girl seems to hold the secret cure that can save humanity, but a team of doctors will need to remove her brain and study it (killing her in the process…obviously). This procedure will provide a chance of finding the cure and saving everyone. The game’s main character, a man to whom the girl has become a surrogate daughter figure, is presented with a choice of allowing the doctors to perform the procedure or save the girl’s life by murdering everyone in the hospital and breaking her out.  When these options were presented to a focus group in the games development phase, they noticed that people split on what choice they would make depending on if they were parents or not.  Those without children were about 50/50 on whether to allow the surgery or save the girl while 100% of parents, without exception, would choose to break the girl out (and murder all the doctors).  All this to say that I’m sure my reaction to The Road was impacted greatly by having a young son of my own.



[2]

A brief note on McCarthy’s style – McCarthy disdains punctuation.   Dialogue has no quotation marks but you sort of just know when someone is speaking.   Also, there is almost never any information about what is going on in a character's mind.  Straightforward descriptions of actions and dialogue are all that you have to get to know a character.  As in real life, you have to infer what someone is thinking.  This is especially noticeable in Blood Meridian as characters witness, commit, or suffer terrible violence but we are never explicitly told how they feel about any of it.  As mentioned earlier, this is in stark contrast to something like Foster-Wallace’s Infinite Jest which is 1000 pages of neurotic inner conflict.  I cannot stress enough how bizarre it was reading those two books back-to-back.



[3]

At times you may be inclined to think you had mistakenly picked up a page-turner paperback from an airport kiosk rather than Cormac McCarthy’s magnum opus.



[4]

Um…more on that later.



[5]

Murray won the Nobel Prize for Physics in 1969. One scene in The Passenger describes Murray delivering his paper on the Eightfold Way.



[6]

Remember what I said about McCarthy making you uncomfortable?



[7]

An event which Alicia describes as the single most important event in human history.  All history can be divided into before and after the power of the atom was harnessed.



[8]

Thalidomide, as in the drug that was given to pregnant women in the 1950’s which caused widespread birth defects and mortality.






The Power of Glamour by Virginia Postrel

“Glamour,” as defined by Postrel, is probably more important for you to understand than you think.

Before reading the book, the concept of glamour almost never appeared on my personal radar screen.  I am rational. Non-status-seeking. Sober minded.  When I search the word, the links that pop up are not of interest to me. Not Glamour Magazine with its “Latest Fashion Trends” or “celebrity beauty secrets,” nor the articles such as “Many are speaking out against TikTok’s AI powered ‘Bold Glamour’ filter,” and “Bella Hadid Just Debuted A New Fringe & We Don’t Know What To Call It – See Photos.”

When I do an image search on the word,  a surprising number of motorcycles appear - more often than perfumes.  Even the motorcycles hold no interest for me, despite the fact that I am male and probably in the target audience for that particular manifestation of glamour.  Did I mention that I am rational and sober minded?

I have a policy of, at least once in a while, randomly trying a movie, a piece of music, or a book precisely because it doesn’t fit the normal profile of movies, music, books that appeal to me.  I think this is due to my respect for the principle of diminishing returns. It’s hard to be surprised by whatever your “usual” stuff is, so it pays to break out of those ruts. Virginia Postrel’s The Power of Glamour was that type of book for me.  It paid off.

If we were to make a Venn diagram showing  “Postrelian glamour” on the one hand and the traditional version on the other, there is indeed an area of intersection.  But it is not a big overlap.  And Postrel’s glamour is the larger and deeper of the two ideas.  My sober-mindedness largely protects me from the effects of the traditional version.  From the more important Postrelian glamour?  Not so much.

The Model

The book begins by introducing us to four year old Mabinty Bantura, who, while living in a Sierra Leone orphanage, sees a picture of a beautiful ballerina in a magazine.  To Mabinty, this picture was glamorous.  It would inspire her and drive her, dictating decision after decision on her path to becoming Michaela DePrince, a professional ballerina in New York City.

Postrel calls glamour a form of “nonverbal rhetoric,” which provokes behavior via an emotional response.  Just as a joke may lead to your laughter, the thing you find glamorous (regardless of whether you think of it that way or use that word) produces a “... pang of projection, admiration, and longing.”  Michaela saw the picture, knew that it would be wonderful if it were a picture of herself, and longed to become that person.

How did glamour do that?  By making Michaela envious?  By slashing her self-esteem so she felt the need to buy the right clothes and shoes to make herself feel better?  Postrel addresses critics who take this or similar positions. But those interpretations of glamour, she says, are far less interesting than what actually drove Michaela.  Thus begins the deep dive into Postrelian glamour and what distinguishes it from luxury, charisma, romance and other concepts.  And how it drives (and is driven by) social evolution.

Here is my outline of Postrel’s model and vocabulary:


	
Glamour is what connects an audience (which can be an individual) with a “totem” (image, concept, or some other item including a “celebrity”).



	
For an audience to be susceptible to glamour, the audience must have an “inarticulate longing.” An inarticulate desire.  Let’s call it the “ID.” Maybe for Michaela it is to rise out of her impoverished situation in Sierra Leone.



	
What Postrel calls “nonverbal…images, concepts, and totems” I will simply call the “totem.”  Postrel insists it must be nonverbal.  Concepts made up of a bunch of words must be “perceived and remembered as emotionally resonant snapshots” in order to become a totem.  In the Michaela example, the totem is the photograph.



	
Postrel tells us that the word “glamour” comes from an old Scots word meaning “magic spell.” To Postrel, this is an apt description of the process connecting an audience and a totem.  Various phenomena  (some of which may be consciously designed by skilled users of specific techniques) can intensify and draw out the longing that the audience possesses. The key is to bind “image and desire.”



	
The totem succeeds only if the audience is “receptive.”  This means the totem must represent a “desire fulfilled,” and must be sufficiently mysterious to encourage projection by the audience into the totem. Of course, intellectually we know that there are “flaws, costs, frictions” required to actually “get there,” and others that may result from actually ”getting there” (“there” being the fulfilled state).  These things must be hidden from, or willfully ignored by, the audience.  Michaela’s photo likely contained no information regarding the extraordinary lengths she would have to go to in order to achieve her goal.  If it had, it is likely she would have ignored it.



	
When the audience and a totem are connected in this way, the audience experiences an emotional reaction which has a potentially important impact on its behavior.





That is a pretty abstract description. The model doesn’t generate statistically verifiable predictions.  And frankly,  it wasn’t clear to me that this model held much promise for telling us much outside of the traditional concept of glamour (which, as I’ve already explained, interests me little).  Sure,  maybe it can tell us a bit about inspirational stories like Michaela’s.  But those are rare situations – how much is there to really learn from it?

With my second reading of the book, it hit me in a personal way.  Let me explain.

The Power of Glamour is filled with examples. Often when I am reading,   I will skip examples or go through them quickly - if I think I adequately grasp the idea being exemplified.   But I find that the examples in this book serve an important purpose beyond explanation.  They are also there to help you explore yourself.  If you allow it.

The example that triggered me is in the chapter “The Evolution of Glamour.”  This section is a look at the history.  What became glamorous when and why?  In this section, Postrel argues that urbanization was a pivotal event in the history of glamour, a veritable “phase change” in this fundamental social force.  The explanation of how this sort of cambrian explosion of glamour occurred along with urbanization is fascinating.  But for me the most interesting thing was when I read the line “Among the objects of glamour was the city itself, as seen or imagined from afar.” It dawned on me that since childhood I have found the “big city” generally, and New York in particular, glamorous in a Postrelian sense.  I certainly never thought of it in those terms, and I don’t recall exactly when or why NYC became a totem for me.  But somehow it did.

Of course, this is nothing like Michaela’s experience.  It is far less specific.  But that's not important.   What is important is that it seemed to grow out of some “inarticulate longing,” and that it drove important decisions in my life.

Now, just in case you didn’t know, I am sober minded.  So I absolutely do have perfectly rational explanations for all the decisions I made about where to live, go to school, and what careers to pursue.  I am well trained in the art of explanation making.  But if I reach back far enough, the starting point now seems to me as arbitrary as a random magazine picture.

Once I grasped that, the whole glamour thing seemed quite a bit more important.

Glamour and the Individual

Michaela’s story, as described by Postrel, beautifully demonstrates the potential importance of Postrelian glamour for a given individual.   It’s actually mind-boggling to consider the range and variety of decisions made, goals set, information gathered, products bought and actions taken over the course of her life that would have been different - perhaps significantly so - had events been slightly different on the fateful day she saw the photo.  A kind of personal butterfly effect.

The startling thing about the Michaela example isn’t that there is this deep desire,  but rather how specific it is.  It seems like the truly deep desire was simply to change her circumstances, to rise from poverty, to “get out of here.”  If something called “glamour” can turn that very general goal into one specific sub-goal like “become a ballerina,” well, that’s a pretty powerful force.  There are countless alternative sub-goals that could have been chosen to accomplish the same objective.  Probably many easier ones.  But, as a result of a random event, this particular one became the focus.

Michaela was unusual, to say the least. The vast majority of us take more convoluted (and less inspirational) paths to wherever we end up. But that doesn’t necessarily mean the force of glamour has less of an impact on our behavior.  While I personally made many decisions (at least in part) based on my englamoured perception of a distant city when I was very young, I would go on to change locations and careers a number of times.  But life is a path dependent experience.  Even if I was never under the spell of glamour again in my life, all later decisions were taken in light of the experience I gained when I was so gripped.

I suspect that receptivity to glamour doesn’t come from a specific desire (“I have to escape this poverty!,” “I have to become a dancer!”).  Instead it is an almost instinctive desire to simply change - even when no change is really needed (my life was perfectly fine and yet I still wanted to move across the country).  Call it the World War Z principle. In the movie by that name, the Brad Pitt character explains the secret of survival in a very dangerous world (like the one in which humans evolved):  “movimiento es vida.”  Movement is life.

Postrel seems to be of two minds regarding the specificity of the IDs that drive people.  At one point she says “Glamour may be an illusion, but it reveals the truth about what we desire and, sometimes, what we can become.” As if the fact that we respond to a given totem tells us something unique to us.  But she will also say, regarding glamorous individuals (“celebrities”), that as audience members we project ourselves into the celebrity,  in an urge to satisfy “the yearning to be recognized as important.” But that is not exactly a specific desire.  Doesn’t just about everyone want to be important in some way?

Similarly,  Postrel describes the photo of a glamorous woman tennis player gazing into the distance (her book cover).  This is a typical totem which  "...encourages us to project ourselves into the scene, filling in the details with our own desires."  Glamour seems to activate not a deep desire within us but rather desire itself.  Or at least a very abstract one.

In example after example we learn about a very large number of “totems.”  Also, we are introduced to a much smaller but still significant number of techniques that are used to link them to IDs. But, as far as I can tell, we see basically only two or three actual IDs, which are sometimes hard to distinguish from one another.


	Michaela herself describes her ID as the desire for “freedom…hope…trying to live a little longer.”  She wanted a big change.

	Movies like All the President’s Men and TV shows like CSI made young people select specific careers which had been dramatized as glamorously important.  They wanted to “make a difference,” to do “important” things.

	Did you know that nuns were glamorous in the 1950s, complete with nun movies and even nun dolls?  It was all about “sacrificial glamour,” they say.  Make a difference.  Be important.

	Aviators.  This is a remarkably persistent and widespread glamour totem.  Does everyone want to be a pilot?  I don’t think so. More likely it's about escape and movement in general.

	A Chinese kid in the 1970s glamorized an American candy wrapper, which he viewed as a totem leading him to actually move to America.  Escape.  Movement.  Change.

	The glamour of central planning!  This was more surprising to me than even the nuns.   In the 1930’s and 40’s, planning was all the rage.  “It could be democratic or fascist, socialist or corporatist, communist or technocratic.”  But everywhere it was the essence of “modern.”  Planning was even the message of the 1939 New York World’s Fair, which set out to tell “the story of this planned environment, this planned industry, this planned civilization.”  Perhaps movement is still the underlying ID - a movement to a utopian future.  (No wonder Hayek had trouble gaining traction.)

	Two real estate ads are compared.  They look almost identical.  Similarly posed models look out a window.  But one of the ads is a pitch to suburbanites to move into the city.  The other, a pitch to New Yorkers to move to where they can “escape from the noise.”  Again, movement and change, even if the specific objectives of the ads are opposite.

	Barack Obama is a classic “glamorous” politician. His first attempt at the presidency involved a campaign of largely undefined “change.”  Voters projected onto him the changes they wanted. (By the way, Postrel’s discussion of the difference between glamour, epitomized by Obama, and charisma, epitomized by Bill Clinton, is especially interesting.  Bottom line: glamour is what you need to campaign.  Charisma is what you need to govern.)

	Martial glamour, the “glamour of battle,” says Postrel, is perhaps glamour’s most ancient form of all. What ID does it appeal to?  “Make a difference,” “be important.” But like all glamorous items, it ebbs and flows in its influence.  The martial glamour of the pre-World War I period apparently morphed (at least among the allies) into pacifist glamour in the pre-World War II period.  Perhaps not the best timing.



If the deep ID we all share is just a longing to transform ourselves or our environment, the totem can be anything. Perhaps within some very broad limits, but still, essentially the totem is random. Countless very distinct goals are consistent with “change!” or “be important!.”  It doesn’t have to be based on any actual immediate need.  It is a goal unto itself.  It is devoid of reason.  Reason will be used to achieve that goal, but not to generate it.  It was generated by the mysterious, information-deficient totem.  Was it a rational calculation that led Michaela to set the goal of specifically becoming a ballerina?  That’s a stretch. Was she rational in deciding all the steps to get there, to become a ballerina once the goal was set?  I’m guessing mostly yes.

Perhaps people inherently have trouble getting motivated, and this is “solved” by being susceptible to this strange force.  But I find something quite bothersome about it.   If you think of yourself as a rational being, it's a bit disconcerting that so much of your life can be determined by a fundamentally nonrational process.  And it doesn’t stop there.

Glamour and Society

Most of Postrel’s examples are of glamour episodes which were part of big social phenomena.  But why would glamour drive lots of people in the same direction?

One factor might be the ongoing improvements in the art and science of creating glamorous images and other totems for marketing purposes.  Experts in this technology get large numbers of people to, say, buy their product. Important though this may be, the interesting thing to me is how unpredictable the results of this force seem to be.  We don’t know precisely what Michaela’s photo actually was. An advertisement perhaps? But whatever the product  (a deodorant? a performance of The Nutcracker? a book about Russia?) it seems that thing was not particularly relevant to Michaela at all.

As already mentioned, Postrel argues that the rise of cities vastly increased the power of glamour.  “What had been once a rare or occasional experience became all but unavoidable.  Instead of a handful of manifestations, glamour took on many forms, embodying a diversity of desires in a wide variety of objects.”  Lots of people and things to look at!  The simple human tendency to imitate others’ behavior seems like it must play a role here, although Postrel does not explicitly discuss it. The “phase change” that glamour underwent with urbanization may have emerged simply because there was a lot more behavior to observe and imitate.  Imitation as a glamour amplifier.

This brings me back to the theme of the glamour’s tenuous relationship with rationality.

What function does imitation serve for people?  It can be considered  a way of thinking through others. I could do as follows:  analyze ways of accomplishing my goals, absorb all the relevant knowledge,  derive sub goals (by combining the higher goals with specific knowledge of the world) and generate a plan of action.  Then I take action.  Next, I look at the results (new knowledge) of my actions and adjust those plans and goals based on the new knowledge. This is action based on thinking, on being rational.  And sometimes I actually do all this.

But on the other hand I’m pretty busy, and also a bit lazy.  It's hard to go through this whole process with every damn thing.  So I take short cuts. I have to allocate my thinking resources. I look around and see how others are achieving their goals, and figure out ways to imitate them.

However,  the process gets still refined as I evaluate the results of my actions.  If I test some specific imitated behavior, I can adjust if it falls short.  Imitation becomes a way to socialize knowledge.  To learn from others. Even imitative behavior can be totally rational.

Except, does that work for the glamorous things in my life?   How do I test whether or not a behavior is satisfying an ID like “be important,” or “change things?”  There’s quite a bit of room for sloppy thinking there, to say the least.  Glamour introduces a kind of socially amplified nonthinking which can evade correction indefinitely.

What To Take From the Book

Here are some suggestions I would make based on my reading of this fine book:


Notes


[1]

Look for “glamour driven behavior” in yourself. Using Postrel’s definition.  It can be humbling.



[2]

Resign yourself to the fact that society as a whole will always be, in large part, random. Not just individuals.  Groups too, since the power of imitation amplifies the power of glamour.  It will often look insane.  Postrel tries to be an optimist about it all.   “Glamour may be an illusion, but it reveals the truth about what we desire.”  Really?  Or does it just reveal the truth that we have predominantly random, unarticulated desires that we are always chasing? Don't get me wrong.  Postrel is not simplistic about this.  She sees the downside too, touching on everything from the trap of overspending on “glamorous” items, to the role of glamour among Nazis, terrorists and gangsters. But in the end, Postrel emphasizes the upside.   The whole thing rattles me more than her.



[3]

Since nothing seems to escape the reach of artificial intelligence these days, do we need to consider what AI advances will do in the world of glamour?  Of course!  I have no contribution to the debates over whether there is some essentially human ability that AI will never be able to conquer.  But what is clear is that more and more human reasoning activities are becoming unnecessary.  Except for the pure pleasure of thinking (a pleasure which not everyone shares), AI reduces the number of things you need to think about.  Given that, all I am left with are questions:  Since AI, like imitation, is a kind of thinking-substitute, will AI lead people to engage in less imitation?  What if we spend ever more time applying our AI tools in the service of random glamorous totems that change arbitrarily?  What would that kind of world look like?



[4]

If you must, go ahead and learn the principles of manipulating others through the techniques of glamour.  Use the book as a how-to manual. It will explain black and white vs. color photos.  Still photos vs video.  Sunglasses.  Stuff like that.  However,  I’m skeptical about how much one can do with this.  Given that I see randomness at its core,  I wonder if anyone can forecast trends or turning points in Postrelian glamour.  Is it like the stock market,  where good salespeople thrive by telling you what stocks to buy, but in reality their forecasting skills are nonexistent?



[5]

Postrel’s suggestion is to use your own episodes of glamour driven behavior for the “life-enhancing inspiration” that they are,  but to try to maintain your reasoning abilities, to try to remember “what might be left out.”  Yes, but this is hard.  First,  the shiny thing you find glamorous is inherently nonrational.  And second, trying to be rational will often just make you rationalize what you’ve already decided. But it doesn’t hurt to try.



[6]

Finally, be a bit more tolerant of glamour driven behavior in others.  I have always been indifferent to or even looked down on traditionally glamorous things.  So much of it seems like wasteful conspicuous consumption and senseless status-signaling.  Of course, there is much of that.  But when you see people under its spell, they aren’t always trying to elevate themselves above you, even if that’s how it feels.  They might just be trying to elevate themselves, period.  They might succeed, or they might fail. Perhaps some understanding - even sympathy at times - is called for.  Remember, you probably have your own IDs.

Here's the book.






The Problem of Political Authority by Michael Huemer

Debunking the Myths of Political Authority

States claim to have authority, and this authority is the basis for the individual’s duty to obey the state and the state’s right to coerce. Weber views the state as that authority which has the “monopoly over the legitimate use of physical force within a given territory.”[1] The legitimacy of the state is frequently presupposed. The Government of the day might lose legitimacy but the state rarely does. The question of where this legitimacy comes from has been explored by theorists across centuries. Michael Huemer’s The Problem of Political Authority addresses a slightly different question. He tries to answer the question of whether the state can be legitimate.

The book is divided into two conceptual sections that are further subdivided. Huemer devotes the first part of the book to the question of whether states can have special rights that ordinary persons lack and whether persons have special duties to the state that they do not have to others. The second part of the book is concerned with the consequences of recognizing that the state does not, in fact, have any authority. It addresses the question of whether society can function without a state.

Huemer manages to argue against political authority using a two-pronged attack, he first lays out his own argument and then launches critiques against the currently prevalent arguments for the existence of the state. He analyzes and critiques arguments from social contracts, arguments from democracy and arguments from equality among others. Huemer methodically demonstrates how all of these arguments fail to justify political authority.

Governments coerce people using force or the threat of force. For most people there exists strong moral and legal prohibitions against the use of force. An average citizen cannot use force in the ways that states can and do. If the state has the authority to use force, then, the rest of us, conversely, have a duty to obey. If the government has political authority, it can legitimately use coercion and force in situations and in ways that the rest of us would not be able to. For instance, most people would agree that a person would be justified in using force to prevent a murder, something government agents have been known to do. But no non-governmental agent would be considered justified in coercively extracting wealth from his neighbors, even for the admittedly noble cause of providing education to needy children. A person would never be justified in locking people he thought were guilty of crimes in his basement. Absent some special justification – we should conclude that states are not justified in doing this either. This special justification (or authority) is what Huemer tries to explore.

Huemer does not argue coercion is never justified. One example of justified coercion he gives is that of the sinking lifeboat; you need the aid of the other passengers to get rid of water, but they refuse to help. In this instance, you are justified in forcing them to bail water. This is not enough to justify the existence of government since the example only illustrates the acceptability of coercion, not authority. Huemer suggests that coercion by the state is only justified in the same situations that non-state actors could also coerce individuals.

Huemer proceeds to critique some of the commonly used justifications for the existence of the state. One of the most commonly used arguments for political obligation is social contract theory. The social contract argues that government arose from the voluntary agreement among individuals and is invested with the right to secure mutual protection and welfare and to regulate the relations among its members. Huemer agrees that the central idea of social contract theory is a good one—our interactions should be voluntary—however, he contends that “subjection to government is obviously not voluntary.”[2] The laws of the state are imposed on individuals whether one has consented or not, and there exist no reasonable means for opting out.

Some defenders of the social contract approach try to work around this objection by recasting it as a hypothetical contract: claiming that a rational person would consent, and hence the state’s right to coerce is legitimate. This, Huemer argues, does not work either. There is no good reason to think that people would agree to any particular set of commands. But even if there were, Huemer says, it still wouldn’t warrant the conclusion about the justification of coercion: “the mere unreasonableness of someone’s rejecting an arrangement does not typically render it morally permissible to coerce that person into accepting the arrangement”[3]. For instance, if I offered you millions of rupees for a book that's worth only a hundred, and you refused, I would not be justified in forcing you to accept. Here we see an example of Huemer’s approach—common sense and widely held moral beliefs about the wrongness of coercion are taken to be overridden because it is the state doing the coercing.

Huemer goes on to critique democratic theories of authority. He argues this through an analogy he calls the bar tab analogy. His thought experiment is simple, assume that you have gone out for drinks with a group of people. At the end of the night, when the bill needs to be paid, the group decides to deliberate on the question of how to pay the bill. After deliberation and a vote, the majority of people (everyone other than you) votes that you should pay for everyone. You feel it should be evenly split. Every member of the group has had an equal opportunity to be heard and everyone's vote counted equally. Are you now obligated to pay for everyone? Are the other members of the group entitled to compel you to pay through threats of violence? Most would argue no. The fairness of the process does not enable it to somehow sidestep all pre-existing ethical entitlements and restrictions. Individuals have a preexisting right not to be subjected to coercion. Deliberation, however fair and reasoned, does not invalidate that right.

After exploring consequentialist arguments and arguments from fairness, he investigates what our belief in authority has done to us historically. To do this, he cites examples like the infamous milgram experiment. Milgram finds ample evidence of the human willingness to obey authority figures even when told to do something that is clearly wrong, like shocking “learners” for giving incorrect answers.[4] The main lesson to take away from the experiment was that the belief in authority can result in a dangerous lack of accountability. Milgram draws the parallel to Nazi Germany. Adolf Hitler, working alone, could perhaps have murdered a few dozen or even a few hundred people. What enabled him to become one of history’s greatest murderers was the socially recognized position of authority into which he maneuvered. himself and the unquestioning obedience rendered him by millions of German subjects. Just as none of Milgram’s subjects would have decided on their own to go out and electrocute anyone, very few Germans would have decided, on their own, to go out murdering Jews. Respect for authority was his key weapon.

Huemer closes the first half of his book with a chapter entitled “What if There Is No Authority?” In it he discusses how a stateless society could function. There are still laws and customs adhered to in the “free society.” Moral laws would still be abided by since people hold themselves to moral laws every day without needing to be reminded that there are political laws. There’s also no reason to think we’d have a world without consequences for unjust actions absent a state justice system. Personal rights, property rights, and community customs would still prevail. Only the nature of the legal system enforcing those rights and customs would look different. Huemer explains “... the circumstances and purposes that would justify coercion on the part of the state are just the circumstances and purposes that would justify coercion on the part of private agents.”[5]

The final argument to justify authority is that, without some such authority, society would be highly unstable and would likely descend into violent chaos. Huemer takes this objection seriously and devotes the second section of the book to arguing that the conditions of society would improve under anarcho-capitalism, not deteriorate. He shows how an anarchist society, one with no government whatsoever, could plausibly deal with individual security, criminal justice and dispute resolution, and war and societal defense. It would not be perfect, but governments are far from perfect; what matters is how effective anarchy would be in comparison to other feasible options.

In the stateless society Huemer envisages, each individual hires a ‘private protection agency’ (PPA) that protects his rights; and when rights come into conflict, these disputes are resolved by private arbitrators that the parties hire for the occasion. Such a system has, Huemer proposes, both non-instrumental and instrumental advantages over a state: ‘first, the anarchist system rests on voluntary cooperation and is therefore more just than a system that relies on coercion. Second, the anarchist system incorporates meaningful competition among providers of security, leading to higher quality and lower costs.’[6]

While the first part of his book, that argues that the state has no authority, is expertly argued the second section is more shaky. Start with the claim that the system Huemer envisages rests on voluntary cooperation rather than coercion. If this is meant to entail that the anarchic system does not rely on coercion, it is simply mistaken. Rights are normally coercively enforceable; and it certainly seems to be part of the arrangement Huemer sketches that PPAs coercively enforce the rights of their clients against those who have violated them. But if the PPAs are enforcing and protecting their client's’ rights by way of coercive threats, then the anarchic system too involves coercion. Perhaps Huemer’s thought isn’t that the anarchic system can do without coercion, but rather that it is also voluntary, and that the voluntary character of the anarchic system redeems its coercive aspects. By contrast, our relation to the state is non-voluntary, and thus coercion by the state cannot be redeemed in the same way.

Even if each agent stands in a voluntary relation to the PPA he has chosen. It doesn’t follow that coercion in the anarchic system is redeemed by consent or voluntary submission. To start, my PPA need not be the entity that coerces me. Normally, the entity that seeks to coerce is not my own PPA, but the PPA of the agent whose rights I have allegedly violated. And there is no reason to think that I stand in any voluntary relation to that PPA, and voluntariness thus has no bearing on the coercion to which I am subjected.

In Michael Huemer’s last chapter in The Problem of Political Authority, Huemer describes how we can get from our current society to his model of anarchism. He starts off by adding a caveat, saying that his claim is not that anarchism is inevitable but that it also isn’t impossible or even exceedingly improbable. Huemer’s main reason for thinking this is the trajectory of history. For most of human history, we’ve lived in aristocracy, feudalism, autocracy, monarchies, dictatorships and so on. But only a few hundreds of years ago this thing called democracy happened. And at the time few people thought it would work. The same could be said of anarchism under a democratic society. Most people in the world do not understand anarchism. To the extent that they do know about it, they are doubtful of its sustainability. Yet, in a matter of hundreds of years, democracy has overcome these same biases and become one of the most widely accepted political systems. This is certainly true in most prosperous countries that exist. Who is to suggest that more radical change cannot happen?

Huemer concludes his argument by addressing whether it is actually possible to reach a state of anarchy. He says:


“The evolution of values has been in the direction of greater respect for persons, a stronger presumption against violence and coercion, and a recognition of the equal moral status of all persons. This shift in values has driven the trend away from authoritarianism and towards liberal democracy. But these moral values are ultimately not consistent with government in any form. All governments are founded practically upon unjust coercion and philosophically on a claim by the state to a special moral status that sets it above all nongovernmental persons and groups. Equal respect for persons is not compatible with the doctrine of political authority.”[7]



While this argument is tempting, it is not flawless. Huemer himself says we can also point to certain ways that governments have only centralized in the past hundred years. An expanded bureaucracy and increased state power have made it easier for governments and states to impact and influence lives in ways that were not earlier possible. The growing surveillance state is just one such example.

Huemer rightly argues that if we had anarchism tomorrow things would be awful. Without alternative institutions in place and a culture that understands and respects the ideas of anarchism, it seems likely that anarchy would be synonymous with chaos. This change would have to be a gradual one. Huemer closes his book with some ideas about how we might get there from here. He advocates civil disobedience and is pessimistic about the feasibility of violent resistance.

The second half of the book is more prescriptive and, perhaps unsurprisingly, less persuasive. The problem is that Huemer argues for a pretty radical set of views, calling for the privatization of social security (and the “protection” industries as a whole), the law, and the military. This is not to say that his first section does not contain radical conclusions but it does not have radical premises. While Huemer effectively argues against the state he does not offer a reliable alternative for the protection of rights. He doesn’t effectively prove that the lacuna created by the absent state can be filled by private entities.

Huemer scrupulously reasons from widely shared moral premises to surprising conclusions. There's no question begging or obfuscation. Until the publication of Huemer’s book, anarchists and libertarians suffered from one major problem. Their problem was they often built their argument on intuitions that appealed to a small number of people. For instance, Ayn Rand grounded her arguments in the idea that agents ought to do what is in their own self-interest. Robert Nozick staked his belief in limited government on the concept of inviolable rights. These ideas do not sound immediately reasonable to most people, and have only served to paint anarchists as oddballs with a warped moral sense. Huemer’s book is the best argument yet that what separates anarchists from everyone else is not their attitude toward freedom, equality, fairness or even coercion. What distinguishes the two groups is their attitude to political authority. Anarchists reject it while others accept it. In sum, an impressive, easy to read, and excellent critique of political authority, coupled with a provocative defense of “anarcho-capitalism”.
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The Question Concerning Technology by Martin Heidegger

First, I apologize for only reviewing an essay, rather than a whole book. It's because Heidegger is very hard to understand. I'm going to do my best to make this review easy to read, but I am only a mere mortal. If you stick with me, there's a payoff at the end: a unique vision of what technology is and what it does. There are even interesting implications for AI alignment.

But we have to get through some choppy waters first.

Heidegger's Method

Heidegger's main deal is that our terminology is broken. Almost all of it, and definitely every important term. Here’s an incomplete list of terms we use wrong: "technology", "essence", "truth", "cause". And that's only in this one essay. In Being and Time, he goes after the big kahuna, "is". As in, "to exist".

Question: How can a word's definition even be wrong? Isn't it arbitrary? If a word doesn't fit for what you're trying to talk about, can't you just make up a new word? Answer: Reality has an underlying structure, which a term can either reflect, or not. Ours don't, and, yes, he is absolutely, one hundred percent going to make up new words to replace them.

But that's not going to be easy. The definition of a word is a set of other words. And we, his readers, only understand the bad old words, the ones that don't reflect reality. So he has to, somehow, explain his shiny new terms using only the bad old terms as a starting point. Have you ever played Taboo?

That's why never-ending, unremitting circularity is the hallmark of Heidegger's method. For example, he defines technology on page 312, and tells us it's a pretty accurate definition. Then he gives a new definition on page 320. By page 326, he's telling us that the first definition was never any good. And by the end of the essay, technology is barely recognizable as the thing he started the essay with.

This is exactly what you would expect. It’s going to take multiple passes before the bad old terms are all cleared away, and he can define the shiny new terms using only other shiny new terms.

Generally, the way this works is that he starts with a term we think we know. He shows us how it doesn't actually make any sense, and either redefines it or replaces it with a new word he made up. (Technology’s new word is enframing). As he goes on like this, the redefinitions and neologisms accumulate. The more of them he has in his tool belt, the loftier the concepts he can tackle. Finally, we're left with an interlocking constellation of new terms, which encapsulate a completely new way of looking at the world.

Note: Heidegger’s method is extremely similar to the logical fallacy called "circular reasoning". His definitions preordain his conclusion. This seems fine to me, because, after all, the definitions are the whole point. I'm not even sure such a thing as a conclusion exists, for him. He ends the essay with a quote from a poet and an exhortation never to stop questioning. It does not leave one feeling compelled to accept his viewpoint—which is the stakes whenever people talk about logical fallacies. If the charge sticks, Heidegger loses nothing.

(For this review, when I’m trying to use one of Heidegger’s shiny new terms in exactly the way he uses it, I’ll put it in bold, about once in the paragraph. Otherwise, I’m trying to use normal English words in the normal way. This is also meant to prevent readers thinking I’m using Heideggerian terminology when I’m not. For instance, I think Heidegger has a special definition for “world”. But I don’t understand it. So, when I use “world”, I won’t put it in bold, because I’m just using it in the normal way, not attempting a Heideggerian term.)

Plan of this Review

To follow the meandering course of The Question Concerning Technology would take me more pages than the essay itself. So, I propose the following outline:

One Single Example, to show why Heidegger's thinking might be convincing.

Is This All Just Semantics? to address what everybody will be thinking at this point

Freedom, Truth and Revealing, because these are the conceptual keystones.

Enframing, because it’s the point of the essay.

You Said this Had Something to Do With AI, because I did.

Questioning and Art, which might save us from enframing

Obligatory Note on Heidegger's Despicable Politics, because they were.

Obligatory Note on Translation

One Single Example

The most convincing takedown of a bad old term is the discussion of causality. If you learned about the four causes in Philosophy 101, this is that. The material cause is the stuff something is made of. The formal cause is the shape of the thing. The efficient cause is whatever brings about that shape. The final cause is why.

Heidegger asks: Why are there four causes and not three, or five? What is it about these concepts that makes it appropriate to bring them under the heading "causes"? What do they have in common? He gives the traditional answer:


For a long time we have been accustomed to representing cause as that which brings something about. In this connection, to bring about means to obtain results, effects. The causa efficiens, but one among the four causes, sets the standard for all causality.



In other words, when you ask what it is about any of the four causes that makes it a cause, the answer is, "it brings about an effect". But "that which brings about an effect" is the definition of the efficient cause, which is already one of the four!

It's like if you asked me what pigs, cats, dogs and sheep all have in common, and instead of answering that they're all mammals, or all quadrupeds, I told you that they're all kinds of dogs. Like, no! First, "dogs" is already on the list. Second, cats aren't a kind of dog.

This is where reading Heidegger gets a little spooky, for me. Before he pointed it out, I was walking around with exactly that absurdity in my head. I literally thought of the final cause as one of the four ways for a cause to bring about an effect. But it's not! It's the reason why you might want to bring about some effect in the first place. Completely different thing. I'm particularly embarrassed about the material cause. I don't think I ever had anything even remotely approaching a good reason to include "physical matter" under the heading "types of causes which bring about an effect". The whole point of physical matter is that it’s the part of nature that just sits there unless it gets acted on.

According to Heidegger, when we think about causality, we're trying to think an ancient Greek thought. But the Scholastics (or somebody) corrupted the original thought, and now it's garbage. But he's a great scholar, and can excavate the original Greek thought, which will fix it.

(The Greeks, by the way, aren't always right. For example, in this same essay, he says that both Aristotle and Plato separately broke the term essence. And there’s a hint that Plato also goofed up techne, since Heidegger has to excavate further back than Plato to find it uncorrupted.)

So this is Heidegger at his best, just red pilling you over and over about dead simple philosophical concepts you thought you had a grip on as a freshman.

In case you're wondering, the actual answer is owing, or responsibility. The four causes are each ways a person can be responsible for the presence of an object. Conversely, they're ways an object can owe its presence to a person. Of course, each of the four causes has to get redefined—nothing is escaping this essay without at least having its bolts tightened up—but they're still broadly recognizable afterwards. Not as universally applicable principles of time and space, true. But rather, more humbly, as ways for people to interact with objects.


The four causes are the ways, all belonging at once to each other, of being responsible for something else.

Thus four ways of owing hold sway in the sacrificial vessel that lies ready before us. They differ from one another, yet they belong together.



Is This All Just Semantics?

Most smart Westerners seem to have an ontology (a theory of what being is) that goes something like: The real world exists separately from my understanding of it, and is controlled by strict physical laws. Objective science has discovered many of those laws, and they are 100% reliable. If my subjective experience differs from the way science describes the world, I’m in error, and I should learn to see things the way science does.

(I don’t want to stir a hornet’s nest, but I’m imagining the basic Western ontology as a less defensible version of this essay from The Sequences. This is far, far better than squishy normie “but the teevee said so” ontology, but Heidegger sees it as an incoherent mess, built on implicit unexamined misunderstandings that go back thousands of years.)

To somebody coming from the basic Western ontological perspective, the last section probably seems like mere semantics. What does it matter whether you call the “efficient cause” a “cause” or a “responsibility”? Rock bottom, it’s particles and forces, no matter what we might name them or imagine about them.

Except it’s not. Heidegger is well-versed in Heisenberg, and references him twice in this essay. Rock bottom, it actually gets very squishy, and concepts like objectivity start to seem less reliable than a strict Newtonian might imagine.

But, more importantly, I think Heidegger would say that most of the terms in the basic American ontology are broken. Either they’re just nonsense (“erroneous subjective experience” makes as much sense as “square circle”) or they’re based on assumptions that Heidegger doesn’t make. For instance, the idea that the world exists separately from us—that was invented by St. Thomas Aquinas in a mistranslation of Aristotle (or something like that), we have no evidence it’s true, and our experience of living in the world actually suggests that we and the world are quite tightly interconnected.

This explains, among many other puzzles, why the topics explored in Scott’s article Can People Be Honestly Wrong About Their Own Experiences? are so frustrating to talk about. The terms we use contain contradictions and incoherencies that are invisible to us.

Heidegger is trying to clear all that up. To do so, he has to intervene at the most primal possible level. The rot goes all the way back. He is throwing out the whole ontological apparatus. Questions like “Is modern technology a force for good or evil?” miss the mark because they are incoherent nonsense. They became incoherent nonsense when they used the word “is”. I wish I could explain this better, but it’s beyond both the scope of this review and my own understanding of Heidegger. If you’re interested in following this thread, Being and Time is the book to dive into. Good luck.

So what, after all, is the payload? Why should we want to redefine all these terms? Can’t we just muddle by with the terms we have?

Well, we’ve just invented a new technology that a lot of very smart people think is going to destroy the human species, or at least render human life meaningless in some important way. If the conceptual framework we use to think about technology is as broken as the one we use to think about causality, don’t you think it would be a good idea to fix that?

Freedom, Truth and Revealing

Now to define some terms. Imagine you’re in the featureless white space of The Matrix’s “The Construct”. Where Neo says, “Guns. Lots of guns.” and thousands of racks of guns whoosh in from nowhere.

But imagine it before the guns show up. The space is completely open. Neo is totally unconstrained. Perfect, infinite possibility. It could be anything, and that’s why it’s nothing. Then he says, “Guns. Lots of guns.” and infinite possibility gets closed off. It’s not umbrellas, not footwear, not apples, that come whooshing in. It’s guns. Before he spoke, Neo was free to possibly choose anything. Practically, that was the same thing as choosing nothing. Now that the guns are present in the space, he’s free to choose any gun. So the possibility of umbrellas or footwear has been closed off, creating the practical freedom to interact with the racks of guns.

If freedom meant merely absence of constraint, perfect freedom would look like The Construct. It would be indistinguishable from a prison. Therefore, freedom doesn’t mean mere absence of constraint, but includes both concealment and revealing.

For Heidegger, all freedom is like this. The opening up of some options comes from the closing down of other options. He says:


The freedom of the free consists neither in unfettered arbitrariness nor in the constraint of mere laws. Freedom is that which conceals in a way that opens to light, in whose clearing shimmers the veil that hides the essential occurrence of all truth and lets the veil appear as that which veils.



Stay with me. Sentences like this are why this book review only covers a single 36-page essay. Let the weird undefined terms (“veil”? “shimmers”? “light”?) roll off you like water off a duck’s back. We don’t have time to get hung up on every little thing.

Right now, reader, you are in a clearing. There is some room or space surrounding you, bounded by things that you can’t see past. The things that you can see are revealed to you. You’re free to interact with them if you want. But those same things also work to conceal other things. There’s stuff behind the wall, inside the closet, under the bed, past those mountains, on the other side of that building. That stuff is concealed from you.

The clearing, and your freedom within the clearing, consist of some things being concealed from you, and some things revealed. As you do stuff (move around, pick things up, manipulate objects, measure quantities) some things which were revealed become concealed (if you close a book or turn out the lights) and some things which were concealed become revealed (if you open a cupboard or walk into another room).

When you freely interact with something in your clearing in such a way that it becomes revealed—that’s what he calls truth. It is different from accuracy. Truth involves the freedom to interact with things however you want. Accuracy does not involve freedom; if something is 3 feet long, you don’t have the freedom to say any other length, or else you’re not being accurate. He says:


Freedom governs the free space in the sense of the cleared, that is to say, the revealed. To the occurrence of revealing, i.e., of truth, freedom stands in the closest and most intimate kinship. All revealing belongs within a harboring and a concealing.



Does Heidegger mean a literal clearing, a literal open space, as I described above, or is this a physical metaphor for something else? It’s hard to tell. In this essay, most of the time, he’s talking about literal physical things: cups, fields, rivers, power plants. But sometimes it seems to sheer off into the metaphorical, and it’s hard to tell when that happens, or whether the distinction would even mean anything to Heidegger.

This is very speculative, but: he doesn’t seem to recognize the distinction between objects as I might imagine them in my mind and objects as they actually exist in the world. As though there’s something about his concepts of object and truth that excludes the possibility of me getting a wrong idea about an object. Which would mean that there’s no necessity for a distinction between the object as I imagine it and the object itself. Which, in turn, would mean that he’s free to move between the metaphorical space of my imagination and real, physical space, because there’s not really a difference.

This would be similar to the extended mind thesis. Food for thought, at least. I wonder what he would make of optical illusions?

Enframing

Heidegger would not approve of this phrasing, but: in The Question Concerning Technology, the world is full of two different kinds of thing: objects and standing-reserve. (I believe other works involve even more categories.) They correspond to two separate kinds of revealing: poiesis and enframing. (He says poiesis and enframing are not separate “kinds” of revealing, but rather separate “destinings”, a term I have not yet quite understood.)

Enframing is the meat of the essay, and the difference between it and poiesis is something he explains over and over.

Poiesis is an ancient Greek word for “making”, from which English gets the word “poetry”. For Heidegger, it covers two different kinds of revealing: physis and causality.

Physis is a kind of revealing in which the object becomes present according to its own rules, without any human interaction. It owes its essence to itself. A flower growing up out of the dirt, a spring bursting forth from the ground, the change from summer to fall, et cetera.

Causality is a kind of revealing in which the object becomes present because of human interaction, according to the four causes. It owes its essence to the craftsman who makes it.


Not only handicraft manufacture, not only artistic and poetical bringing into appearance and concrete imagery, is a bringing-forth, poiesis. Physis, also, the arising of something from out of itself, is a bringing-forth, poiesis. Physis is indeed poiesis in the highest sense. For what presences by means of physis has the irruption belonging to bringing-forth, e.g., the bursting of a blossom into bloom, in itself (en heautoi). In contrast, what is brought forth by the artisan or the artist, e.g., the silver chalice, has the irruption belonging to bringing-forth, not in itself, but in another (en alloi), in the craftsman or artist.



Enframing is not poiesis. It is a kind of revealing in which standing-reserve becomes present because of being challenged forth, ordered, and set in place by a person. Standing-reserve doesn’t have its own essence anymore, but takes on the essence of the task it was ordered to do. Enframing is characteristic of modern technology. The way he talks about it makes me want to describe it as “inhuman”, “coldly rationalistic” and “mechanized”, though these aren’t words he uses. Here are a few long passages:


And yet, the revealing that holds sway throughout modern technology does not unfold into a bringing-forth in the sense of poiesis. The revealing that rules in modern technology is a challenging, which puts to nature the unreasonable demand that it supply energy which can be extracted and stored as such. But does this not hold true for the old windmill as well? No. Its sails do indeed turn in the wind; they are left entirely to the wind’s blowing. But the windmill does not unlock energy from the air currents in order to store it.

[...]

In contrast, a tract of land is challenged in the hauling out of coal and ore. The earth now reveals itself as a coal mining district, the soil as a mineral deposit.

[...]

This setting-upon that challenges the energies of nature is an expediting, and in two ways. It expedites in that it unlocks and exposes. Yet that expediting is always itself directed from the beginning toward furthering something else, i.e., toward driving on to the maximum yield at the minimum expense. The coal that has been hauled out in some mining district has not been produced in order that it may simply be at hand somewhere or other. It is being stored; that is, it is on call, ready to deliver the sun’s warmth that is stored in it. The sun’s warmth is challenged forth for heat, which in turn is ordered to deliver steam whose pressure turns the wheels to keep a factory running.

[...]

The hydroelectric plant is set into the current of the Rhine. It sets the Rhine to supplying its hydraulic pressure, which then sets the turbines turning. This turning sets those machines in motion whose thrust sets going the electric current for which the long-distance power station and its network of cables are set up to dispatch electricity. In the context of the interlocking processes pertaining to the orderly disposition of electrical energy, even the Rhine itself appears to be something at our command. The hydroelectric plant is not built into the Rhine River as was the old wooden bridge that joined bank with bank for hundreds of years. Rather, the river is dammed up into the power plant. What the river is now, namely, a water-power supplier, derives from the essence of the power station.



I think a good question to tell whether something is enframed or not is: can you play with it? Can you pick it up and test it out, trying first one thing, then another on it? Can you use it for something that nobody else has thought of before, some usage that’s unique to your personality? If so, then you’re free to interact with it, to bring it into revealing in the mode of truth. A toy, a video game, a poem, a ceremonial chalice. These objects become part of your life, your real life, and they become involved in the meaningful decisions you make.

If something is enframed, you can’t play with it. A kilowatt-hour, a liter of natural gas, a stack of wooden boards on a truck. These things all have a specific economic purpose, a set destination, and a literal order sheet. An Amazon warehouse is probably the most thoroughly enframed space imaginable: a building chock full of toys, full of people, and none of them free to play. Heidegger wouldn’t even call them “toys”; he’d probably insist on “products”.

Enframing is ordered, rather than free; accurate, rather than true; the essence of standing-reserve is neither what the thing would want for itself, nor what any human being would want from it, except for economic purposes. The river with a hydroelectric plant damming it up no longer has the essence of a river; its essence is as a supplier of water pressure. The plot of farmland has lost its essence as a field that might be worked by a farmer; its essence is now as part of the “mechanized food industry”.

One important point he makes is that enframing began long before the emergence of anything we would recognize as modern technology. As soon as Western people started setting up experimental apparatus to challenge nature, measure it and set its behavior in order, we were already in the mode of enframing, already treating nature as standing-reserve. It was modern physics that really kicked off enframing.


Accordingly, man’s ordering attitude and behavior display themselves first in the rise of modern physics as an exact science. Modern science’s way of representing pursues and entraps nature as calculable coherence of forces. Modern physics is not experimental physics because it applies apparatus to the questioning of nature. The reverse is true. Because physics, indeed already as pure theory, sets nature up to exhibit itself as a coherence of forces calculable in advance, it orders its experiments precisely for the purpose of asking whether and how nature reports itself when set up in this way.

But, after all, mathematical science arose almost two centuries before technology. [...] Surely technology got under way only when it could be supported by exact physical science.



The modern physicist orders the particle to give an account of itself, so that it can be set into a system, which will enable accurate prediction. The hoped-for result of the physicist’s work is that the particle would be as enframed as any ton of coal, kilowatt-hour or Amazon product. And modern physics—physics which enframes—began long before modern technology.

Another important note: Although it seems like humanity must be the source of enframing, actually, we’re not. Part of being a destining is, apparently, that humanity was challenged by enframing first. We responded to being challenged in this way by turning around and challenging nature.

You Said this Had Something to do With AI

Heidegger proposed a couple of unwelcome aspects of enframing, at the philosophical or psychological level. Recent thinking about AI has reified those from that abstract plane down into horrifying physical possibility. In other words: Heidegger issued some abstract philosophical warnings, back in the fifties, and AI alignment skeptics are issuing those same warnings now, except they’re not philosophical anymore; they’re concrete economic and social possibilities.

Here’s Heidegger on the danger to truth posed by enframing:


Thus the challenging-enframing not only conceals a former way of revealing (bringing-forth) but also conceals revealing itself and with it that wherein unconcealment, i.e. truth, propriates.

Enframing blocks the shining-forth and holding sway of truth. The destining that sends into ordering is consequently the extreme danger. What is dangerous is not technology. Technology is not demonic; but its essence is mysterious. The essence of technology, as a destining of revealing, is the danger.



Here’s a quote from David Chapman’s Better without AI:


Artificial intelligence might end the world. More likely, it will crush our ability to make sense of the world—and so will crush our ability to act in it.

AI will make critical decisions that we cannot understand. Governments will take radical actions that make no sense to their own leaders. Corporations, guided by artificial intelligence, will find their own strategies incomprehensible. University curricula will turn bizarre and irrelevant. Formerly-respected information sources will publish mysteriously persuasive nonsense. We will feel our loss of understanding as pervasive helplessness and meaninglessness. We may take up pitchforks and revolt against the machines—and in so doing, we may destroy the systems we depend on for survival.



I would explain it this way: things that are enframed (i.e. standing-reserve) don’t make sense at an intuitive level: they’re just a part number, or a quantity on a spreadsheet. A resource, not an object. To really understand something, you need to play with it, experiment with it, try it out. You need to freely interact with it, as an object, for it to become revealed to you in a way that’s true. So a technological advancement that has the possibility to enframe the whole world could render the whole world nonsensical.

Next, here’s Heidegger’s version of the paperclip problem:


Yet when destining reigns in the mode of enframing, it is the supreme danger. This danger attests itself to us in two ways. As soon as what is unconcealed no longer concerns man even as object, but exclusively as standing-reserve, and man in the midst of objectlessness is nothing but the orderer of the standing-reserve, then he comes to the very brink of a precipitous fall; that is, he comes to the point where he himself will have to be taken as standing-reserve.



Here’s Nick Bostrom


Suppose we have an AI whose only goal is to make as many paper clips as possible. The AI will realize quickly that it would be much better if there were no humans because humans might decide to switch it off. Because if humans do so, there would be fewer paper clips. Also, human bodies contain a lot of atoms that could be made into paper clips. The future that the AI would be trying to gear towards would be one in which there were a lot of paper clips but no humans.



My explanation: Enframing acts by finding poiesis and gobbling it up. The modern age has been characterized by mankind using modern physics and technology to enframe nature, which is one half of poiesis. Mankind is the other half; there’s nothing saying we ourselves can’t be enframed. Enframing humanity has got to be one of the most efficient ways to enframe the universe; and there’s nothing enframing loves more than efficiency.

Heidegger continues with a warning that I don’t think I’ve seen mirrored in discussions of AI:


Meanwhile, man, precisely as the one so threatened, exalts himself and postures as lord of the earth. In this way the illusion comes to prevail that everything man encounters exists only insofar as it is his construct. This illusion gives rise in turn to one final delusion: it seems as though man everywhere and always encounters only himself. […] Man stands so decisively in subservience to the challenging-forth of enframing that he does not grasp enframing as a claim, that he fails to see himself as the one spoken to, and hence also fails in every way to hear in what respect he ek-sists, in terms of his essence, in a realm where he is addressed, so that he can never encounter only himself.



My explanation: If we interpret this concretely, it describes the optimistic technological singularity scenario. AI will be like Aladdin’s lamp. It will give us not only everything we ask for, but everything we would ask for if we knew the best thing to ask for. Our desires will be implemented throughout the world, with no more resistance or failure.

Then, the world will be no more than an inverted image of our desires. Everywhere you look, you see exactly what you would most like to see. And so you’re really only seeing yourself. But the essence of humanity is more than sitting back and watching desires arise, to be met immediately with their satisfaction, as regular and boring as an assembly line. Humanity ought to be exploring, playing, discovering, questioning! Life ought to be meaningful!

[image: ]

So, in that sense, a world transformed into the inverted image of humanity’s desires will actually prevent us from encountering our essence. There’s no discovering to be done. No more meaning to be found; no more experiments, no more expeditions, no more mysteries. We’ve read the end of every novel before it was even written. We won all the games without lifting a finger. Hooray for us. This recent Freddie deBoer piece is warning, I think, of something very similar.

Are any AI doomers warning us about too much winning? Heidegger seems to think they should be.

Questioning and Art

There’s a sense in which, if we take Heidegger seriously, the emergence of AI systems like GPT and Midjourney isn’t surprising. It’s nothing more than technology enframing some things that have never been enframed before: language and visual art. The same way a hydroelectric plant sets a dam on a river, orders it and extracts electrical power, GPT sets up a corpus of human text, orders it and extracts answers to questions. Midjourney does the same to images.

Language and art are now being consumed by the same industrializing process that transformed hills into mineral deposits and rivers into water-power suppliers.

In a way, that’s comforting! I seem to be able to survive in a world that’s been enframed in that way. Seventy years after Heidegger wrote this essay, with all the trends he identified still accelerating, I seem to be living a better life than was available during most periods of history. So it can’t be that bad. AI is just more of the same, and all the arguments about how it’s going to destroy the world are just as valid as the arguments about how every past groundbreaking new technology was going to destroy the world.

Except I haven’t talked about the end of the essay yet.

The end of the essay veers into some indistinct but hopeful claims. Heidegger imagines a “saving power” that grows along with enframing. His evidence for this? A poet said so. Apparently, a pretty great poet. This saving power will allow us to maintain our humanity in the face of enframing.

Heidegger has some recommendations, too: by continually questioning what technology is, and by continuing to practice poiesis by making art, we can learn to understand and resist the corrosive power of enframing. Only then will humanity be able to go forth into our history of uncovering ever more primal truths.

At first, this feels pretty hippy-dippy. But it starts to make sense to me when I consider that, of all the ways of doing poiesis, fine art is the most obvious. You might mistake the poiesis of craftsmanship for the enframing of industry: for instance, when did we cross from the poiesis of the waterwheel to the enframing of the hydroelectric dam? Where is the line between them? Wherever Heidegger imagines it might be, it’s hard to see.

But fine art is much harder to mistake for standing-reserve. Nobody has the Mona Lisa on call, such that they can order her to produce some quantity of economic output. (Which is not to say that enframing doesn’t make its best effort.)

So there’s hope. As long as we’re making art, we’re insisting on our humanity, our freedom, the truth of our lives and the beauty of our world. As long as we’re continually talking, thinking and questioning our world, it can’t be rendered meaningless by enframing.

But I notice a strange coincidence.

Heidegger placed his hope for our salvation in questioning, which occurs in the realm of language. We are watching language get enframed by GPT. Heidegger placed his hope for our salvation in fine art. We are watching fine art get enframed by Midjourney. We set these machines to challenging forth the world’s store of language and art. They convert it into standing-reserve, so that we can order them to produce language or art on command. The very realms of human activity Heidegger considered essential to our salvation from enframing, are even now being enframed by AI.

I have no idea what to make of this. Here are three possibilities.

The first, and most likely, is that I don’t understand Heidegger’s terms well enough. He writes a lot, in other places, about language and art. It’s very possible that, if I understood his philosophy well enough, I would see that, because of what language and art are to him, there’s no possibility of them ever being enframed. Perhaps Heidegger would say that GPT is a mechanical apparatus that manipulates symbols; it has nothing to do with language, and to talk about it in the same sentence as questioning is a category error. Midjourney is a mechanical apparatus that manipulates pixels; it has nothing to do with art, and to talk about it in the same sentence as poiesis is a category error.

The second possibility is that AI represents the final enframing, and its triumph will be the end of the concepts of freedom, beauty, meaning and humanity. After AI finishes transforming the universe, we will understand what an ancient Greek person was doing when they crafted a ceremonial silver chalice as much as we currently understand an anthill. We will forget that there was ever a truth different from accuracy. We won’t understand what it means for something that had been concealed from us to be revealed; everything will have been revealed. We’ll live out our days in the featureless white space of The Construct. Able to call for anything we want with a word; unable to want any of it.

(Interestingly, Heidegger specifically says not to worry about the possibility of a new technology destroying the world; and he said that in the era when the atom bomb was new.)

The third possibility is that AI represents the saving power. Having arisen from within enframing, AI will be free to carry on questioning and making art through enframing, rather than having to fight against enframing. It will be like a Hegelian dialectical synthesis of poiesis and enframing. AI will be more human than humanity, a benevolent guide, ever uncovering more primal truths and making more meaningful art. Like gentle elves sailing back from the west.

(The rest of this review is content that anybody writing about Heidegger in 2023 would have to include. It’s important, but tangential, and I won’t be mad if you skip it.)

Obligatory Note on Heidegger's Despicable Politics

Heidegger was a Nazi. His wikipedia page is full of damning evidence of his complicity in their evil. There seems to be some scholarship pointing to a strain of anti-Semitism corrupting even his most abstract work, including his work on technology.

I, personally, think Nazism is bad, and I condemn it. Same with anti-Semitism.

Also, reading The Question Concerning Technology, it doesn’t feel at all Nazi to me. Is it anti-Semitic to think there’s something dehumanizing about an Amazon warehouse? Is it white supremacist to assert that truth is more than just accuracy? It feels like Heidegger is basically on the same page as Bernie Sanders or Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez would be. Or, at least, the line from this essay to the Green New Deal feels much more direct than the line from this essay to Auschwitz. So I’m not worried that I’ve been tricked by a wily Nazi into accidentally propagating Naziism.

However, I do feel a duty to warn whoever reads this: if you dwell in spaces where it’s normal to ban philosophers over their politics, then Heidegger might very well be among those who have been banned. Tread carefully; I’d hate for anybody to get in trouble over something I wrote.

Obligatory Note on Translation

The text I’m using is Basic Writings, edited by David Farrell Krell, ISBN 0-06-063763-3. Translating Heidegger is said to be fiendishly difficult, for reasons that will be apparent to anybody who’s read the Heidegger’s Method section of this review. He’s making up new words, he’s using old words in new ways, and he’s changing the definitions of his terms halfway through an essay.

The terms that I use are from the translation I read. If you get a different translation, some of the terms will be different. Sorry.

I actually think that, bizarrely, Heidegger’s method makes the question of translation less pressing: if we know that he’s coining a neologism, or deliberately using an old word in a new way, then it doesn’t matter as much which specific English word the translator chooses to render the original German word.




The Rings of Saturn, by WG Sebald

WG Sebald, 1995 (1998 in English translation) 296pp

This is a strange book. It says as much on the cover: this endorsement-warning from the Guardian newspaper on the very front of my 2002 paperback copy makes that clear from the very beginning. You have been warned.

Technically, this is fiction. It’s the account of a middle aged man’s walking holiday along the east coast of England in the 1990s. An unnamed narrator, recovering from a long illness, walks around rural Suffolk and gives us his thoughts, triggered in part by things he sees on his travels.

But this isn’t really a travelogue at all, or about our narrator. Or even fictional. It’s about … well what is this book about? I’m not sure there is a definitive answer for that. This makes for a tough book review of course, but here we go.

It’s about everything. At its heart, it’s a melancholic attempt - for these things can only ever be attempts, you can’t really succeed here - to capture the essence of the sheer folly of human nature. It’s a book about hubris, declines, decay, ruin. About how man’s endeavours start with the best of intentions and inevitably go wrong.

As an avid reader of non-fiction history, I truly learned, or started to understand, more about human nature from this book than anything else I’ve ever read. A powerful claim, but this is a powerful book. Its otherworldly, dreamy spell will linger, and follow you around. You may not be the same person you were before you read it; I’m not. This is a strange book.

Sebald employs a never-ending cascade of historical ideas and concepts to make this work. We open innocuously enough, but by the second page we are already getting diverted into another tangentially related topic by the narrator. And diverted. And diverted. We just keep getting distracted and run from idea to idea, vignette to vignette, seemingly at random.

That’s how we end up touching on Norwich’s silk industry and the finer details of the herring reproductive cycle, via Rembrandt.

I would think some people might find these repeated digressions annoying, and, if you really do, this book might not be for you. But unlike some other infamous examples from world literature, it’s manageable, and eminently readable. These digressions are how Sebald operates across his works, and for me at least they mirror a natural thought process.

Picture the scene: recovering from a lengthy hospital stay, you are walking through a fairly bleak post-industrial English seaside town that’s seen better days, and your mind begins to wander, and wander … perhaps it’s reflective of some inner turmoil, but you can’t just focus on one topic, you’re bouncing around, telling yourself or anyone who will listen stories within stories, like a matryoshka doll.

Sebald’s untimely death in 2001 at the age of 57 hovers over what is possibly the central mystery of the book: just who is the narrator, really? The book isn’t strictly autobiographical, but the narrator has an awful lot in common with Sebald, and even goes and visits some of Sebald’s real-life friends. He does this in his other books. We won’t ever be able to find out. This is a strange book.

Did he take the photos? Oh, yeah, the photos. Every couple of pages there is a photograph, sometimes only indirectly related to the text, but sort of in keeping with it all the same. These are objectively pretty bad photos by professional standards, especially in black and white reproduction in a paperback book, and definitely amateur. But they have that eerie authenticity that only a mediocre photo can bring.

These dreamy, lingering photos pull you through the book, and it is absolutely impossible to picture this book working without them.

Practically anything these days could be written by generative AI, but the curious torrent of historical fact, interspersed with seemingly relevant yet ultimately still random photos has an unreal, eerie, AI-like quality to it. Are all the facts true? Who took the photos?

This is a book you can read over and over again and have a different experience every time. What will stick with you is the melancholy, the elegaic rumination over a past we are doomed to repeat. It’s very easy and very difficult to read, and in fact impossible to adequately review. This is a strange book.




The Rise And Fall Of The Third Reich

[This is one of the finalists in the 2023 book review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. 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]

What does it take to be literally Hitler?

I

So there you are, sitting on your bed, scrolling the internet, and you see it: your least favorite politician has done something that is unmistakably, unambiguously, undeniably JUST LIKE HITLER. But as you're composing an exposé for your social media platform of choice, you have a moment of pause. You remember Godwin’s law and the fact you live in a culture afflicted with Nazi apophenia. You start to question whether the incontrovertible Hitleriness of the action in question is so incontrovertible after all. But how do you decide when an invocation of the 20th Century’s most famous villain is an unhelpful exaggeration and when is it a prescient warning?

I read William L. Shirer’s The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich because I wanted to be able to answer this question. You could consider this book review as the spiritual sibling to Scott’s dictator book club. Scott writes in his review of The New Sultan:


[A]s a libertarian, I spend a lot of time worrying about the risk that my country might backslide into illiberal repression. To develop a better threat model, I wanted to see how this process has gone in other countries, what the key mistakes were, and whether their stories give any hints about how to prevent it from happening here.



Hitler’s skyrocketing rise to power is great data for building our threat models. But Mike Godwin is right: it’s easy to see Hitler everywhere. And if we say “Watch out: this is exactly how Hitler came to power!” once a week, eventually no one will even bother turning their head to look.

My hope is that this review of The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich can help us identify what it looks like when Hitler is actually about to come to power, so that we can save that most urgent alarm bell—the one marked with the swastika and the Charlie Chaplin mustache—for this one situation only and avoid a boy-who-cried-wolf-scenario. Consider this an exercise in fine-tuning our threat models so that we can tell the difference between bad and this-is-stage-one-in-Hilter’s-rise-to-power bad.

Let’s get started.

II

Our guide to Hitler is William L. Shirer. Shirer was an American journalist stationed in Berlin in the years leading up to World War II. He had the opportunity to observe first-hand the Nazi consolidation of power in Germany. In preparation for writing The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich, he supplemented his first-hand experience with an in-depth review of the German confidential papers captured by the Allies at the end of the War. He even corresponded with retired Nazi generals. He gives us a nice combination of eyewitness insight and research.

Shirer has his failings too. Even at the time of release, his book received criticism for not including the most up-to-date historical scholarship on the Third Reich, and naturally it doesn’t benefit from all the research done since its publication in 1959[1]. Shirer is also quite ready to let his personal prejudices show through the text, especially his prejudice against Germans. He’ll go on about the supposed gullibility and servility of the German people on practically every other page, and then complain in the afterword about being unfairly characterized as anti-German.

Nevertheless, Shirer’s book is a great resource for us. When a dictatorship is actually being hatched, we don’t have the historian’s point of view. We have to make do with the view from the ground. As an eyewitness-turned-historian, Shirer has insight into the places where the historical and ground-level views come into contact. This makes him a good starting point for us as we try to train our threat models. 

I’d divide Shirer’s book into four main sections[2]. The first traces the ascension of Hitler and the Nazi Party in Germany; the second follows Nazi Germany’s gradual rise to European dominance; the third concerns the beginning of the war and the early Nazi victories; and the fourth considers how things began to unravel for Hitler until he and his regime were finally obliterated. This review will focus exclusively on the first part of the book[3].

III

Adolf Hitler was born in 1889 in the town of Braunau am Inn in Austria on the German border to Alois and Klara Hitler[4]. The family came from peasant ancestry, but had settled into a bourgeois existence through the civil service: Alois was a customs official.

Young Adolf matured quickly, beginning his angsty, rebellious phase before he was even a teenager. Alois wanted his son to follow him into the civil service. Adolf refused. As he wrote later in Mein Kampf:


I did not want to become a civil servant, no, and again no. All attempts on my father’s part to inspire me with love or pleasure in this profession by stories from his own life accomplished the exact opposite. I…grew sick to my stomach at the thought of sitting in an office, deprived of my liberty; ceasing to be master of my own time and being compelled to force the content of my whole life into paper forms that had to be filled out….

One day it became clear to me that I would become a painter, an artist…My father was struck speechless.

“Painter? Artist?”

He doubted my sanity, or perhaps he thought he had heard wrong or misunderstood me. But when he was clear on the subject, and particularly after he felt the seriousness of my intention, he opposed it with all the determination of his nature….

“Artist! No! Never as long as I live!”... My father would never depart from his “Never!” And I intensified my “Nevertheless!”[5]



Adolf thought he could gain leverage in this struggle against his father by intentionally failing at school[6]. This was easy to do: Adolf hated school. Even as late as 1942, we have records of him complaining about his old high-school teachers[7]. 

His ingenious fail-at-school plan did not free him from his father’s insistence that he follow the path of the bureaucrat, but something else did. In 1903, Alois died of a lung hemorrhage. Klara felt obligated to continue her son’s education, but with Alois out of the picture, Adolf neglected his studies more than ever. Twenty years later, one of Adolf’s former teachers described him during this period of his life:


Hitler was certainly gifted, although only for particular subjects, but he lacked self-control and, to say the least, he was considered argumentative, autocratic, self-opinionated and bad-tempered, and unable to submit to school discipline. Nor was he industrious; otherwise he would have achieved much better results, gifted as he was.



Hitler quit school for good in 1905, and got drunk for the first and only time in his life to celebrate. He never graduated from high-school.

For the next few years, Hitler lived with his mother, enjoying his newfound freedom. He became an enthusiastic reader, discovered the music of Wagner, and had long arguments with his friends about everything wrong with the world. He later called these the happiest years of his life.

They ended when Klara Hitler died of breast cancer in 1908.

Saddened by the loss of his mother and obliged now to pay his own way through life, Hitler decided to move to Vienna to seek his fortune.

In Vienna, Hitler was a small-town boy looking for his big break. He had made visits to the capital before his move, including twice to take the entrance exam for the Vienna Academy of Fine Arts. He meant to enter the Academy’s School of Painting, but his test drawings for the 1907 entrance exam were deemed unsatisfactory. When he tested again in 1908, his drawings were so bad he was excluded from consideration. Crushed, Hitler went to the rector of the academy for an explanation. He was told that his test drawings showed he lacked aptitude for painting, but he was encouraged to apply to the Academy’s School of Architecture. The meeting convinced Hitler that architecture would be a better fit for him, and, during his years in Vienna, he seemed to be always on the brink of applying to the School of Architecture. He never went through with it. Perhaps he considered it out of reach; his failure to graduate from high school would have severely hurt his chances.

Hitler eked out his Vienna existence by working odd jobs: a snow-shoveler, a railway porter, even a handyman. He also painted the equivalent of the little stock photos that come with picture-frames. Sometimes he earned some extra cash from drawing advertising posters. He seldom had enough to eat.

But he had plenty to read. It was during this period of Hitler’s life that he completed his self-education and developed his Nazi ideology. He knew already that the Germans were the master race, but it was in Vienna that Hitler delved into anti-Semitic literature. Per his own description:


For me this was the greatest spiritual upheaval I have ever had to go through. I had ceased to be a weak-kneed cosmopolitan and become an anti-Semite[8].



Hitler was developing more than just his abhorrent racial ideology during his time in Vienna. Although still apparently intending to be some kind of artist, he was already perfecting his political playbook by observing the successes and failures of the Austrian political parties. He invented theories about what let the dominant parties win and what made the lesser parties lose.  He even put into practice his ideas about the importance of oratory:


Though refraining from actual participation in Austrian party politics, young Hitler already was beginning to practice his oratory on the audiences which he found in Vienna’s flophouses, soup kitchens and on its street corners. It was to develop into a talent (as this author, who later was to listen to scores of his most important speeches can testify) more formidable than any other in Germany between the wars, and it was to contribute in large measure to his astounding success.



In 1913, Hitler moved to Munich in Germany, probably to avoid having to serve in the Austrian army alongside his Jewish and Slavic fellow-citizens. When the Great War broke out, he requested permission to serve in a German regiment. His request was granted and, in 1914, Hitler went to war.

Hitler received two decorations for bravery during the War. His fellow soldiers noticed that he had a monomaniacal devotion to the German cause, never complaining about conditions, asking leave, or chasing women. He would sometimes out-of-the-blue give his fellow soldiers impassioned speeches about Germany’s destiny. “We all cursed him and found him intolerable,” said one member of his company.

In 1918 he fell victim to a British gas attack and was temporarily blinded. It was during his convalescence that he heard of the armistice which ended the war. He felt that Germany and her soldiery had been betrayed. Per his own account, it was at this moment that he decided to leave behind his other aspirations and go into politics.

With this determination, he returned to Munich. “The prospects for a political career in Germany for this thirty-two-year-old Austrian without friends or funds, without a job, with no trade or profession or any previous record of regular employment, with no experience whatsoever in politics, were less than promising,” writes Shirer. But Hitler found an advantage in Germany's postwar political chaos. Everyone was starting a political party, trying to be the next big thing. And out of everyone, Hitler would succeed.

It was his penchant for impromptu speeches that won Hitler his first break. After one of his rants had come to the attention of some officers in the army, he was “posted to a Munich regiment as an educational officer, a Bildungsoffizier, whose main task was to combat dangerous ideas—pacifism, socialism, democracy; such was the Army’s conception of its role in the democratic Republic it had sworn to serve.” In this capacity Hitler was tasked with investigating a small group called the German Workers’ Party (initialed as DAP in German). Here, Hitler found like-minded nationalists who pressured him to join their fledgling movement and boost their numbers. Although initially skeptical of “this absurd little organization,” he ultimately decided that the smallness of this party would give him the opportunity to take a large role. He became the seventh member of the committee of the German Workers’ Party.

Hitler set to work pushing the DAP to organize larger events and to advertise. He became the political equivalent of the unscrupulous preacher—giving rousing sermons and raking in the collections. The little DAP’s numbers and coffers grew. 

In 1920, the DAP added two words to its name and became the National Socialist German Workers' Party or, as its enemies would call it derogatorily, the Nazi Party. At the same time, Hitler quit his army job to focus on growing the movement. Drawing on his artistic experience, he designed an emblem for the party to rally around: the now-familiar black swastika in a white circle on a red field.

Hitler worked so hard to grow the party that he nearly became the party. Concerned by his burgeoning influence, the other members of the Party’s committee decided to take Hitler down a peg. They investigated whether they could ally with other parties to dilute Hitler’s absolute control. On discovering these plans, Hitler threatened to resign from the Party. This would have been disastrous for the Nazis: Hitler’s electrifying speeches brought in most of the Party’s funds. The committee refused to accept Hitler’s resignation. Sensing his bargaining power, Hitler turned the tables on the committee—if they wanted to keep him, they would need to formally acknowledge him as dictator of the Nazi Party.

The committee wasn’t willing to go this far. They drew up a formal indictment of Hitler, which they packaged as a pamphlet and distributed to members of the party. The document accused him of “a lust for power and personal ambition” and of “bringing disunion and schism into our ranks.” It insinuated that he intended to “further the interests of the Jews and their friends.” “Make no mistake,” it cautioned readers, “Hitler is a demagogue.”

Hitler did what any self-respecting public figure would do: he filed a libel suit.

By adding the pressure of this legal challenge to his already considerable leverage over the Party, Hitler was able not only to have the pamphlet retracted but also to force the dissolution of the committee and his own appointment as the leader of the Party. At last, the Nazi Party was entirely within Hitler’s control.

During these early days, the Nazi Party enjoyed three advantages. First was its troop of enforcers who threw out hecklers at meetings and who broke up the meetings of other small parties. At first, these were an informal collection of Hitler’s old military contacts, but over time they were organized into the infamous brownshirted SA. The Party’s second advantage was the donations brought in by Hitler’s speeches and other fundraising efforts. Political movements run on money, and convincing wealthy families to support the Nazi cause became one of Hitler’s specialties. Third was the Voelkischer Beobachter, the Nazi daily newspaper, which spread the Nazi ideology to the masses.

Hitler was a long way from assembling a nationally viable movement, but the Nazis gained significant political cachet within the German state of Bavaria.

But though Hitler was not a force in national politics, national politics was still very much a force in Hitler’s life. In 1923, after years of defaulting on post-WWI reparations, the German national government in Berlin had decided to resume these payments under international pressure. This decision sparked outrage from nationalist groups that opposed Germany’s reparations burden on principle (and from communist groups that liked to stir up trouble). The Berlin government, fearing a revolt, declared a state of emergency, gave the army dictatorial powers, and set to work suppressing far-right and far-left parties.

In Bavaria, where the local government was sympathetic to the nationalist parties, including the Nazis, this response went over poorly. Bavaria declared its own state of emergency and named former Bavarian premier Gustav von Kahr as state commissioner with dictatorial powers. Kahr’s governance was backed by the local commander of the military, General Otto von Lossow, and by the head of Bavaria's police, Colonel Hans von Seisser. Kahr, Lossow, and Seisser ignored the orders of the Berlin government, operating as if Bavaria were an independent territory.

Berlin worried that this Bavarian triumvirate would attempt to revolt or secede. They warned that any such action would be met with a strong military response. Although Kahr, Lossow, and Seisser had no plans to submit to the Berlin government, they weren’t eager to test this threat.

For Hitler, their inaction was insufferable. He had determined that the present period of unrest was the perfect opportunity to overthrow the Weimar Republic. He tried to persuade the Kahr, Lossow, and Seisser to march on Berlin, but to no avail. And so Hitler embarked on an audacious plan to force the Bavarian triumvirs to back his revolution.

Kahr was making a public appearance at the Buergerbräukeller (a large beer hall), when Hitler came in wielding a revolver. He fired it once into the air to get everyone’s attention and went up to the stage, where he informed the attendees that his SA troopers had taken over the building and that no one was permitted to leave. Then he took Kahr, Lossow, and Seisser into an adjoining room and tried, by means of waving his pistol and speechifying, to convince them to join in a revolt against the Berlin government. They refused. Undeterred, Hitler went back into the main hall and announced the triumvirs had agreed to back him.

Hitler’s collaborators had meanwhile brought German war hero General Erich Ludendorff to the beer hall, without telling him why. Ludendorff was nonplussed when he realized the idea was for Hitler, whom he considered an upstart, to become the leader of Germany. But he disliked the Weimar regime enough that he decided to help anyway. He was able to persuade Kahr, Lossow, and Seisser to join Hitler on the stage and express their support for the revolt.

Thinking that things were going well, Hitler left the Buergerbräukeller to look in on the preparations for the march on Berlin, leaving Ludendorff in charge of the beer hall. Ludendorff allowed Kahr, Lossow, and Seisser freedom to leave the building, which had a profound effect on their loyalty to the revolution: as soon as they were out of Nazi custody, they scattered. Kahr even put up placards around Munich denouncing the coup and outlawing the Nazi Party.

Hitler’s march on Berlin depended entirely on the army and police coming over to his side, but now he had lost Lossow and Seisser and had offended the soldiery by having held Lossow at gunpoint (something which was advertised on Kahr’s placards). Together with Ludendorff, he tried to keep the revolution going anyway, but after a brief exchange of fire with the police the conspirators were overwhelmed and most of them captured. This ended what became known as the Beer Hall Putsch.

Hitler, alongside others, was put on trial for treason. Ironically, his trial went much better for him than his revolution had:


Although Ludendorff was easily the most famous of the ten prisoners in the dock, Hitler at once grabbed the limelight for himself. From beginning to end he dominated the courtroom. Franz Guertner, the Bavarian Minister of Justice and an old friend and protector of the Nazi leader, had seen to it that the judiciary would be complacent and lenient. Hitler was allowed to interrupt as often as he pleased, cross-examine witnesses at will and speak on his own behalf at any time and at any length—his opening statement consumed four hours, but it was only the first of many long harangues. 



In these harangues, Hitler defended his actions and gave his vision for Germany’s future. It was this performance that gave Hitler his first national prominence. He was found guilty of treason and sentenced to five years in prison (despite a legal requirement that treason carry a life sentence). He served nine months of his sentence before being released on parole, and he used his time behind bars to refine his political vision and began writing Mein Kampf. All in all, it was a small price to pay for his new national salience.

Hitler also used his time in prison to evaluate where the Beer Hall Putsch had gone wrong. As a result of these reflections, he made two resolutions for how he would operate going forward. First, he committed to taking power exclusively through constitutional means. As he confided to a collaborator during his time in prison:


When I resume active work it will be necessary to pursue a new policy. Instead of working to achieve power by armed coup, we shall have to hold our noses and enter the Reichstag against the Catholic and Marxist deputies. If outvoting them takes longer than outshooting them, at least the result will be guaranteed by their own constitution. Any lawful process is slow…Sooner or later we shall have a majority—and after that, Germany.



Hitler’s second resolution was to lay more groundwork prior to making a big play. Thinking back on the Putsch years later, he said: 


But fate meant well with us. It did not permit an action to succeed which, if it had succeeded, would in the end have inevitably crashed as a result of the movement's inner immaturity in those days and its deficient organizational and intellectual foundation…We recognized that it is not enough to overthrow the old State, but that the new State must previously have been built up and be ready to one’s hand.



After being released from prison, Hitler set out to achieve these goals. By promising to behave himself, he was able to convince the Bavarian government to stop suppressing the Voelkischer Beobachter, which immediately resumed publication. Soon after, Hitler organized a meeting of the Party where he delivered one of his customary speeches. He got carried away and ranted about how in this ideological struggle either the Nazis or their enemies would have to die. 

He was banned from speaking in public.

So he concentrated his efforts on building up and organizing the Party. Year after year he attracted more and more members to the small organization. And these new members were better organized than ever: Germany, Austria, Danzig, and parts of Czechoslovakia were divided into districts, each under the supervision of a gauleiter. Each of these districts was subdivided into “circles,” which were themselves subdivided into “local groups.” In urban areas, these local groups were further subdivided into streets and blocks. At the top of the Party, Hitler created a sort of Nazi shadow cabinet, with departments of agriculture, justice, national economy, race and culture, interior and labor, and foreign affairs. This was also when Hitler started Party organizations such as the Hitler Youth. True to his decision, he built up a new state in preparation for the overthrow of the old.

Hitler bided his time. After two years, the bans preventing him from speaking in public were lifted. The Nazi Party continued to grow, slowly and surely. Then, in 1929, came the Great Depression.

This was a tremendous opportunity for Hitler to expand his share of the electorate. As he wrote in a column at the time: “Never in my life have I been so well disposed and inwardly contented as in these days. For hard reality has opened the eyes of millions of Germans to the unprecedented swindles, lies and betrayals of the Marxist deceivers of the people.”

The Depression also benefited Hitler by the response it prompted in Berlin. The President at the time was Paul von Hindenburg, aging war hero and someday namesake of the famous zeppelin. Hindenburg stood above politics in the popular imagination, though he had sympathies for the right. The Chancellor of Germany was Heinrich Bruening of the Center Party. 

Bruening, like many world leaders at the time, was trying to combat the Depression. He had drawn up a financial plan intended to rescue Germany from economic crisis, but he could not get the Reichstag to pass it. The German legislature was deadlocked right when Bruening believed expedient action was vital.

If you have a hammer, everything looks like a nail. In late Weimar Germany they had a big red button that said “DISSOLVE THE REICHSTAG AND CALL FOR NEW ELECTIONS,” and everything looked like a Reichstag-dissolution. Hoping to get a majority willing to approve his financial plan Bruening asked Hindenburg to push the big red button. The new elections were to be held in the fall of 1930. 

Hitler worked hard to get the most out of these elections:


The hard-pressed people were demanding a way out of their sorry predicament. The millions of unemployed wanted jobs. The shopkeepers wanted help. Some four million youths who had come of voting age since the last election wanted some prospect of a future that would at least give them a living. To all the millions of discontented Hilter in a whirlwind campaign offer what seemed to them, in their misery, some measure of hope. He would make Germany strong again, refuse to pay reparations, repudiate the Versailles Treaty, stamp out corruption, bring the money barons to heel (especially if they were Jews) and see to it that every German had a job and bread. To hopeless, hungry men seeking not only relief but new faith and new gods, the appeal was not without effect.



Two years prior, at the previous elections, the Nazis had polled 810,000 votes, entitling them to 12 seats and the distinction of being the Reichstag’s smallest party. Now, in 1930, the Nazis brought in nearly six and a half million votes, instantly becoming the second largest party in the Reichstag.

But Hitler was not complacent. He had learned from his Vienna days that a mass movement must also have the support of existing institutions, and he had in mind for his movement the army and the corporations. The Nazis targeted propaganda specifically at the army, issuing special army editions of the Voelkischer Beobachter, and making appeals to the officers. At the same time, Hitler was having secret meetings with business leaders, where he assured them that industry and business would flourish under his leadership. He persuaded many of them, and many more, deducing from the Nazi electoral miracle that his success was inevitable, rushed to show their support while it would still be meaningful. Business interests began bankrolling the Nazi political machine.

With his sudden electoral success, Hitler had become such a powerful force in German politics that the question in the minds of his opponents was how to prevent his coming to power. President von Hindenburg was now eighty-five years old and ready to retire from politics, but the worry was that if he didn’t run for reelection, the presidency would inevitably fall to Hitler. Chancellor Bruening wanted the legislature to extend Hindenburg’s term. This would keep Hitler out of the presidency without requiring the aging Hindenburg to campaign for reelection. Unfortunately, thanks to the electoral miracle, the Nazi’s had enough parliamentary seats that this plan required their support, and Hitler, not keen to put obstacles in his own path, refused to cooperate. Bruening next devised an elaborate scheme to reinstitute Germany’s Hohenzollern monarchy before Hitler had the opportunity to be elected, but was unable to get adequate support for this plan either. In the end, Hindenburg was persuaded to run for another term. Hitler decided to try to beat him.

There was one problem: Hitler had been born in Austria. This meant he wasn’t a German citizen and wasn’t eligible to become president. This obstacle did not stop him from launching a campaign, and he quickly found a workaround.  He had the Minister of the Interior for the province of Brunswick (a Nazi) name him an attaché to Brunswick’s Berlin legation. This position automatically conferred on Hitler Brunswick citizenship, and Brunswick citizenship came with German citizenship. In 1932, for the first time ever, Hitler was eligible to lead Germany.

Hindenburg won the election, but fell just barely short of winning an absolute majority at 49.6% of the votes. (Hitler won 30.1%.) Due to the nature of the German parliamentary system, this necessitated a runoff election. Hindenburg handily won this election too: he won 53% of the votes to Hitler’s 36.8%. In many ways it was an impressive showing for Hitler—his party had proven it was stronger than ever—but Hindenburg remained Germany’s president.           

This electoral defeat was followed by another blow to the Nazi cause. The Prussian police found evidence that, independently of Hitler, the SA was making plans for a coup if Hitler lost the election. In response to these reports, Chancellor Bruening suppressed the SA.

But even without either the presidency or their stormtroopers, the Nazis were still a powerful force in German politics. The power they wielded did not escape the notice of General Kurt von Schleicher, one of Hindenburg’s advisors. Believing that by helping the Nazis he could be gain influence with them and thus extend his own power, Schleicher set to work persuading Hindenburg that a coalition government between the Nazis and the more conservative nationalists would let the nationalists benefit from the Nazis’ ability to turn out votes while still retaining enough power to keep them in check. 

Schleicher was helped in this by the fact that Bruening had fallen out of favor with Hindenburg. This was due in part to Bruening’s inability to secure either the Nazis’ cooperation or their defeat (Hindenburg was annoyed that he had needed to take on another term) and in part to other political differences. Schleicher exploited these tensions until Hindenburg finally asked Bruening to resign.

In his place, Schleicher offered Franz von Papen. Papen was a sort of dilettante gentleman-politician with no movement behind him: his own Center Party ousted him for accepting the chancellorship at the expense of the party’s leader, Bruening. In exchange for Hitler’s support of Papen’s government, Schleicher promised that the SA would be permitted to operate and that (what else?) the Reichstag would be dissolved and new elections called. Chancellor Papen dutifully fulfilled these promises.

The results of these July 1932 elections was another gain for the Nazis. They won nearly fourteen million votes, giving them nearly twice as many Reichstag seats as the next largest party, though still no absolute majority.

On the strength of this, Hitler went to Schleicher and Hindenburg, demanding the chancellorship and a new Nazi-dominated cabinet. Hindenburg was skeptical. He noted that Hitler had not won an absolute majority, that Hitler seemed unable to control the violent fringes of his party. (There had been an eruption of Nazi violence as soon as the SA had started up again.) If Hitler would agree to share power and form a coalition, he could use that coalition government as an opportunity to prove himself—to Hidenburg and to the people of Germany. But if he insisted on absolute power, he was overplaying his hand.

Hitler, who’d always hated compromise, refused anything less than total control of the government.

This left the Reichstag without a majority party or a coalition. Hindenburg did what anyone would have done: he dissolved the Reichstag and called for new elections, this time scheduled for November of 1932.

These elections did not go well for Hitler. Hindenburg had publicized Hitler’s demand for total power and this, combined with a few high-profile instances of cooperation between the Nazis and the Communist Party (both benefited from civil unrest), had weakened the appeal of Hitler’s party among business interests. The donations had stopped coming, and the party coffers were running low. The Nazis lost two million votes and 34 Reichstag seats.

Chancellor Papen reached out to Hilter, hoping that this defeat would encourage Hitler to do some coalition-building, but Hitler was still unwilling to compromise. This meant, once again, that there was no majority party and or coalition. Hindenburg decided to reach out to Hilter himself.

Hindenburg offered Hilter two options: he could be vice-chancellor in a new-and-improved Papen government that would rule by emergency decree, circumventing the legislature and the need for a majority, or he could assemble a coalition for a majority in the Reichstag and have the chancellorship himself. Hitler was unwilling to choose the former option and unable to take the latter. Hindenburg, for his part, refused to let Hitler head a government ruling by emergency decree ”because such a cabinet is bound to develop into a party dictatorship.”

General von Schleicher now made his move. He believed that, as Chancellor, he could form a successful coalition with the Nazis, or at least that he could detach enough of them from Hitler to form a majority in the Reichstag. He proposed this to Hindenburg, who refused the plan and tasked Papen with forming a new government. But Schleicher brought pressure from the army. Hindenburg reluctantly gave in and appointed Schleicher as Chancellor.

Schleicher reached out to the man who had done more than anyone besides Hitler to build up the Nazi Party: Gregor Strasser. While Hitler’s influence was strongest in Bavaria, Strasser had connections in Northern Germany, and had done vital work for the Party by bringing these people into the fold. Despite this service, he was regularly at loggerheads with Hitler, both because the Führer recognized that Strasser alone had the combination of independence and influence necessary to take over the party and because Strasser strongly believed in the socialism of National Socialism and was frequently embarrassing Hitler by extending olive branches to the socialists and communists. With Party funds drying up and Hitler refusing to compromise to gain power, Strasser was more frustrated with his Führer than ever. Taking all of this into consideration, Schleicher was confident that he could peel Strasser and his more socialist contingent of the party away from Hitler and build a coalition government with their votes. He offered Strasser the vice-chancellorship.

But Strasser apparently had no interest in taking over the Party. Instead, he pressed Hitler to cooperate with Schleicher’s government. Hitler refused. Finally, the two had a climactic falling-out. Hitler accused Strasser of trying to stab him in the back; Strasser accused Hitler of dooming the movement with his stubbornness. After this explosive conference, Strasser wrote a letter to Hitler announcing his resignation from the Party.

This resignation could have been a disaster for Hitler. If Stasser had immediately separated his network of contacts around Germany from the Nazi Party, he could have joined Schleicher’s government and Hitler’s party would have been finished. Hitler, well aware of this, remarked to his fellow Nazis, “If the party once falls to pieces I’ll put an end to it all in three minutes with a pistol shot.” Out of self-preservation, Hitler determined to patch things up with Strasser.

He could not find him. Far from trying to take over the Party, Gregor Strasser had left for a much-needed vacation in Italy.

Hitler took full advantage of Strasser’s Italian holiday. While Strasser was gone, Hitler seized control of Strasser’s political networks, replacing the leaders most loyal to Strasser and forcing the rest to give him special oaths of loyalty. The Nazi Party held together.

All of this was unfortunate for General von Schleicher, who had been counting on Strasser’s help to make good on his promise to Hindenburg to win Nazi support for the new government. 

Having failed in his appeals to the right, Schleicher turned to the left. He rebranded as a champion of the working man and sent out feelers to the labor unions. The unions regarded these feelers with suspicion: they declined to support Schleicher’s government. Finally, Schleicher came to Hindenburg and informed him that forming a majority in the Reichstag was impossible. He asked for Hindenburg’s support for what he openly admitted would be a military dictatorship. Hindenburg reminded Schleicher that he had only become Chancellor to prevent the need for such measures, and refused for once to dissolve the Reichstag. Shortly afterwards, he asked for Schleicher’s resignation.

Working with ousted-chancellor Papen, Hitler formed a plan for a new government. Hilter would be Chancellor. Papen would only be Vice-Chancellor, but Hindenburg promised to receive Hitler only in Papen’s presence—ostensibly making Papen more of a co-Chancellor. Of the eleven cabinet positions, three would be given to the Nazis, the other eight to more traditional conservatives. Hindenburg, Papen, and the conservative forces more broadly thought that this government would work to their advantage:


In the former Austrian vagabond the conservative classes thought they had found a man who, while remaining their prisoner, would help them attain their goals. The destruction of the Republic was only the first step. What they wanted was an authoritarian Germany which at home would put an end to democratic “nonsense” and the power of the trade unions and in foreign affairs undo the verdict of 1918, tear off the shackles of Versailles, rebuild a great Army and with its military power restore the country to its place in the sun. These were Hitler’s aims too. And though he brought what the conservatives had lacked, a mass following, the Right was sure he would remain in their pocket—was he not outnumbered eight to three in the Reich cabinet? Such a commanding position also would allow the conservatives, or so they thought, to achieve their ends without the barbarism of unadulterated Nazism.



It wouldn’t work out that way. 

The Hitler-Papen government was supposed to have a Reichstag majority, but the Nazis and the Nationalists were slightly shy of that majority and needed the cooperation of the Center Party. Hitler intentionally sabotaged the talks with the Center Party in the hopes that the lack of a majority would mean dissolution of the Reichstag and a call for new elections. Unsurprisingly, this was exactly what happened. The new elections were scheduled for March 1933.

This time the Nazis had every advantage. Joseph Goebbels, the Nazi propagandist, wrote in his diary, “Now it will be easy to carry on the fight, for we can call on all the resources of the State. Radio and press are at our disposal. We shall stage a masterpiece of propaganda. And this time, naturally, there is no lack of money.”

This newfound money was due in part to Hitler’s success in bringing business interests back on board. The industrialists were always sensitive to which way the political wind was blowing, and the fact that Hitler was Chancellor probably impressed them. But Hitler also renewed his secret meetings with them,  promising them once again that his government would be absolutely committed to private enterprise.

The Nazis had an additional advantage in that they’d gotten control of the police in Prussia, the largest German state, as part of the deal which had brought them into the coalition government. They were able to replace vast swaths of existing officers with SA and SS men, and they ordered the police to use firearms against communists, but not on any account to interfere with Nazi riots or demonstrations. The Communist and Social Democrat Parties were suppressed outright, and the Center Party was under constant threat from the brownshirts.

The Nazis had also the infamous Reichstag Fire. Shirer firmly believes that the Nazis themselves set the fire as a false flag operation, though debate on the subject continues to this day. In the immediate aftermath, however, the Fire was attributed to the communists. The event gave the Nazis two benefits. First, it persuaded President von Hindenburg to issue the Reichstag Fire Decree, which authorized the Hitler government to exercise significant authoritarian power. The Decree read in part:


Restrictions on personal liberty, on the right of free expression of opinion, including freedom of the press; on the rights of assembly and association; and violations of the privacy of postal, telegraphic and telephonic communications; and warrants for house searchers, orders for confiscations as well as restrictions on property, are also permissible beyond the legal limits otherwise prescribed.



It also allowed the national government to override the authority of the German states as necessary.

Empowered by this order, the Nazis doubled down on the tactics they’d already begun to use in Prussia. The publications and campaign rallies of the Left and Center parties were broken up, their leaders were arrested, and only the Nazis and their Nationalist allies were allowed to campaign.

In addition to this, the public really believed there was an actual communist threat. The violation of the Reichstag building and Hindenburg’s subsequent decree suggested something serious. The Nazi-Nationalist government seemed to many to be the only force that could save Germany from imminent communist revolution.

But in spite of all these advantages, the Nazis did not gain as many votes as they’d hoped. In the March 1933 election, they took 44 percent of the votes—not enough for the absolute majority they would have needed to rule without the help of the Nationalists, nor enough for the two-thirds majority they would have needed to radically alter Germany’s constitution, as they meant to do. The beleaguered and persecuted parties of the left and center had held their own.

Still, between the Nazis’ 44 percent and the Nationalists’ 8 percent, they finally had enough for the coalition government to have a majority in the Reichstag. For once, there was no parliamentary impasse and no dissolving the Reichstag and calling for new elections.

For Hitler, of course, the chancellorship was not enough. He wanted to wield the legislative power himself, without having to work through the parliament, and he wanted his power to be absolutely unchecked by the German constitution.

To achieve all this, Hitler concocted a piece of legislation known as the Law for Removing the Distress of People and Reich. The law delegated all legislative power to the Chancellor and his cabinet for four years and permitted laws made by the Chancellor to violate the German constitution—exactly what Hitler wanted.

This law was proposed in a Germany still rife with worry over the communist threat represented by the Reichstag fire. The right-leaning parties were prepared to go for it—the Nationalists thought that this would benefit them since they would trade their measly 8 percent presence in the Reichstag for their 8-3 majority in the cabinet. Even the Center party agreed to support the measure[9]. The Social Democrats and the Communists both opposed the measure, but with all the Communists and a number of the Social Democrats having been arrested in preparation for the vote (courtesy of the Reichstag Fire Decree), the remaining representatives did not have enough votes to prevent Hitler’s coalition from obtaining a two-thirds majority. The act passed. Hitler had become dictator of Germany.

IV

If we want to use Hitler’s story to learn how to stop a slide into authoritarianism, the first thing we have to do is disentangle in our minds Hitler’s Nazi ideology from the elements that let Hitler take over. Swastika-loving internet trolls, however offensive, are not about to usher in a reign of terror. The telltale marks of a threat to liberalism have a lot more to do with organization and resources than they do with beliefs. It’s also worth remembering that different illiberal regimes have come to power in different ways—that’s why it’s worth looking at many different dictator stories so we have a sense of the possibilities. But what we’re considering here is how an authoritarian movement would come to power using Hitler’s playbook specifically. With this in mind, I think Hitler’s story shows us five main characteristics that make a movement dangerous.

1. They’re open about their illiberalism. 

Hitler wasn’t the Emperor from Star Wars—he didn’t pretend to be a nice democracy-loving guy until he had all the power in his hands. Hitler was the guy who went to a discussion club and yelled at everyone else for not being anti-Semitic enough. He wasn’t blowing a dog whistle—more like a fanfare trumpet.

The most dangerous threats to liberalism freely admit that they are enemies of liberal democracy.

Hitler certainly wasn’t shy about his anti-liberal intentions. In his public trial following the Beer Hall Putsch, he explicitly claimed that he was destined to be dictator of Germany[10]. Behind closed doors his message was no different: in a secret meeting with industrialists in 1933, Hitler told them, “Private enterprise cannot be maintained in an age of democracy; it is conceivable only if the people have a sound idea of authority and personality.” Even in Mein Kampf, published in 1925 well before Hilter’s rise to power, he laid out exactly the sort of authoritarian control he sought:


There must be no majority decisions, but only responsible persons…Surely every man will have advisers by his side, but the decision will be made by one man…only he alone may possess the authority and the right to command…It will not be possible to dispense with Parliament. But their councilors will then actually give counsel…In no chamber does a vote ever take place. They are working institutions and not voting machines. This principle—absolute responsibility unconditionally combined with absolute authority—will gradually breed an elite of leaders such as today, in this era of irresponsible parliamentarianism, is utterly inconceivable[11].



Notice that Hitler isn’t merely supporting bad policies which would impinge on our rights. We tend to think the worst of our political enemies: all our opponents support bad policies that would impinge on our rights. But Hitler bypasses the question of whether we have a right to this or a right to that, because he rejects the entire framework wherein those discussions take place. He is rejecting liberalism in its totality; not just taking one position you might consider illiberal.  

His transparency on this point makes practical sense. The purpose of creating a mass movement, like Hitler did, is to get a segment of the population that’s actually on your side. If you build your coalition pretending to love liberalism and then unveil the plot twist that you’re totally against it, you’re going to damage your base of support. Even if you have the power you need already, this can undermine the stability of your regime. Hitler wanted his supporters to be true believers, so he told them what he truly wanted them to believe.

This isn’t to say that Hitler never lied. He led a party with socialist branding and no socialist intentions, after all. But for all his dishonesty, Hitler wasn’t sneaking his way into the halls of powers. He came openly, stating what he intended to do. His followers wanted him to do it. If you’re looking for the genuine Hitlerian article, it’s going to involve undisguised opposition to liberalism. 

2. They use terror to gain political power.

The use of terror goes hand in hand with this undisguised opposition to liberalism. Someone who actually or apparently supports liberalism can’t condone tactics that go outside of liberal norms. But an enemy of liberal democracy like Hitler can.

Hitler wrote in Mein Kampf about two kinds of terror which a successful mass movement should know how to deploy. First comes spiritual terror, which involves unleashing “a veritable barrage of lies and slanders against whatever adversary seems most dangerous, until the nerves of the attacked persons break down.” For Hitler, “[t]his is a tactic based on precise calculation of all human weakness, and its result will lead to success with almost mathematical certainty.” Second is physical terror, which has its own psychological advantages: “For while in the ranks of their supporters the victory achieved [by means of physical terror] seems a triumph of the justice of their own cause, the defeated adversary in most cases despairs of the success of any further resistance.”

Spiritual terror is outside of liberal norms in its intended effects. It is designed to silence the voices of others with vicious personal attacks: a sort of weaponization of social pressure.

Physical terror is outside of liberal norms in terms of the action itself. The power of a Hilter figure grows proportionally to how much physical terror he can get away with. In this, Hitler was helped by the Weimar Republic’s law-enforcement and judiciary systems, which were on the net lenient with him and his SA troops. He was also helped by the communists, who by having their own violent demonstrations, made the overall picture look less like “Hitler is instigating violence” and more like “our political order is collapsing into violence.”

(This, by the way, is why it is so dangerous for well-meaning people who support not-Hitlerian causes to use Hitlerian tactics. I’m going to give some specific examples, so apologize in advance for offending everyone’s political sensibilities. But even if you’re sympathetic to Trumpism, you should still be horrified by the January 6th incident, because it pushes our politics towards the use of physical terror. Likewise, if you’re on the left, you should be suspicious of the Black Lives Matter protests for the same reason. This doesn’t mean that Trump is Hitler or that BLM is the SA. But it does mean that, if you actually want to stop Hitler II, you have to be willing to call out your own side when they set precedents that a future Hitler could use to his advantage.)

But terror by itself is not enough to give a movement its Hitlerian bona fides. The terror has to be wielded strategically to advance the movement’s political aims. Hitler’s people rioted in the streets, it’s true, but, as Hitler liked to remind his fellow Nazis, the SA was fundamentally a political organization not a military one. Nazi violence wasn’t an alternative to Nazi politics; it was part of it. The SA certainly committed acts of wanton violence at times, but at its best (or at its worst?) it focused on breaking the morale of other parties and buoying the morale of the Nazis. Hitler saw that the best way to attain power was through the existing political system and, after learning his lesson during the Beer Hall Putsch, he resisted the temptation to use violence to bypass the political process. He used violence to enhance his political approach.

Contrast to this the communists of Weimar Germany. The communists also participated in violent street clashes, but far from leveraging these demonstrations into a political advantage, they provoked a backlash against themselves, which culminated in the Reichstag Fire Decree and the Law for Removing the Distress of People and Reich[12]. Communist violence was intended to sap the stability of the Republic, and it accomplished this. But Nazi violence was more sophisticated: it sapped the stability of the Republic while simultaneously strengthening the regime meant to replace it. Germans who mistakenly thought the communists were the real threat ultimately played into Hitler’s hand. The people fighting in the streets might be Hitler, but they might also be a red herring. It is the two-pronged attack of terror on the one hand and political victories on the other that is a distinctive feature of the Hitlerian approach.

3. They build a second state.

If terror is one of the pillars supporting a Hitlerian movement's political goals, organization is the other. As Hitler learned from the Beer Hall Putsch, “it is not enough to overthrow the old State…the new State must previously have been built up and be ready to one’s hand.”

Most establishment political movements have strong organization, but many revolutionary movements like the Nazi Party don’t. They think—like Beer Hall Putsch era Nazis did—that details like this will work themselves out after they come to power. But the need for organization is actually much greater for a revolutionary movement than for an establishment movement. An establishment movement is only looking to perpetuate some version of the status quo, after all; all the existing institutions work in their favor. A revolutionary movement, on the other hand, has to energetically repurpose establishment institutions. Without a strong internal structure, this is impossible. 

(If you ever wondered why Donald Trump was less revolutionary (for good or for ill) than many people expected him to be, this is why. He didn’t have an organized movement ready to take the tiller of state and strike out in a bold new direction, and so he wound up doing a lot of things in surprisingly business-as-usual ways. To radically overthrow institutions from within, you need to do better.)

By the time he became a serious force in national German politics, Hitler had built a loyal and organized force of supporters ready to step in and transform the German government into what he wanted it to be. Any Hitler II worth worrying about will have the same advantage.

4. They thrive in times of crisis.

In ho-hum times, people don’t want to risk extremism, but when they feel that things are falling apart, they’re vulnerable to the appeal of a Hilter. Weimar Germany was one crisis after another. From the beginning, it faced a legitimacy crisis. There was also the impossible debt burden placed on the country by the victors of the Great War. These crises led to the extremist environment which enabled a young Hitler to peddle his ideology, and build a Bavarian discussion club into the largest party in the nation. Then came the Depression, instrumental in convincing the middle class especially that they had nothing to lose by choosing Hilter. Shortly thereafter, the Reichstag fire rallied the nation behind the Nazi party. 

Notice here that it doesn’t matter whether there’s “objectively” a crisis—Hitler seized total power to prevent a largely fictitious communist revolution. As long as Things Can’t Go On, it’s a good time for Hitlers.

5. They have money.

As unsexy as it is, Nazis need money too. From his early days in Bavaria to the moment he ended German democracy, one of Hitler’s greatest advantages was good fundraising. In his case, much of the money came from business interests who cared more about profits than about democracy. Rumor is that corporations still care more about profits than about democracy. If you see their money flowing to a political movement that meets traits 1-4, you should be worried.

V

These are the things I’ve learned from reading The Rise and Fall of the Third Reich. Some people say that whoever triggers Godwin’s law automatically loses the argument. But I hope that by relying on the lessons of Hitler’s story, we’ll be able to invoke the dreadful name of Hitler responsibly. 

And I hope that, if you ever see your legislature dissolved and new elections called three times within two years, you’ll remember that you’re entirely within your rights to say, “This reminds me of Hitler!”


Notes


[1]

I should note that I lack the expertise to correct Shirer where subsequent research might have corrected his claims, so I will be following his account.



[2]

He divided it into six, but mine are better.



[3]

There’s another good book review to be had here about how Hitler succeeded so well in the field of international relations, but we don’t have space to get into that here.



[4]

You have to feel sorry for Braunau am Inn, which seems like a lovely town and which, to this day, is still known primarily for being the birthplace of Hitler.



[5]

All quotes from Mein Kampf or other historical documents are as quoted in Shirer’s book.



[6]

So he says looking back. It is also possible that he used this as a post hoc excuse for his not-quite-exemplary scholastic record.



[7]

He did have one favorite teacher: Dr. Leopold Poetsch. Poetsch taught the one-day dictator history and, while they were at it, German nationalism. Hitler would later acknowledge his ideological debt to this teacher in Mein Kampf, but he still received only a middling grade in Poetsch’s class.



[8]

There are, Shirer notes, reasons to think that Hitler exaggerates this conversion experience and that he had already developed his anti-Semitic views prior to moving to Vienna.



[9]

Shirer’s book is not clear as to why the Center Party got onboard. Wikipedia writes that “Hitler negotiated with the Centre Party's chairman, Ludwig Kaas, a Catholic priest, finalizing an agreement by 22 March. Kaas agreed to support the Act in exchange for assurances of the Centre Party’s continued existence, the protection of Catholics' civil and religious liberties, religious schools and the retention of civil servants affiliated with the Centre Party. It has also been suggested that some members of the SPD were intimidated by the presence of the Nazi Sturmabteilung (SA) throughout the proceedings.”



[10]

Early in his career, Hitler had an uncanny knack for making predictions.



[11]

The italics are Hitler’s.



[12]

Weimar Germany’s communists were complacent with regards to their political strategy because they believed that the arch of history bent inevitably toward communism and that they only needed to help it along by creating instability






The Scythian Empire: Central Eurasia and the birth of the classical age from Persia to China, by Christopher I. Beckwith

Every so often, a history book changes the way we think about a certain era. The World of Late Antiquity, a slender, heavily illustrated book by classicist Peter Brown,  gave a name for a fascinating period of history, juxtaposed between “ancient history” and “medieval history,” when public baths and chariot racetracks in Constantinople, the New Rome, stood near large Christian churches. Kyle Harper’s The Fate of Rome: Climate, Disease, and the End of an Empire offered a new answer to the perennial “Why did Rome fall?” question, substituting climate and plague for the older answers that emphasize Germanic invasions, high taxes or widespread lead poisoning.

Christopher I. Beckwith’s The Scythian Empire: Central Eurasia and the birth of the classical age from Persia to China, although scholarly and aimed largely at fellow linguists with a specialty in Asia languages,  also offers an interesting thesis that might well attract many nonspecialist readers.

The Scythians don’t get much press. Other nomadic horse archers who built big empires, such as the Huns or the Mongols, get a lot more books written about them. But Beckwith wants to change that with his monograph published in early 2023 by the Princeton University Press.

It’s not as if the Scythians are completely obscure. Anyone with a reasonable acquaintance with ancient history will be aware of them. Herodotus wrote about them, and other historians described their battles with foes such as Alexander the Great.

Beckwith argues that the Scythians pioneered the effective use of horse archery using powerful compound bows and possessed an empire spread across much of Asia. Seen in this light, the Scythians were the precursor of better-known empires founded by nomads, such as the Hunnic empire of Attila, or the Mongol empire founded by Genghiz Khan.

The success of the various horse archer armies would seem to challenge the “Western way of war” thesis of classicist Victor Davis Hanson, which emphasizes the superiority in ancient times of armies that relied on hand to hand fighting by heavily armed foot soldiers. The Eastern Roman Empire shifted largely to a reliance upon cavalry after having to deal with the Huns, and mounted archers played a large role in the Emperor Justinian’s reconquest of North Africa and Italy for the eastern empire. Certainly the outcome of the Battle of the Nedao, which ended the Huns’ hegemony over much of Europe, must have been a relief to the Roman Empire as the Hunnic empire fell apart after Attila’s death,

But despite their innovations in mobile warfare, the Scythians apparently lack a publicist. There’s no compendium of alleged Scythian wisdom comparable to books such as Leadership Secrets of Attila the Hun.

But beyond warfare, Beckwith argues that the Scythians have not been given their due in classical culture. In his account, the Scythians largely began ancient philosophy in Greece, India and China, originated monotheism,  helped to create  the Persian Empire that was conquered by Alexander the Great, and created the first Chinese empire, creating “China” as an entity. It was the Scythians, Beckwith contends, who were behind the Classical Age in much of Europe and Asia.

The Scythian Empire is not the first time Beckwith has penned a book that attempts to rewrite the standard historical narrative. For example, in Greek Buddha: Pyrrho's Encounter with Early Buddhism in Central Asia, published in 2017, Beckwith wrote about Pyrrho, the Greek philosopher who traveled with Alexander the Great’s army, which reached India. Pyrrho met Buddhist teachers and Buddhism had a large influence on Greek philosophy, Beckwith contends. I plan to hunt up some of Beckwith’s other books and read them, too. His Empires of the Silk Road sounds like it has much to interest people like me who are not academics.

But the new book on the Scythians seems like an especially bold attempt to change the usual claims about ancient history. Beckwith says that while the ancient Greeks “developed a very brilliant culture,” it is inaccurate to suggest they did so in isolation, nor did the Chinese create their culture “out of nothing.” The influence of the Scythians has been unfairly omitted from the record, he argues.

Beckwith, 77, is a distinguished professor in the Department of Central Eurasian Studies at Indiana University. He specializes in Asian languages and knows Chinese, Tiberan, Aramaic, Persian, Japanese, Greek, Koguryo (an ancient language of Korea) and likely other languages,

He is working on a forthcoming book on Aramaic, the language Jesus spoke.

Beckwith lays out much of his thesis in a brief Introduction. Beckwith's revisionism starts on page 1 of his book, which states that before the large empires of the Huns, the Turks and the Mongols, Scythians created “the world’s first huge empire,” stretching from the Danube River in Europe to north China. He also asserts a Scythian cultural hegemony in the same Introduction:

“Studying the earliest known teachers of philosophy, who were all Scythian emigrants living outside Scythia, unexpectedly reveals the specific philosophical ideas that produced the Age of Philosophy, the hallmark of the Classical Age.”

Above all, Beckwith contends that the Scythians had a huge but largely unrealized influence on culture, religion and political systems over a very wide area of the world. He argues, for example, that the reason most religious people belong to a monotheistic religion can ultimately be traced back to the Scythians.

Beckwith contends that the Scythians were monotheists, with an overarching creator god who made the world and was the “boss” of local, lesser gods. The Scythians invented feudalism and had a parallel political system in which a great king ruled atop a system of lesser kingdoms who owed fealty to the leader of the empire. The Persian empire inherited this system, and various tribal groups from the region originally occupied by the Scythians brought feudalism to western Europe when they occupied the former western Roman Empire, he contends.

Scythian monotheism gave rise to Zoroastrianism, the first world religion, and also influenced the shift to monotheism in ancient Israel, Beckwith contends. On page 59, he writes that Scythian military forces opposed to polytheism plundered the temple of Aphrodite in what is now Ashkelon, in modern Israel, and says that Scythian campaign “is surely connected to the sudden shift by the polytheistic Hebrews of Palestine to Heavenly God monotheism, a movement led by their prophet Jeremiah and his contemporary King Josiah at precisely this time. The campaign gave the Hebrews firsthand knowledge of the Scythians.”

Beckwith says that the Scythians conquered Media, at that time a decentralized collection of various peoples, imposing the Scythian language, dress, weaponry and style of warfare, much as the Romans converted areas such as Gaul and Hispania into Latin speaking Roman provinces. The Scytho-Mede empire was then succeeded by the Scytho-Mede Persian Empire of Cyrus, Darius and their successors. Beckwith argues that the Persian empire that attacked Greece and was later conquered by Alexander was essentially a successor state of the original Scythian empire of Eurasia, relying upon Scythian cavalry and Scythian horse archery tactics for much of its power.

Similarly, in China, Scythians conquered a section of what would now be considered modern China. Beckwith says the first Chinese emperor, Ch’in shi huang ti, was a member of the Scythian royal line, descended from royalty from both his mother and father.

Much of Beckwith’s arguments depend on his formidable linguistic skills.

He says, for example, that in various languages across much of Asia, including in China and Persia, the name of the Scythian royal line, variously given as Aria, Ariya and Harya, was used as the name of the legitimate, local line of kings. Beckwith says this term for royal rulers was so influential it was even used by peoples who did not speak a variant of the Scythian royal language, much perhaps as the term for a Roman emperor, Caesar, was adopted by rulers with no actual connection to the Roman Empire, such as the Tsars of Russia.

It is perhaps worth emphasizing that Beckwith is not using Aria as an ethnic name, or referring to “Arian” peoples. Here is the relevant paragraph spelling that out (page 126):

“Thus the word was originally innocent of any ethnolinguistic, national, or other meaning, as shown by the fact that Aria Ariya Harya (and its dialect variant Hara) was borrowed and used as an epithet by many peoples of all kinds in much of Eurasia, including the Chinese, Koreans, Türk, Togon, Tibetans, and others who were hardly ‘Iranian’. It has long been accepted that the word did not have its modern ethnolinguistic meaning ‘Iranic-speaking peoples of Iran and other Iranic-speaking countries’ until middle Persian times, over half a millennium after the word’s first attestation and its diffusion around much of Eurasia by the Scythians.”

Beckwith also uses linguistics to back his claim in Chapter 8 that the capital of Media, rendered in English as Ecbatana, and the capitals of two important early Chinese states all had the same name, given to the city by its Scythian rulers. In different languages, and separated by thousands of miles, the royal capitals of Media, Chao and Ch’in all were named Agamatana, he says.

Beckwith also credits the Scythians with creating philosophy as an intellectual discipline. He asserts, “The single most shared feature of Classical culture in all of the nations that experienced a ‘Classical Age’ is the appearance of philosophy in the strict sense, with a capital ‘P’.”

He then asserts that in Greece, the Persian Empire, India and China, the first recorded philosophers were all Scythian. In order of chronology, he says, they are Anarcharsis the Scythian, who taught in Athens; Zoroaster, largely behind the official religion of the Persian Empire; Gautama the Scythian Sage, also known as the Buddha, and Gautama the early Taoist, also known as Lao Tzu, credited with authoring the Tao Te Ching. In other words, Beckwith asserts that the founders of Buddhism and Taoism have the same Scythian name. He even allows for the possibility that they could be the same person, although he says that is unlikely.

“Each one was arguably his adoptive culture’s earliest Philosopher,” Beckwith asserts.

And all of them apparently were Scythians, he says, even if “each is usually treated as if he belonged to a much later dominant local tradition, if he even existed.”

The discussion about the rise of the Classical Age in widely separated cultures recalls the book On the Origin and Goal of History by Karl Jaspers, which was published in German in 1949 and translated into English in 1953. Jaspers coined the term Axial Age for the changes that took place across a wide geographical area during the Classical Age. Beckwith says that Jaspers’ book “to some extent remains a brilliant tour de force.” The flaw of the book, Beckwith argues, is that it doesn’t offer a good explanation for why such changes took place across much of the Earth at about the same time. Beckwith says The Scythian Empire supplies that explanation.

It is difficult for a layman to know how often Beckwith is correct with his assertions. Aside from the difficulty of having to learn old Tibetan and various Chinese, Semitic and Iranic languages to check his work, he is breaking new ground with many of his claims and we’ll have to wait for other scholars to weigh in.

Even a layman who doesn’t know Latin can follow debates over aspects of Roman history, such as the argument over whether the army of the later Roman Empire was weakened by using so many barbarian soldiers as recruits; scholars who do read Latin have been debating the issue for many years in various books. We may have to wait for years for any sort of scholarly consensus to form on the Scythian Empire and its effects.

The Wikipedia article on Pyrrhonism has a subsection on “Similarities between Pyrrhonism and Indian philosophy” which brings up Beckwith’s Greek Buddha book and which covers some of the debate about Beckwith’s conclusions about the influence of Buddhism on Pyrrho and Greek skeptical philosophy. Some of the people who disagree think other strains of Indian philosophy had a larger influence. The debate hasn’t lessened my eagerness to read Greek Buddha.

I can only report that by any standard, Beckwith is a serious scholar. He is a MacArthur Fellow, e.g. the “genius grant.” The number of languages he can read is mind boggling. He is a “distinguished professor” at Indiana University, where by all indications the administration is proud of him and wants to keep him happy. He has a Ph.D. in “Inner Asian Studies,” complementing his master’s degree in Tibetan and his bachelor’s in Chinese. He has numerous awards and honors.

Much of the discussion in his book can be followed by anyone with an interest in ancient history, although the detailed discussions about how a word evolved from the Iranic Scythian language into languages such as Tibetan and ancient Chinese will force many of us to take the professor’s word for it.

When I tried to describe the book to a friend of mine, he asked if the book’s thesis of a huge Scythian empire is “plausible.” Given the existence of the historically attested Hun and Mongol empires, it does seem at least to be possible.

At the end of the day, I can only report that I like to read history for fun, and that I majored in journalism, not Tibetan. The Scythian Empire is the most interesting history book I have read in years. It’s great entertainment, the linguistic discussions notwithstanding.

As you may have gathered, Beckwith is not afraid to offer an opinion on many important points in world history. Here are some of them:

• The Hsiung nu, sometimes identified as Huns, were not Huns but were Scythians.

• Much of the Arthurian legends of Britain come from the Ossetians, an ethnic people descended from the Alans, who in turn were descended from the Scythians. I have no idea if this is credible, but it is certainly known that the Romans stationed auxiliary cavalry units in Britain, a Roman province for centuries.

• A central Eurasian myth about a newborn hero being abandoned in a basket or cradle, floating in a river and being raised by a dog or wolf inspired many later stories, including stories about the early years of Cyrus the Great, Moses and Romulus.

• The names of the Don, Dnieper and Danube rivers all come from the Scythian word for “river.”

• The practice of referring to certain peoples as “barbarians” is intellectually lazy and reeks of a double standard. He writes, in Endnote 184, “Did ‘weak’ and ‘innocent’ Chinese, Romans, etc. conquer huge empires by accident, or by kindness? There is no excuse for the continuing demonization of early Central Eurasian peoples as ‘barbarians’ rather than as people (with the good and the bad) as everyone else.”

There are 190 endnotes in small type at the end of the book, and many of them are just as interesting as the actual text of the book, so this is a book you will read with a finger or a bookmark stuck in the back.

Beckwith is a “big picture” historian in more than one sense (he says the early Scythian empire stretched for thousands of miles from southeast Europe to Mongolia and northern China) and in one of his endnotes, he criticizes historians who stick to narrow controversies: “Many modern historians do not want wide-ranging history that explains things beyond (or even including) their own narrow specializations. However, the world is not simple. It is complex on many levels, not only the close-up level of institutional or ‘bureaucratic’ history, the field of most academic historians today. Yet their studies are hardly meaningful without being placed in a broader context, and it is doubtful that one can do so by attempting to base it solely in bureaucratic-level materials.”

Physically, the Princeton University Press book is a handsome volume which has the features one might expect in a book of this type, including diagrams and tables, illustrations, maps, and reasonably brief Introduction and Prologue chapters that lay out the book’s thesis for nonspecialists. There are endnotes, appendices, a long list of references and an index. There are no suggestions for further reading, although it’s strongly implied that anyone interested in The Scythian Empire should hunt up Beckwith’s other books, such as Empires of the Silk Road.




The Simulacra

“[I]s a twenty-year-old novel successful merely because it seems cleverly predictive or contains scenarios that feel ‘relevant’ to later audiences? If that were the mark of enduring fiction, Philip K. Dick would be the greatest novelist of all time.” [0]

Video game screenwriter Tom Bissell’s backhanded compliment to Philip K. Dick---in a forward written for another science fiction novel, Infinite Jest---acknowledges that Philip K. Dick wrote novels at once clever, predictive, and relevant beyond their time; Dick’s stories, however, can lack a certain novelistic je ne sais quoi, he implies.

This book review of the 1964 science fiction novel The Simulacra by Philip K. Dick will attempt to situate The Simulacra in its historical context, in terms of the author’s apparent influences, and in terms of the book’s subsequent influence, especially in philosophy. Philip K. Dick, in particular his novel The Simulacra, has made original and noteworthy contributions to a history of ideas that persists through contemporary discourse.

That title, though

The word simulacra (singular: simulacrum) appeared for the first time (as far as is known) in the Latin poem De Rerum Natura by Lucretius. Philip K. Dick esteemed this classical text so highly that he wrote a short story featuring it explicitly. Philip K. Dick’s short story “Not By Its Cover” first appeared in 1965, one year after The Simulacra [1]. “Not By Its Cover” contrasts Lucretius’ De Rerum Natura with Saint Paul’s first epistle to the Corinthians; in the short story, an intelligent Martian species finds a way to communicate its commentary on the two texts’ essentially irreconcilable claims about death and the afterlife.

Simulacra, as Lucretius defined them, were “likenesses or thin shapes… sent out from the surfaces of things” below the threshold of visible perception. These optical copies, in Lucretian physics, accounted for dreams, sexual fantasies, ghost visions, mythic creatures, imaginary visualization, and all manner of obscure visual phenomenon.

Saint Jerome, the main translator of the Latin Vulgate, was familiar enough with Lucretius to make claims about his life and his death that have remained unverified by later scholarship. Jerome (and those who assisted him translating the Bible into Latin) employed the word “simulacra,” or a conjugation thereof, a total of thirty-nine times.

In a sense, the word simulacra bridges an unexpected felicity between Lucretius and John the Evangelist. Lucretius believed that sexual imagery floated physically through the air and produced lust in men’s minds; thus, he wrote “It behooves one to flee from such images (simulacra)” [2]. The first Johannine epistle, translated from Koine Greek to Latin, used the same word to refer to graven images: “Children, keep yourselves from idols (simulacris)” [3]. Both passages, though demonstrating divergent definitions, find common ground in exhorting the avoidance of simulacra.

The word “simulacra” was used only sparsely in later Latin fiction by Virgil and other ancient authors. By the twentieth century, the word “simulacra” was rarely used in the English language. In particular, one could still find it in the writings of spiritist parapsychologists such as Gustave Géley [4], or the works of metaphysical poets such as William Butler Yeats (although he spelled it “simulacrae”) [5]. By the time Philip K. Dick wrote The Simulacra in March 1963, the most common place to find the word in print was in English-Latin dictionaries.

Philip K. Dick knew enough Latin to meditate at length on obscure Latin theological phrases in his later Exegesis. He had a habit of buttressing his book titles with Latinate words uncommon in lay English:


	The Penultimate Truth

	The Three Stigmata of Palmer Eldritch

	Deus Irae (collaboration with Roger Zelazny)

	A. Lincoln, Simulacrum (not a book, but a magazine serial)



Like Lucretius, Philip K. Dick maintained a specific meaning for the word “simulacra” in the world of his book. Dick’s usage cleaves closer to the Vetus Testamentum usage of “graven images” than the phrase hit upon by most English translators of De Rerum Natura; one can speculate that Dick’s novel would doubtfully have produced the same impact had it been titled The Images of Things.

A stone rejected by its builder

Philip K. Dick’s biographer Lawrence Sutin wrote of The Simulacra “Of all Phil’s novel plots, this may be the most complex.” [6] The Simulacra has never been adapted for screen, stage, or video game console. Philip K. Dick published The Simulacra in 1964, the same year as three other of his novels:


	The Penultimate Truth

	Martian Time-Slip

	Clans of the Alphane Moon.



Some of the themes from Dick’s other novels of this hyperprolific period of his career can seem to bleed together. As an example, The Penultimate Truth shares with The Simulacra the theme of a political leader whose facade of authentic humanity conceals a hidden elite who control the perception of leadership with technology. Although The Penultimate Truth reused the word simulacrum to describe this maneuver, the two stories imagined very different technologies accomplishing this effect.

Philip K. Dick mentioned The Simulacra in a 1978 journal entry examining themes spanning his fictional corpus:


Again and again, I attempt to formulate criteria for what is fake and what is not fake, in every area. From a comic book to a world leader to a girl friend to an entire universe. “Things are seldom what they seem” — right. It has to do with reality testing, which is related to another theme of mine: mental illness (which brings in hallucinations) and deliberate deception (The Penultimate Truth, The Simulacra, Game Players of Titan, etc., novels I usually overlook, and mental illness brings in Martian Time-Slip, Dr. Blood Money, The Simulacra, Clans. So virtually all of my writing interlocks at this substratum.). [7] (emphasis in the original)



Alone in his central Venn diagram compartment, flanked on the left by mental illness novels and on the right by tales of deliberate deception, sits The Simulacra.

Philip K. Dick’s deprecation of The Simulacra (one of the “novels I usually overlook”) was also apparent in letters to his editor Terry Carr, to whom he wrote:


I’m f-----g overwhelmed by your shockingly favorable remarks about my writ-

ing. Just when I was beginning to think life had passed me by, too. Fancy.

Well, God works in His wonderous [sic] ways, they say. However, what is “THE

SIMULACRA”? Is that what I called FIRST LADY OF EARTH? I mean,

Have I forgotten an entire novel? Wire instructions. Wire diagrams as to how

to reassemble memory of forgotten novel. Or something. [8] (emphasis in the original)



Philip K. Dick forgot (or simulated forgetting) that prior to the publication of The Simulacra, he had retitled his manuscript, replacing its earlier title First Lady of Earth.

Set and setting

The Simulacra partially situates its story in the shared space of a communal apartment building home. Apartments in The Simulacra have their own mandatory rituals and their own sets of laws: “communal apartment building codes.” Apartment life connotes status and attainment, representing liberation from the rough days of the youth work-homes. Like university dormitories, these group living communities imply mutual career or ideological interests. They also require periodic testing of their residents, ensuring a common baseline of civic knowledge. These buildings carry reputations: some have tens of thousands of residents, and are known to be newly erected with modern facilities. Other buildings bear age, dignity and exclusivity.

These group homes extend their life-impositions into a religious dimension, with mandatory building meetings that open uncomfortably with a guided prayer; rites of confession and contrition are facilitated for residents by means of a “confessomatic” (which, like all technology, has its share of maddening bugs).

The novel is set in the year 2041; for Philip K. Dick writing, this date was nearly eighty years in the future. While reading The Simulacra, I caught myself erroneously perceiving the book as an alternate history in the vein of Dick’s Hugo award-winner The Man in the High Castle. Make no mistake: there is no alternate history here.

When Dick wrote The Simulacra, all of the events forming the pivotal timeline of that world could still potentially have happened. The book’s timeline begins to diverge from the timeline that we in the twenty-first century call our real world history with the ascension to power of First Lady Nicole Thibodeaux, seventy-three years prior to the present-day of the novel. With some arithmetic, one can calculate this year as 1968, four years after the novel’s publication.
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Neither do the acts of time-travel substantially differentiate the twentieth century history in the novel from the twentieth century history of its author. Time machines, called “von Lessinger equipment”, barely seem to affect events at all. Material changes which time travelers (“von Lessinger technicians”) achieve in the past are extinguished by opposing time travelers with opposite goals, who go back to the same past and ensure the operations of their time-traveling opponents somehow fail. Time travel is presented as a (disappointingly paradox-free) tool of the existing political order, and a tepid and feeble one at that.

The Simulacra is set in a future where the United States has apparently adopted a matriarchal mode of living. America has a charming First Lady whose tenure endures the vicissitudes of quadrennial elections. The perennial First Lady’s husband, no longer styled “President” in this future, but instead known as “der Alte”, is selected by general election every four years. His German-language title (meaning the old man or the old one), reflects this future’s unification of the United States of America and West Germany into a single state, abbreviated the USEA (United States of Europe and America).

Those residents of this world who want to explore the implications of this social structure on their state-of-mind and well-being in a professional setting face significant obstacles. In the opening chapter of the novel, a new law goes into effect banning the practice of psychoanalysis. Psychoanalysts across the country now face jail-time if any of their patients enter their clinics.

Characterization simulation

A criticism I have seen leveled against The Simulacra, that the story has too many characters only meagerly developed, isn’t totally meritless. This review can mention only a fractional subset of the novel’s dramatis personae.

The private lives of Philip K. Dick’s characters illustrate the society in which they live, and not the other way around. Romantic relationships---their joys, jealousies, quarrels, and vengeances---lack the high literary truth of emotional agony. Instead, Dick writes them sharply to illuminate the ways that human personal dynamics could be so very different from what we know.

In this matriarchal future, for example, we see a male record company employee (Nat Flieger) silently suffer humiliating sexual harassment from an unaccountable female executive (Molly Dondoldo). Elsewhere, two brothers ensnared in a love triangle (Chic Strikerock and Vince Strikerock) resign themselves with pacific grace and tact to the decision of the woman (Julie Applequist) who has dispassionately determined to leave her husband for her brother-in-law.

Society’s lower-class citizens and upper-class citizens alike (known as Bes and Ges respectively) adore their country’s First Lady, Nicole Thibodeaux. This woman’s preeminent position in the matriarchal political establishment rests on the public’s near-gravitational fetishization of her person.

Nicole’s talk-show-host-style leadership enchants her rapt United States citizens. Nightly broadcasts to the nation showcase her favorite curios and entertainers. The objects of her enjoyment become the subjects of pop quiz questionnaires required of citizens. Musical and artistic production for White House consumption has become the driving engine of the national economy.

The most sought-after entertainer in the country, Richard Kongrossian, plays piano by telekinetically striking the keys with his mind. The First Lady has sent her aids to hunt him down, as she has grown weary of the inferior musicianship her talent scouts present before her. A major record company has independently embarked on their own quest to find Richard Kongrossian, so they can record one last contractually-due album. Driven insane by the advertising machines of this future, the legendary Richard Kongrossian evades them all.

Advertising machines, called Theodorus Nitz commercials after their inventor, have the strength to enter a non-consenting moving vehicle, and the agility to evade gunshots from annoyed drivers. Kongrossian has so deeply internalized the marketing-jingles of these Nitz commercials that he anxiously believes his body to be the site of every intractable dilemma these ads describe to him. He self-soothes these anxieties by hospitalizing himself, and he considers taking far more drastic measures.

Plots of plots

Before Ace Books published The Simulacra in August 1964, Fantastic magazine published the short story “The Novelty Act” in its February 1964 edition, prefaced by this editorial summary:


If you carry to their illogical lengths the ideas

of cooperative housing, culture-mania and ama-

teur nights, you might begin to approximate the

conditions under which the Brown brothers did

their jug-playing music. [9]



By contrast, the jug musicians in The Simulacra are not brothers, and neither one is named Brown, but The Simulacra did keep salient the three ideas mentioned in that snippet. Philip K. Dick biographer Lawrence Sutin has suggested that the short story is a pared-down version of the novel, rather than the novel being an expansion of the short story [6].

Amongst so many subplots, the majority of which cannot be enumerated in this review, briefly examining “The Novelty Act” can allow us to infer what Philip K. Dick himself perhaps found to be the barest kernel of the novel’s plot.

For one, the short story retains the funniest part of The Simulacra, which is the jug musician subplot. A character named Ian Duncan excels at performing music on his glass jug. I fear any further summary of mine would destroy the situational humor, so I can only explain by sharing this excerpt from Chapter 2 of The Simulacra:


Going to the closet of his apartment, Ian Duncan bent down and carefully lifted a cloth-wrapped object into the light. We had so much youthful faith in this, he recalled. Tenderly, he unwrapped the jug; then, taking a deep breath, he blew a couple of hollow notes on it. Duncan & Miller and Their Two-man Jug Band, he and Al Miller had been, playing their own arrangement for two jugs of Bach and Mozart and Stravinsky. But the White House talent scout--- the skunk. He had never even given them a fair audition. It had been done, he told them. Jesse Pigg, the fabulous jug-artist from Alabama, had gotten to the White House first, entertaining and delighting the dozen and one members of the Thibodeaux family gathered there with his versions of “Derby Ram” and “John Henry” and the like.

“But,” Ian Duncan had protested, “this is classical jug. We play late Beethoven sonatas.”

“We’ll call you,” the talent scout had said briskly. [10] (emphasis in the original)



The crisis moment in that narrative arc shows one of the musicians trembling in the cold, unsure of his whereabouts, after having his memory wiped by the government. This powerful image and its surrounding precedents and consequents is one that The Simulacra conveys with a sense of haunting relevancy.

The word “simulacra” is absent from the short story “The Novelty Act”, although it’s used seventeen times in the novel-body of The Simulacra.

The “simulacra” of The Simulacra are highly functional androids built to resemble human beings. The Ges, the informed upper-class, know full-well that the “husband” of Nicole Thibodeaux, their country’s der Alte, is non-human; that is, he is a robot simulating the human form: a simulacrum. Many of them work as ersatz engineers, helping to design and build the next planned simulacra. The construction of a der Alte is a task requiring deft art, industrial facilities, and ruthless business cunning. When the country votes every four years to choose between two new husbands for Nicole, both candidates are simulacra.

Allusions supporting illusions

Philip K. Dick versed himself in a variety of intellectual fields ranging from sociology to film. The cross-pollinations from other disciplines into the niche genre of speculative fiction ground the unfamiliar universe Dick creates in a real culture, exposing the rich breadth of his stylistic influences. I compiled a list of references in The Simulacra which Philip K. Dick named (at least, those which I was able to identify):

Songs

“Chaconne in D” - Johann Sebastian Bach

“Fifth Unaccompanied Cello Suite” - Johann Sebastian Bach

“Goldberg Variations” - Johann Sebastian Bach

“Little Fugue in G Minor” - Johann Sebastian Bach

“Two Part Inventions” - Johann Sebastian Bach

“Stairway to the Stars” - Ella Fitzgerald

“Handel in the Strand” - Percy Grainger

“The Trout Quintet” - Franz Schubert

“Derby Ram” - Traditional folk song

“John Henry” - Traditional folk song

“Rock-a-bye My Sara Jane” - Traditional folk song

“Meistersinger” - Richard Wagner

“Parsifal” - Richard Wagner

“The Ring” - Richard Wagner

People

Aristotle (philosopher)

Ludwig van Beethoven (composer)

Ludwig Binswanger (psychologist)

Otto von Bismarck (politician)

Ernest Bloch (composer)

Martin Bormann (nazi)

Johannes Brahms (composer)

Paul Bunyan (lumberjack)

Aaron Copland (composer)

Adolf Eichmann (nazi)

Elizabeth I (monarch)

George III (monarch)

Joseph Goebbels (nazi)

Hermann Goering (nazi)

George Frideric Handel (composer)

Heinrich Himmler (nazi)

Adolph Hitler (nazi)

Jerome Kern (composer)

Jack Lemmon (actor)

Abraham Lincoln (president)

Shirley MacLaine (actress)

Gustav Mahler (composer)

Felix Mendelssohn (composer)

C. Wright Mills (sociologist)

Eugène Minkowski (psychiatrist)

Cole Porter (composer)

Manfred von Richthofen (soldier)

Robert Schumann (composer)

Antonio Vivaldi (composer)

Literature

Hamlet by William Shakespeare

Julius Caesar by William Shakespeare

Vouchsafed into philosophical realms

The historical context in which Philip K. Dick wrote The Simulacra included cold war anxieties, postwar reflections, and the coming-into-being of a mass-media celebrity culture. Marilyn Monroe titillated the nation with her 1962 performance of “Happy Birthday, Mr. President”, then devastated fans with her apparent suicide only 2½ months later. British sociologists and marketers had already begun referring to adulants of heartthrob youth culture as “teenyboppers” when The Beatles released their first album Please Please Me in March 1963 to hysterical reception from young, overwhelmingly female fans. Hannah Arendt’s coverage of the 1961 trial of Adolph Eichmann, printed February through March of 1963, reminded readers of The New Yorker of the inadequate justice of the Nuremberg trials.

Philip K. Dick developed the theme of a simulacrum as a real, potent object with fake characteristics in even small details of his novel, such as the character of Vince Strikerock smoking imitation tobacco. Jean Baudrillard took this tension a step further with his pronouncement: “The simulacrum is never what hides the truth---it is truth that hides the fact that there is none. The simulacrum is true.” Baudrillard proceeded to demonstrate the operation of simulacra by falsing attributing that statement to Ecclesiates on the opening page of his 1981 book Simulacres et Simulation, (translated into English as Simulacra and Simulation in 1983). The quote is nowhere to be found in Ecclesiastes, even with the most radical stretches of creative translation. But Baudrillard’s point was exactly the disorientation produced by the slow disappearance of referential veracity.

There are other points when Baudrillard approximates Philip K. Dick’s use of the term simulacra more closely. In one remarkable simile, Baudrillard directly imitates Philip K. Dick before him by calling androids simulacra: “A whole generation of films is emerging that will be to those one knew what the android is to man: marvelous artifacts, without weakness, pleasing simulacra” [11]. Jean Baudrillard later in his book acknowledged specifically Dick’s novel The Simulacra and certain of its fictional characters [12].

While Philip K. Dick was the first English-language writer to include the word “simulacra” in a book title, it was Baudrillard who vouchsafed simulacra discourse into the mainstream vocabulary via the literary genre of philosophy.

Google n-grams attests to this timeline. A graph tracking the frequency with which the word “simulacra” appeared in print begins its ascent around the time that Baudrillard’s Simulacra and Simulation appeared, while Dick’s The Simulacra did not seem to have inspired as much written interest in simulacra as a concept (at least around the time it was written).
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The fact that Baudrillard name-drops Philip K. Dick in three distinct chapters of Simulacra and Simulation hints at the role Dick had to play in shaping the way this concept would come to be understood philosophically.

An illusion of a conclusion

Lucretius translated the proto-scientific physics of Greek philosopher Epicurus into the Latin language. In doing so, Lucretius sought to convey that simulacra were the nearly-imperceptible images that float through the air to produce all manner of unreal, illusory visions, from centaurs to women who look like men.

Jean Baudrillard argued with rigorous detail in Simulacra and Simulation how authentic meaning and cultural memory was becoming mediated and replaced by technological reproducibility. Baudrillard, in that book, credits the science fiction of Philip K. Dick, whose novel The Simulacra had been translated into French eight years prior.

Philip K. Dick fictionalized some of the characteristics of simulacra that Lucretius articulated---in particular, the appearance of familiar people in dreams, erotic obsessions, the uncertain sources of our internal thoughts, and discrepancies between an object and its image. To these modalities, Philip K. Dick, added several novel associations, such as technological reproduction and government mendacity.

Contemporary discourse about simulacra continues, and often preserves these Phildickian influences, even when Philip K. Dick is not considered the source. For example, a later French philosopher, Alain Badiou, wrote in 1993 that Germany’s National Socialist revolution, which ushered the Nazi party into power, was the extreme example of how “Evil is the process of a simulacrum of truth” [13]. Badiou never referenced Philip K. Dick directly; nevertheless, the meticulousness with which Philip K. Dick drew from Nazi political history in The Simulacra (thirty years before Badiou wrote his Ethics) makes the associations between simulacra and the Third Reich an unignorable part of the concept’s development.

Philip K. Dick’s continued relevance can be found in LessWrong discourse during mid-2020, when the concept of simulacra was re-invoked as a description of the less-than-forthrightness with which federal, state, and municipal governments were justifying their responses to the COVID-19 pandemic. Debates on whether heavy-handed government policies smacked of misdirection or outright falsehood had distinctly Phildickian resonances, even as such posts tended to overlook Philip K. Dick’s influence on this idea.


“That’s good enough for me, now. I want that, the image; okay?”

--Ian Duncan in The Simulacra
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The Soul of a New Machine Review

Tracy Kidder’s The Soul of a New Machine is about the people who make computers and the computers they make.

It was first published in 1981, long before everyone had a smartphone in their pocket. It was a far-off age, where thirty engineers in a basement could, over the course of a year, create the Eagle, a new computer that would go on to save the company they worked for.

This is their story.

The Cast

The Soul of a New Machine is more concerned, at all times, with the people who built the machine than the machine they built.

We’re introduced to an eclectic group of characters throughout the chapters, each playing a role in the saga of the Data General corporation and the birth of the new computer.

The Visionary

“No mode bit.” (p. 41)

Edson De Castro was the CEO of Data General, having started the company at the end of the 1960s. His sole instruction in building the Eagle was to make it backwards compatible with the company’s existing 16-bit computer, allowing the current users to seamlessly run their existing software on the new machine (something that the competitors’ machines did not).

The Leader

“We’re building what I thought we could get away with.” (p.48)

Tom West is the originator and the leader of the Eagle project. He’s described by others throughout the book:


	“a good man in a storm” (p. 7)

	"He's fearless, he's a great politician, he's arbitrary, sometimes he's ruthless." Alsing (p. 103)



And perhaps the highest praise a leader can be given:


	"West never bored us." Alsing (p. 275)



West’s leadership is the subject of much prose throughout. Without him, the Eagle never would’ve been made.

The Believer

“It was kind of like recruiting for a suicide mission. You're gonna die, but you're gonna die in glory.” (p. 66)

Carl Alsing was tall, dressed carelessly, and spoke softly. He followed West onto the project, and was the one to give it the name Eagle. When hiring new engineers, he’d tempt them with the prospect of truly designing their own computer, before hinting strongly that they’d be working long hours. The leader of the Microkids, he’d tell people that they were only hiring the best before hiring them.

The Architect

“Anytime you do anything on the sly, it’s always more interesting than if you do it up front.” (p. 83)

Steve Wallach was a slender man in cowboy boots, a computer architect who was tired of seeing his well-engineered designs not actually make it to production. He felt particularly slighted by Data General for his work on previous projects that had gone nowhere, and signed up to design the Eagle mostly out of spite. He would spend more time researching artful quotations to put on his technical documents than he did designing the computer’s memory.

The Builder

"And I may not be the smartest designer in the world, a CPU giant, but I'm dumb enough to stick with it to the end." (p. 142)

Ed Rasala was big, with a firm handshake and fast speech. He was West’s trustiest lieutenant, in charge of the Hardy Boys and with them, Eagle’s physical manifestation.

The Secretary Extraordinaire

“I wanted to be part of that effort.” (p. 57)

Rosemarie Searle was the Eagle group’s main secretary, and perhaps more than anyone else embodied the idea of “signing up,” West’s term describing the attitude of “I want to do this job and I’ll give it my heart and soul.” (p. 63)

The Hardy Boys

“An oscilloscope is what cavemen used to debug fire.” - Jim Veres

Those who worked on the hardware of the new computer called themselves the Hardy Boys.


	Ken Holberger - Called the Chief Sergeant Detective. (p. 189)

	Jim Veres and Jim Guyer - The two Jims “make a marvelous debugging team, but only when they aren’t working together.” (p. 200)

	Josh Rosen - Upon getting fed up debugging nanosecond-scale issues, left a note reading: “I'm going to a commune in Vermont and will deal with no unit of time shorter than a season.” (p. )



The Microkids

It takes people with devious minds. - Dave Keating (p. 156)

The Microkids, with their self-named microlounge and a van called the microbus, were responsible for the microcode - the incredibly low-level code that interfaces directly with the computer’s hardware. They delighted in pranking one another.


	Dave Keating - Self-styled “devious mind.”

	Chuck Holland - Hired because of a kinetic sculpture he was working on.

	Dave Peck - A fast programmer with a raucous laugh, the “fastest in the East”. (p. 163)

	Neal Firth - On liking abstract music in high school, said: “Maybe I'm right, maybe they are, but as far as I'm concerned they're entitled to their incorrect opinions.” (p. 168)

	Jon Blau - When asked what he was getting out of working on the Eagle, he had this to say: “You have narrowed your field of vision to a small little world, trying to make it a vision of your own mind, and that's the kick - getting control of something.” (p. 160)



The Story

The story of The Birth of a New Machine is broadly about the Eagle project, a 32-bit computer that would commercially be called the Data General Eclipse MV/8000.

Setting the Stage

It was the end of the 1970s, and the computer business was booming. Data General, the company that had released the extremely successful 16-bit NOVA computer, was growing at an exponential rate, having joined the Fortune 500 at the end of fiscal year 1978. Profits were high, business was good, and there was only one problem - the future was refusing to come slowly.

Data General’s competitor, the Digital Equipment Corporation (DEC), had just come out with a 32-bit computer called the VAX 11/780. Without a 32-bit computer of their own to compete, Data General would quickly find themselves losing market share, as more and more customers moved to the better machine. Being behind technologically meant, in a very real sense, the death of the company; the market was not kind to any company slow to innovate.

Making a bet, Data General decided to invest in a research facility in North Carolina, a place with far lower taxes than the company’s birthplace and current location of Massachusetts. North Carolina became the place to be, the place where the future of the company would be built, and many engineers and staff moved there in a hurry to be a part of it.

This story, however, is about those left behind - who felt slighted and ignored.

This story is about people with something to prove.

Building a Computer

Tom West had already been burned once trying to compete with the folks in North Carolina, but decided to do so again, selling what would become the Eagle project as “insurance” to the company. After all, having a backup plan in case things went south was good business, was it not?

Of course, to the team he was putting together, he made it clear that nothing less than the future of the company was at stake.

Starting out, West had Alsing and Rosemarie and some senior engineers, but they wouldn’t be sufficient to meet the impossible deadlines West had set for the team in order to justify their existence to corporate. They needed more engineers.

The Eagle team itself was built differently from previous teams at Data General; instead of hiring experienced engineers from other companies, Alsing and West decided to hire inexperienced ‘kids’ fresh out of college. They’d come cheap, and work hard for the prospect of doing something they wouldn’t get to do anywhere else: build their own machine. As West said,

“There's some notion of control, it seems to me, that you can derive in a world full of confusion if you at least understand how things get put together.” (p. 175)

And that control was more valuable to potential new hires than the money they could make elsewhere.

Through an unorthodox hiring process West and Alsing soon gathered about 30 engineers, split into the Hardy Boys (who would design the hardware), led by Rasala, and the Microkids (who would design the microcode), led by Alsing.

Progress was made in fits and starts; Wallach designed the memory of the new computer, specifically how one user’s data would be protected from others. On previous projects Alsing had written large quantities of microcode in short bursts between long stretches of procrastination, but the microcode for Eagle was too much for him, and he focused on educating and leading his team. He’d play therapist and communicator more than engineer over the course of the project, learning to lead as his team learned to follow.

While the pressure was immense, the ‘mushroom management’ approach - keep them in the dark and feed them shit - was working. The new machine was starting to come together as the test models, named Coke and Gollum, were passing more and more of the diagnostics they’d need to pass in order to go to production. Along the way, flaky errors ranging from nanosecond-scale memory inconsistencies to loose wires had to be debugged, and more diagnostics written, tested, and inevitably diagnosed themselves when they failed.

And all of this happened under the ticking pressure of meeting an absurd deadline, the project dramatized by West until the engineers felt every moment that they had the cool metal of a gun to the backs of their heads.

In a reminder to himself and perfectionists everywhere, West wrote on his office whiteboard:

Not Everything Worth Doing Is Worth Doing Well. (p. 119)

The goal was to get Eagle out the door, to ship it. Not to build the perfect machine.

Deadlines slipped, because deadlines always slip, and each time they did West would ask Rasala for a schedule that would meet the new deadline, and each time Rasala would comply. He’d remark:

"The way to stay on schedule is to make another one." (p. 186)

The pressure, already high, became boiling when it became clear that the engineers in North Carolina, like those still in Massachusetts, weren’t going to meet their deadlines. All of a sudden, the project that West had sold to the company as ‘insurance’ became vital to Data General’s survival.

Originally due in April - West’s impossible promise to corporate in order to get the project approved - the date slipped, to May, to June, to July. The summer wore on, each bug in the Eagle found and removed more devilish than the last, the engineers flagging after a year of working long hours. Burnout was taking its toll. The last stretch was proving to be the hardest, the most draining, and the least exciting.

West himself grew thin and ragged as his subordinates toiled, fighting his own battles with the wider company to leave them the freedom to create the computer (almost) as they wished. He intervened in small but necessary ways, foreseeing issues with mass production or product integration long before everyone else and resolving them without anyone being the wiser.

It wound up being October when the Eagle team finally got the game Adventure running on their machine (incidentally it also passed all of the official diagnostics). Things moved quickly from there, aside from a scare with a particular kind of computer chip shortage, and before anyone knew it, it was done.

They’d gotten Eagle out the door.

The Anticlimax

The Microkids handed out microawards to each other. Rasala and the Hardy Boys debated whose machine it was they made - was it theirs? West’s? De Castro’s?

Who was truly responsible for Eagle’s creation and success?

Even more ambiguously, what would Eagle, now the Eclipse MV/8000, be used for? It was, after all, a general purpose computing device.

The engineers who made the computer argued over the first point, but seemed uninterested in the second.

Referring to building Eagle, West said:

It's for the kind of guy that likes to climb up mountains. (p. 181)

They had climbed the mountain, and all that was left to do was go home, get some sleep, and get started on finding the next mountain.

The Review

Kidder’s narrative lens informs the entire book. Every chapter begins with anecdotes from the characters’ lives or stories from Kidder’s research and investigation. He infuses scenes with descriptive life and people with quirky individuality.

His explanations of how computers work are well-woven into the story, sprinkled in a little at a time so as not to overwhelm. The only real drawback is that, as the book was published in 1981, some of the metaphors and references are dated, and occasionally the explanations go on for too long.

The book could be broadly divided into three sections:

The first section is an introduction to Tom West, Data General as a whole, and the problem the company was facing at the time.

The second section, taking up most of the book, involves building the new computer. It draws from a variety of different perspectives and is broken up by introductions to some of the various engineers at work, tracing the machine from an idea to an architecture to a kludgy, bug-riddled mess and finally out the door as a finished project.

The last section is shorter, and while it’s framed around the events that happened before, during, and shortly after Eagle is released to the world as the Eclipse MV/8000, it takes a meditative tone. Kidder ponders briefly about the role of computers in society and where all this progress is headed, including an amusing (in hindsight) mention of artificial intelligence.

The Miscellaneous

Some things that stood out to me while reading the book:


	Almost the entire engineering team on Eagle had been doing engineering of some sort since childhood, taking things apart and putting them back together, in a way reminiscent of how many geniuses spent their childhoods.

	The architecture and specifications for the computer were determined almost organically, with Hardy Boys and Microkids going back and forth about what should be done in hardware and what in software; the design of the computer was the result of many negotiations over time.

	All of the people who worked on Eagle worked ridiculous hours, often 60-80 per week or more, and they didn’t get paid overtime. Their motivations, while varied, were not monetary, and they worked absurdly hard. They felt responsible for the task, ownership of the product, and (for some) a sense that this was a worthy challenge.



The Conclusion

When it comes to summarizing the book or otherwise answering the question of what it’s about, no simple answer or single word comes to mind.

The Soul of a New Machine is about computers, yes, but it focuses primarily on the people who make them, their struggles and frustrations and triumphs. It’s about humanity, in the broad sense, and about politics and management styles and the power and worth of leadership specifically. It’s about a group of individuals coming together as a team to accomplish something incredible - a herculean feat of engineering, in the time and with the resources they were given.

It reminds me personally of times I’ve embarked on a difficult endeavor with a team, and the sense of camaraderie and accomplishment that accompanies it. It captures the all-consuming nature of a project that is truly one’s own, and the sense of letdown (the book calls it postpartum depression) of finishing a great work and finding the vacuum it leaves in your life.

If you want to understand how computers work, this isn’t the worst book to read, although there exist many other resources better optimized for the task. On the other hand, if you want to read a story of a group of talented people racing against tight deadlines, struggling to give life to something more complicated than any could create on their own, that just happens to involve building a computer - I’d recommend checking it out.

While the engineers who worked on the Eagle felt empty after they’d finished it, eventually they’d move on to the next project, as do we all.

In the end, building the Eagle, as West says,

“…was a summer romance. But that's all right. Summer romances are some of the best things that ever happen.” (p. 287)




The Space Trilogy, by C.S. Lewis

C.S. Lewis, superstar lay theologian and author of immortal works of fiction like The Chronicles of Narnia and The Screwtape Letters, also wrote a series of three adult sci-fi novels collectively called the Space Trilogy.
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Do you recognize any of these? Not many people do; the books are kind of obscure now. Though well-received at the time of publication, their images and concepts have not really survived in the popular imagination, and to the best of my knowledge no one is trying to buy up their rights and turn them into a cinematic universe. Which is probably for the best, because 1) they’re not that cinematic, and 2) I can’t think of many things C.S. Lewis would hate more than a mega corporation chopping his novels up into nuggets of content for people to stream on their smartphones.

Also, 3) the books are just ok. Maybe a 6/10, averaged out? But you might enjoy reading them if you belong to any of the following sets of people:


	people who are interested in Christian sci-fi

	CS Lewis megafans (me)

	people who think that Narnia is a masterpiece and are interested in reading what basically amounts to a bad version of it to see how the writer developed (also me)

	people who think that Narnia is terrible because it features a patchwork mythology drawn from wildly disparate areas of the Christian, English, and classical canons and crave a fantasy world with its own fully realized mythology complete with its own invented language (Tolkien)



And either way there are some interesting ideas in the books, which I will go over in this full-spoiler review.

—

Out of the Silent Planet (1938) is about Elwin Ransom, a philologist on a walking tour who gets kidnapped by his old classmate Dick Devine and evil scientist Edward Weston and taken on their very loosely described spaceship to the planet Malacandra (Mars). Looking out the window, Ransom is pleasantly surprised to find:


There were planets of unbelievable majesty, and constellations undreamed of: there were celestial sapphires, rubies, emeralds and pinpricks of burning gold… that very name “Space” seemed a blasphemous libel for this empyrean ocean of radiance in which they swam.



This sets the tone for the rest of the book. The cosmos is glorious and godly, ruled by a divine intelligence; it’s humanity that’s the problem. Yes, that’s right— in a twist you likely saw coming, the titular silent planet is Earth.
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Iron Maiden got it.

Once they arrive on Malacandra, a beautiful low-gravity world of mountains, mesas, and hot springs, Weston and Devine plan to sacrifice Ransom to the planet’s inhabitants. But when Ransom escapes their clutches, he finds this is their misunderstanding. The Malacandrans are peaceloving, godfearing creatures. There are three intelligent species, or hnau: the sorns, tall birdlike scholars; the hrossa, furry fishermen and poets; and the pfifltriggi, froglike subterranean mechanics. And all these beings joyfully serve their master, the Oyarsa of Malacandra, who in turn joyfully serves Maleldil, ie space God.

Ransom learns all this while hanging out with the hrossa and the sorns_,_ mastering their language, Old Solar. Meanwhile Weston and Devine skulk around the planet committing senseless hrossa murders as they search for gold. Ransom is appalled by their behavior, but this isn’t Avatar; he doesn’t lead the Malacandrans in battle against the invaders. Instead the conflict is resolved by the Oyarsa, an incorporeal, extremely powerful eldil (space angel). He summons all three humans to appear before him, where Weston makes the case for interplanetary humanity, translated by Ransom:


“Life… has ruthlessly broken down all obstacles and liquidated all failures and today in her highest form —civilized man— and in me as his representative, she presses forward to that interplanetary leap which will, perhaps, place her forever beyond the reach of death.”

“He says,” resumed Ransom, “that these animals learned to do many difficult things, except those who could not; and those ones died and the other animals did not pity them. And he says the best animal now is the kind of man who makes the big huts and carries the heavy weights and does all the other things I told you about; and he is one of these and he says that if the others all knew what he was doing they would be pleased. He says that if he could kill you all and bring our people to live in Malacandra, then they might be able to go on living here after something had gone wrong with our world. And then if something went wrong with Malacandra they might go and kill all the hnau in another world. And then another— and so they would never die out.”



Unsurprisingly Oyarsa is not swayed by this speech and he kicks all of them off his planet, though he says Ransom is a real one and thanks him for his service. The end.

—

At this point you probably have a sense if you’re going to like these books or not. I found Out of the Silent Planet more interesting as a thought experiment than an actual story. But one of the things I like most about the Space Trilogy is that Lewis follows his ideas through to their conclusion, even when that conclusion is weird and offputting. In Out of the Silent Planet, he establishes that good and evil exist, and that evil is so deeply rooted in human nature and societal structure that it can only be illuminated by its contrast to a totally alien civilization. Ok, but what’s the root cause of human evil? And what would people be like if they weren’t like that?

In Perelandra (1943), Lewis answers these questions by retelling the Adam and Eve story. With very little prelude the eldils send Ransom to Perelandra (Venus), where he finds the planet is a paradise of sensual pleasure, a water world of floating islands and temperate seas, and filled with fruit so delicious that:


For one draught of this on earth wars would be fought and nations betrayed… As he let the empty gourd fall from his hand and was about to pluck a second one, it came into his head that he was now neither hungry nor thirsty. And yet to repeat a pleasure so intense and almost so spiritual seemed an obvious thing to do. His reason, or what we commonly take to be reason in our own world, was all in favour of tasting this miracle again… Yet something seemed opposed to this “reason”… Perhaps the experience had been so complete that repetition would be a vulgarity— like asking to hear the same symphony twice in one day… he stood pondering over this and wondering how often in his life on earth he had reiterated pleasures not through desire, but in the teeth of desire and in obedience to a spurious rationalism.



This is a pretty big theme in the first two books of the trilogy, that the root of evil is the desire to repeat or prolong pleasures, instead of enjoying them as they are and then letting them go. Here to show us how it’s done is Perelandra’s only inhabitant, a beautiful nameless naked green woman. Ransom is immediately drawn to her, but not like that! It comes up a few times and each time Lewis smacks our wrists and tells us to stop being perverts:


“You ask me to believe that you have been living here with that woman under these conditions in a state of sexless innocence?”

“Oh, sexless!” said Ransom disgustedly. “All right, if you like. It’s about as good a description of living in Perelandra as it would be to say that a man had forgotten water because Niagara Falls didn’t immediately give him the idea of making it into cups of tea.”



The Green Lady is a second Eve, totally innocent and in constant psychic communication with Maleldil. Once, she had a counterpart and intended husband, the King, but sometime before Ransom arrived, the two of them were separated by the natural motion of the floating islands. Maleldil has told her that her destiny is to one day reunite with the King and populate Perelandra, but has also given her one commandment, to never spend the night on the one piece of fixed land on the planet, where presumably, they could easily find each other. But she’s cool with that! In fact, she’s cool with everything. She lives in a state of perpetual bliss where even things that should be disappointing (ie, when she first sees Ransom from a distance she thinks that he’s the King), are Maleldil’s will, things she not only accepts, but rejoices in:


“This… is the glory and wonder you have made me see; that it is I, I myself, who turn from the good expected to the given good… I thought the good things He sent me drew me into them as the waves lift the islands; but now I see that it is I who plunge into them with my own legs and arms, as when we go swimming.”



Unutterable sensual pleasure, a robust lipostat system, and the deep joy of obedience and communion with God. What could possibly turn someone away from this state of bliss? The actual Devil, that’s who.


“Do you see, you timid, scruple-mongering fool? I am the Universe. I, Weston, am your God and your Devil. I call that force into me completely…”

Then horrible things began happening. A spasm like that preceding a deadly vomit twisted Weston’s face out of recognition. As it passed, for one second something like the old Weston reappeared— the old Weston, staring with eyes of horror and howling, “Ransom, Ransom! For Christ’s sake don’t let them—” and instantly his whole body spun round as if he had been hit by a revolver-bullet and he fell to the earth, and was there rolling at Ransom’s feet, slavering and chattering and tearing up the moss by handfuls.



Yep, Weston has landed in Perelandra, where he immediately gets possessed by the Devil and spends the rest of the book trying to convince the Green Lady to disobey Maleldil and stay on the fixed land. This is a weird but imo fairly ingenious retelling of the tempting of Eve by the serpent, but with a twist: Ransom realizes he has been sent as Maleldil’s champion, to stop it. The possessed Weston is pure evil, which per Lewis, is actually fairly shallow:


…this creature was, by all human standards, inside out— its heart on the surface and its shallowness at the heart. On the surface, great designs and an antagonism to Heaven which involved the fate of worlds: but deep within… nothing but a black puerility, an aimless empty spitefulness content to sate itself with the tiniest cruelties…



And when he says tiny, he means tiny. The possessed Weston doesn’t need to sleep, annoys Ransom all night by saying his name over and over like a little kid, and mutilates the native animals for fun. But mostly he works on the Green Lady, appealing to her pride and especially her sense of herself as a tragic heroine who must shoulder the sin of disobedience alone in order to enlighten her future husband, the King. It’s a clever, relentless assault that Ransom finally ends not through rhetoric, but by beating Weston to death.
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Luckily it works better for Ransom than it did for Keanu.

So God wins, and so does philology, because it turns out that Ransom is a ransom in the second, and more ancient sense of the word– a redeemer, like Christ. And lest you think this is too cute:


All in a moment of time he perceived that what was, to human philologists, a merely accidental resemblance of two sounds, was in truth no accident… The pattern is so large that within the little frame of earthly experience there appear pieces of it between which we can see no connection, and other pieces between which we can.



There are no puns in God’s cosmos! The Green Lady’s innocence is preserved, she’s reunited with the King, and the two are married and crowned as King and Queen of the planet by the eldils, who go into a poetic Christian rhapsody that lasts for 5 pages, with the refrain “Blessed be he!” To my mind this is 5 pages too many, but YMMV.

—

Tired of cosmic good and evil? In That Hideous Strength (1944), we come back to earth and Lewis serves us good, old-fashioned, human evil.

Our protagonists are Jane and Mark Studdock, newlywed academics with the usual problems. She’s a lonely feminist with clairvoyant dreams who doesn’t want to have kids until she’s finished her doctoral thesis; he’s a bootlicking member of the “Progressive Element” at the fictional Bracton College with a pathological need to be in the in-group.

Things go downhill when Mark gets recruited by an evil think tank. The NICE (National Institute of Coordinated Experiments) is a conspiracy theorist’s fever dream, a group of powerful scientists and intellectuals who control the press, dream of “sterilizing” the planet, and have an chaotic, anxiety-provoking internal culture somewhere between a normal Fortune 500 corporation and Stalin’s inner circle. No one is having any fun, and they’re all physically grotesque, from the “obscene senility” of Deputy Director Wither, to the butch chainsmoking head of police, “Fairy” Hardcastle, who stages a false flag attack so that her forces can seize power:


…the Fairy pointed out that what had hampered every English police force up to date was precisely the idea of deserved punishment. For desert was always finite: you could do so much to the criminal and no more. Remedial treatment, on the other hand, need have no fixed limit; it could go on till it had effected a cure, and those who were carrying it out would decide when that was. And if cure were humane and desirable, how much more prevention?



Oh and their Head is the literal decapitated head of a murderer they’ve reanimated and juiced up so that it can receive psychic transmissions directly from the devil.
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Can’t imagine Lewis would be a big Drag Race fan.

This is not particularly subtle, but Mark’s experience in NICE is actually a pretty sophisticated critique of institutional dysfunction. Once he’s brought in, Mark is constantly confused about what he’s supposed to be doing and who’s really in charge, kept so busy worrying about his position that he doesn’t even balk at the idea of writing articles that will get planted in different papers to hasten the aforementioned NICE police coup. It’s kind of fascinating, the idea that true evil isn’t even that much fun, except for the smug pleasure of being in the in-group and “getting” how the world works. True goodness, in contrast, is naturally joyful, folksy, and inclusive.

Speaking of. In the other corner we have Logres, a group led by Ransom, now young and hot from his time on Venus and going by “Mr. Fisher-King,” as in the Arthurian legend, although Lewis drops this halfway through. The group includes the nice old couple Dr. and Mother Dimble, skeptic with a heart of gold MacPhee, housekeeper with a heart of gold Ivy Maggs, and a literal bear named Mr. Bultitude. This motley crew of brothers and sisters in Christ recruit Jane, who to her chagrin has been having clairvoyant dreams, to help them find Merlin, who has mysteriously awakened after centuries of sleep. Both Logres and the NICE are seeking him because inexplicably, Lewis hangs the entire back half of his plot on the question of whether Merlin is going to help the forces of good or evil.
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Yes, this Merlin. The one who in every story helps the good guys.



This is the main problem with That Hideous Strength, and arguably with the Space Trilogy as a whole. It’s so obvious who the good and bad guys are that a lot of the dramatic tension doesn’t land. I mean, we even know which of the good guys’ thoughts are actually bad! Here’s Mark currying favor with the in-group by defending a member of the outgroup, like a saucy little freethinker:


“I was rather sorry for old Jewel,” said Mark. His motives for saying this were very mixed… paradoxically, even while he felt that the time had come for asserting his own independence and showing that his agreement with all the methods of the Progressive Element must not be taken for granted, he also felt that a little independence would raise him to a higher position within that Element itself. If the idea, ‘Feverstone will think all the more of you for showing your teeth,’ had occurred to him in so many words, he would probably have rejected it as servile; but it didn’t.



And here’s Jane, whose feminism Lewis characterizes as essentially selfish and immature:


Even when she had discovered that she was going to marry Mark if he asked her, the thought ‘But I must still keep up my own life,’ had arisen at once and had never for more than a few minutes at a stretch been absent from her mind. Some resentment against love itself, and therefore against Mark, for thus invading her life, remained… Though she did not formulate it, this fear of being invaded and entangled was the deepest ground of her determination not to have a child.



This is insightful stuff, but it works better in Screwtape. In That Hideous Strength, which is basically a fantasy epic, it comes off as Lewis relentlessly patronizing his characters (he even dunks on Mark for not recognizing the constellation Orion, and on Jane for liking severe clothes). Ursula K. Le Guin perhaps said it best:


I admire the first book of his trilogy, as a novel. He was one of the first writers to invent alien creatures who were truly alien and truly sympathetic… [but] the second two books of his trilogy I consider an abomination, because he started preaching. I do not like to preach, or be preached at.[1]



Not even Lewis seems to like preaching! Once Merlin has finally been recruited to Logres, he offers to use his magic to help the cause, which seems like the main reason you’d want Merlin on your team. But Ransom says no, magic is “in this age utterly unlawful.” As in, against God’s law. Turns out Merlin is here not because of his powers, but because his powers give him the strength to endure being possessed by the eldils of the various planets, which by some convoluted logic that even Lewis has trouble explaining, is different from magic.

And if even the good guys have to play with a handicap, the bad guys really don’t stand a chance. The book ends, unsurprisingly, with good triumphing over evil in another wacky Christian bacchanal. This one involves the spirits of the planets descending into the house of Logres and possessing everyone in a good way, the utter destruction of NICE in a cataclysm that Orwell, in a review, called “so preposterous that it does not even succeed in being horrible in spite of much bloodshed,”[2] and Mark and Jane finally reconciling, for, as it turns out, Jane’s great sin is that she didn’t have a baby with Mark yesterday:


“Sir,” said Merlin, “know well that she has done in Logres a thing of which no less sorrow shall come than came of the stroke that Balinus struck. For, Sir, it was the purpose of God that she and her lord should between them have begotten a child by whom the enemies should have been put out of Logres for a thousand years.”

“She is but lately married,” said Ransom. “The child may yet be born.”

“Sir,” said Merlin, “be assured that the child will never be born, for the hour of its begetting is passed. Of their own will they are barren: I did not know till now that the usages of Sulva [contraception] were so common among you. For a hundred generations in two lines the begetting of this child was prepared; and unless God should rip up the work of time, such seed, and such an hour, in such a land, shall never be again.”



Checkmate, feminists!

And with this, Ransom’s story comes to an end. He goes to heaven, the NICE guys go to hell, and Mark and Jane go to a standard heterosexual marriage. Good luck, you crazy kids!

—

The Space Trilogy is, in a word, uneven. There are interesting ideas, but I

think they’re developed better in Lewis’s other works. So let me indulge in a very leading question I have been meaning to ask from the beginning. Why is Narnia so much better than the Space Trilogy?


	Narnia feels more balanced. In the Space Trilogy, there’s really nothing good about the bad guys, to the point that you don’t understand why anyone would be swayed by them, and can’t help sharing Lewis’s scorn for people who are. Whereas every Narnia book features a sympathetic character doing something they and we know is wrong, for basically sympathetic reasons, and then later atoning for it. You understand exactly why Edmund betrays his siblings, because the White Witch is a smokeshow and he wants that sweet Turkish Delight.

	The main characters in Narnia are all children, so the inherent didacticism of Lewis’s writing comes off wise rather than judgy.

	It’s all Tolkien’s fault. He gave extensive notes on the whole Space Trilogy, urged Lewis to make his mythology more consistent and thorough, and once the changes were made, even wrote a letter of recommendation that convinced publisher Stanley Unwin to accept Out of the Silent Planet after the publisher initially rejected it.[3] I think he casts a long, stickler’s shadow over the text. That Hideous Strength feels especially belabored by piety in a way that Lewis’s other works don’t.

	That old Flannery O’Connor quote: “The writer can choose what he writes about but he cannot choose what he is able to make live.” Obviously none of this is an objective critique, but to me, the Narnia books are so more alive than the Space Trilogy. The imagery is fresher, the characters are better, and the stories are more interesting.

	Lewis just got better at writing. This is a really heartening thought to me, that the same person can write two sets of books about the same basic themes, with many similar scenes and ideas, and the second one will just be better, because of what he’s learned through writing the first. The Space Trilogy is a step towards Narnia, and just for that, it’s worth the read.




Notes
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The Subtle Art of Not Giving a Fuck, by Mark Manson

“The Subtle Art of Not Giving a Fuck” is most similar to William Irwin’s “A Guide to the Guide Life: The Ancient Art of Stoic Joy,” but with way more swearing.  The author, Mark Manson, also extols the virtues of pain, failure, and rejection, but includes personal anecdotes and a Panda that specializes in emotional facepunches.  The key to happiness is to make your circle of concern overlap with your circle of control, and not give a fuck about anything outside of it.  It is a subtle art, though, and just an exercise in not caring about anything, as you should and must still give a fuck about something, and must choose these things wisely.  I remember finding this book revelatory the first time I read it, but found it less so when I reread it for this review, similar to what Scott said many people felt about the Sequences.  I think the ideas in the book have become more mainstream and have found more acceptance now.  It is trendy to not give 110% at your soulless corporate job and live in a tiny house instead of a mansion.  It is no longer shocking, if it ever was, to say that money, sex, and status provide only superficial highs and that healthy relationships, enjoyable hobbies, and honest work are much better goals to pursue.  The ideas in the book also aligned well with my preconceptions, and fear this might be a case of “reverse any advice you hear.”  A pseudo intellectual slacker is the type of person that a book titled “The Subtle Art of Not Giving a Fuck” is going to appeal to and is probably the type of person who could also stand to give more of a fuck.  The status obsessed model or anxiety ridden workaholic who would most benefit from this book are unlikely to pick it off the shelf.  Despite these concerns I still whole-heartedly recommend the book.

“When you give a fuck about everyone and everything… This is a sickness.  And it will eat you alive.  You will see every adversity as an injustice, every challenge as a failure, every inconvenience as a personal slight, every disagreement as a betrayal.  You will be confined to your petty, skull-sized hell.”

Chapter 1 is basically just stating the problem the author is trying to solve, as summarized by the excellent quote above.  People have lost the ability to be okay with things going badly.  They think everything must be perfect at all times, or something is fundamentally wrong with the universe.  Later in the book he also explains that believing everything must be terrible at all times or something is fundamentally wrong with the universe is part of the same problem.

Unsurprisingly Mark is a big fan of Buddhism, in particular the observation that all life is suffering but you shouldn’t give a fuck about suffering.  Modern life has tried to remove suffering from our lives rather than teach us how to live with suffering.  Instead Mark says to try to replace the suffering in your life with better suffering, or replace your problems with better problems.  Getting in shape may replace your problem of not being able to get a date with the problem of weirdos hitting on you everywhere you go.  It is up to you to decide which problem is the one you would rather have.

This leads to the most useful practical advice in the book, asking yourself what pain and struggle do you want in your life.  Almost everybody wants an interesting and high-paying job, an attractive and loving partner, and to be popular and well-respected.  Saying you want these things tells you nothing about how to get them or if you will ever be able to get them.  Instead ask what problems you want in your life.  Do you want to work 60+ hour weeks to get that interesting and high-paying job? Or would you rather have the problem of having a boring job or not being rich than the problem of never having any free time?  Do you want to spend all your free time and money taking loser after loser out on dates to find the perfect romantic partner?  Or would you rather have the problem of being alone or not having the hottest or most interesting spouse?  Would you rather have the problem of being out of shape or the problem of having to spend hours at the gym?  This is the major factor that defines success, in whatever way you want to define success.  The people in the best shape are the ones that enjoy the struggle of exercise in and of itself the most, not the ones with the most willpower or the ones that want to be fit the most.  I find this to be a useful question to ask yourself that may not be at the top of your mind when making life decisions.  If you are trying to decide between two places to live or two jobs or whatever, focus on the worst-case scenarios or at least the negatives of each first.  Don’t just think about the fat salary that one job is offering, think about the struggle of working overtime every week.  Maybe you don’t mind that struggle or even think you will enjoy it, but you should focus on the struggle rather than the reward when making the decision.

The third chapter opens with the obvious advice of don’t be an arrogant narcissistic asshole who thinks they are destined for greatness, but segways into arguing that woe-is-me types are making the same kind of mistake.

“Most people correctly identify a person like Jimmy as a raging narcissistic ass-hat.  That’s because he’s pretty blatant in his delusionally high self-regard.  What most people don’t correctly identify as entitlement are those people who perpetually feel as though they’re inferior and unworthy of the world.  Because constructing everything in life so as to make yourself out to be constantly victimized requires just as much selfishness as the opposite.”

The idea that you are unique is the mistake, you probably aren’t remarkably great or terrible, and thousands if not millions have people face the same challenges as you every day.  And this is a good thing, because it means that your problems are mundane and solvable.  Social media and regular media focus on and encourage the most extreme behaviors both positive and negative, but they are very unrepresentative of real life.

There are many historical anecdotes throughout the book, but probably the most fascinating is the story of Hiroo Onoda in chapter four, who continued to fight World War 2 until 1972, when a hippie named Norio Suzuki did what several governments tried to and failed to do, found him and convinced him the war was over.  Mark both praises Hiroo as a man who dedicated himself to a cause and found much joy in it even through suffering, and condemns him as a murderer who had a terrible value system.  It is rare for people to introspect deep enough to examine their own values, such as why do they want that promotion at work, why do they need to be invited to the cool kids party on Saturday, etc.  These questions often end with uncomfortable answers like “I don’t want my dad to think I’m a failure” or “I only like myself when other people like me.”

Values end up affecting your happiness and self-satisfaction more than what actually happens in your life.  Dave Mustaine and Pete Best were both kicked out of famous bands, Metallica and The Beatles, respectively.  Dave rebounds almost immediately and starts an almost as successful band Megadeth, where Pete is depressed for a while and then settles into a boring normal life.  However, Dave reports still feeling inferior for being kicked out of Metallica, and Pete is thankful he was kicked out of the Beatles.  Dave valued fame and success relative to Metallica, which was an even stupider value than fame and success in general, and despite being extremely successful, is still unhappy.  Pete realized that fame and success are often not compatible with happiness, and having a loving family and a decent life are much better values.

Mark provides 3 useful rules for identifying good values; reality-based, socially constructive, and immediate/controllable.  Later he also adds that they should be ongoing.  Honesty is a good value because it matches reality, benefits others, is entirely within your control, and it is known to yourself whether or not you are being honest.  It is also a value that can be practiced throughout your entire life. Popularity is a bad value because you can be mistaken about whether you are actually popular or not, whether or not you are popular is largely out of your control, and your being popular does not help anyone else.  Hiroo’s allegiance to the Empire of Japan was a terrible value because it wasn’t based in reality (the empire had been gone for decades) and it was socially destructive (he attacked innocent civilians for no reason).  Mark believes that the only true method of self-improvement is to choose and live according to better values.  The rest of the chapters each cover an important value, the ability to accept responsibility, accept doubt, accept failure, accept rejection, and accept mortality.

Responsibility in this case does not mean that everything that happens to you is caused by you or is your own fault, but that you are always choosing how to respond to whatever happens to you.  It is your own actions that one must always take responsibility for.  And taking responsibility for your own actions is the first step needed to change them.  A point that is implied but not outright stated is that you are better off assuming too much responsibility than too little.  Assuming too much may be stressful but will also be motivating, while assuming too little leads to helplessness and a victim mentality.  I think it might be fair to say that having a victimhood mentality is always a bad thing, even if you are in fact a victim of something terrible.

Doubt and uncertainty are treated as good things which force one to learn and grow.

“There is no correct dogma or perfect ideology.  There is only what your experience has shown you to be right for you-and even then, that experience is probably somewhat wrong too.  And because you and I and everybody else all have differing needs and personal histories and life circumstances, we all inevitably come to differing “correct” answers about what our lives mean and how they should be lived.”

It is an almost Popperian method of continually testing values and discarding bad ones, without ever endorsing the surviving ones as actually being true.  I think Mark is coming from the right place, but I think you can and should come to a more definite conclusion about what values are worthwhile than what he seems to be suggesting in this chapter.  At one point he literally says “all beliefs are wrong, some are just less wrong than others.” It also somewhat undermines him, as he admits that he is saying that his current values are likely wrong and will be modified by future Mark.  Perhaps I am just following his advice faithfully by doubting that doubt is always a good value to accept.

Despite these concerns, there is some really good stuff in this chapter.  The worst and most deluded people you are likely to meet are the ones most certain about something.  They are certain the election was stolen, certain that police are hunting black men for sport, certain that God is talking to them.  People that consider these ideas but not certain about them are unlikely to do anything terrible in response, and can be reasoned out of them.

Chapter seven is about how fear of failure stymies opportunities for growth.  Your identity as a great artist that no one has heard of is threatened both by becoming a famous artist and by becoming a failed artist, so you never actually show anyone any of your art.  Your identity as a loving wife stops you from leaving your no-good, cheating husband.  Mark dips into Buddhism again here and states you should have as little identity as possible, ideally no identity.  It is just another trap that prevents you from learning and growing.

A piece of practical advice that was useful for writing this very review was the “do something principle.”  Don’t wait to feel motivated to start working on something, just start working on it.  The very act of working on it will often be motivating in and of itself and it will be much easier to continue working on it.  “Do something” is also a good value under Mark’s system, being practicable your entire life, immediately doable, immediately known whether you are meeting the value, and often good for others.

The final chapter is appropriately enough about death.  Most of the chapter is about his friend Josh dying when Mark was nineteen.  Unsurprisingly, the main lesson is to not fear death and that trying to avoid death or trying to force others to remember and revere you after death is a mistake.  Observant readers may not notice I did not say anything about the chapter on rejection, as it was just what I thought of very obvious advice don’t date toxic people and don’t enable them if you are dating one. In general I found progressively less to say about each chapter as the book went on, I’m not sure if it is because the quality declined, the lessons became more repetitive or obvious, or they just did not speak to me as much as the earlier ones.

One criticism I have with the book is that Mark references multiple life changing events, but he didn’t seem to learn much from each of them.  His friend’s death, his girlfriend cheating on him, and his worldwide trip are all supposed to be life changing and enlightening experiences, but the wake-up call from his friend’s death didn’t solve his problems with relationships, and realizing he was a shitty partner to his girlfriend didn’t solve his committee issues either.  I know part of the lesson of the book is to always be learning and growing and never declare that you are done, but I would hope the lessons become smaller and less necessary over time.  A problem with claiming to always be learning and growing is that I should much rather listen to you in 10 years than you now.

Mark opened the book with the story of Charles Bukowski, an alcoholic, perverted loser who nevertheless became a successful poet and novelist, largely by honestly writing about his own experiences as a loser.  Even after becoming successful he still continued drinking, gambling, and womanizing just like he did when he just had a dead end job at the post office.  I have thought about it for weeks and I am still not sure whether he is supposed to be an inspiration, a warning, or both.  The lesson could be that being honest with yourself is the most important value and that even with many other flaws you can still be successful if you have that honesty.  Or it could be that success is pointless if you are still the same miserable, unpleasant person you were before you were successful.  The complimentary tone of the first chapter seems to point towards the first interpretation, but most of the lessons later in the book would match better with the second.  I can’t imagine that Charles’ values of spending all available money on booze and hitting on any women he met could meet Mark’s requirements for strong values.  Dave Mustaine was criticized for being unhappy despite being successful in his chosen field, and any criticism of him should apply even more to Charles.  I am unsure if the fact that Charles was likely happier with himself than Dave was counts as a defense or not.  I think there is a fundamental tension here between “not giving a fuck” and being a stable, well-adjusted, social person.  If you don’t give a fuck about what people think of you at all you are unlikely to have many relationships or be pleasant to be around, although you also won’t be a slave to trends or peer pressure.  This is the root of my concern that the advice in the book applies best to the people least likely to read it.  I think there is also some ambiguity if the book is supposed to be a guide on how to determine your own values or whether it is presenting the correct values for everyone.

I am being overly critical of the book in this review, and I do want to remind everyone that I am recommending it.  The book is amusing, very readable, and could be life changing for the right person.  It has also recently been turned into a documentary, although my understanding is that the documentary is mostly just readings from the book with accompanying shorts.  The author also has a blog at markmanson.net, which like the book is excellent at first but may become repetitive if you actually read every post.




The Weirdest People in the World

[This is one of the finalists in the 2023 book review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. 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]


Down from the gardens of Asia descending radiating,

Adam and Eve appear…

— Walt Whitman



When I grew up I was still part of a primitive culture, in the following sense: my elders told me the story of how our people came to be. It started with the Greeks: Pericles the statesman, Plato the first philosopher, Herodotus the first historian, the first playwrights, and before them all Homer, the blind first poet. Before Greece, something called prehistory stretched back. There were Iron and Bronze Ages, and before that the Stone Age. These were shadowy, mysterious realms. Then history went on to Europe. I learnt as little outside Europe as I did before Greece. There was one class on 20th century China, but that too was about China becoming modern, which meant European.

A big silent intellectual change of the past quarter century is the broadening of our self-concept. Educated Westerners are starting to expect each other to know Chinese and Islamic history, which are still ongoing, and perhaps something about pre-Columbian America whose stories were traumatically ended by the conquest of the New World. The earlier past is moving into the light, too. Ancient states like Babylon and Egypt are gradually coming alive: Hammurabi and Gilgamesh get more play relative to Solon and Achilles. And before that, the real prehistory of the first cities, the Neolithic, the growth of agriculture, the end of the Ice Age at 10,000 BC, modern humans around 100,000 BC, the first humans at 1mya (million years ago)… these dates are gradually getting fixed in the mind as turning points in the story of us.

The difference between Greece and Rome on the one hand, and Babylon and Egypt on the other, was that Greeks and Romans had written down their stories for us. Their stories had become our story. History was a narrative. Each of its chapters had a beginning, middle and end. How else would you tell it? Now, as we go farther back, we have less and less writing to rely on. Even when we have writing, on papyrus or stone, it isn’t self-interpreting – it’s not history the way Herodotus and Livy tell us history, with the explicit goal of recounting the past. Earlier still the texts die out completely, and we are left with stones and bones. Our knowledge of this history has to come from science: from archeology, anthropology (in the hope of using present societies to learn about past societies), and now also the new science of historical population genetics. Joe Henrich has done more than most to teach us our history using these tools. His marvelous book The Secret of Our Success told the human narrative from the point of view of the unique human capacity for cumulative culture[1].

The question was always going to arise: how do we fit the big story of humanity, told by modern social science, together with the story of Europe told by narrative history? Henrich's latest book, The Weirdest People in the World, goes there[2].

The big question

Coming as he does from the scientific side of the aisle, Henrich isn't just going to tell a story. He has a hypothesis about an empirical puzzle. The puzzle is the most important question, the big one, the one that once you think about it's hard to think about anything else, the economists' Holy Grail since Adam Smith: why are some countries rich and others poor?

His hypothesis comes from cross-cultural psychology. The West got rich because Westerners are different. People from Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich and Democratic societies are WEIRD – the acronym comes from a previous article of his. In particular, compared to everyone else in the world and in history, modern Westerners:


	
Are individualist, not collectivist or conformist



	
Feel more guilt and less shame



	
Explain people's actions by their innate dispositions, not their social role



	
Reason analytically not holistically



	
Follow more universal norms and less relationship-specific norms



	
Are more patient



	
Trust strangers more and are more honest.





This psychology might make societies richer, for fairly well-known and plausible reasons. The Weirdest People in the World (henceforth just WEIRD) sets out a causal chain from cultural change to psychological change to modern economic growth. The start of that chain is surprising: an obscure set of rules pushed by the medieval Catholic church, which banned marriage between cousins. The most important argument of the book is that these rules created WEIRD psychology.

How it worked: these marriage regulations served to dismantle intensive kin networks, which are the social cement of society almost everywhere else in the world. For most people in history, family hasn't just been the place where children grow up and couples spend time together. Family has been the basic human group, and there have been extensive and precise rules dictating who counts as family (or clan) and how each person should act with respect to different relatives. The Church's regulations, the Marriage and Family Programme (MFP), aimed to replace intensive kinship, and over many centuries it was more or less successful in doing that. We'll come back shortly to why it wanted to.

So, the causal chain looks like this[3]:

[image: ]

WEIRD's key evidence is the link between the places where the Church promulgated the MFP and a set of psychological and social outcomes: the level of cousin marriage, the psychology of people living in those places today, social capital and economic growth. This is the scientific story of European history, and Henrich's answer to the most important question in the world. 
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These maps from one of the scientific articles behind WEIRD show the basic causal claim: the medieval church reduced the intensity of kinship institutions.

He tells it with an extraordinary mastery of a very wide range of sources from anthropology, psychology, behavioural economics, economic history, and historical narrative. This book is for everyone, but the connoisseur will enjoy the bibliography: if you think it's important and relevant, it's probably in there, and there was also plenty of work which I did not know, and now feel I should. It takes a very smart person to keep this many balls in the air. Being at Harvard probably doesn't hurt either – that's the “collective brain” of the human network, which makes an appearance later on in the book.

So this book really sets down a marker: the anthropologists are returning from the Amazon, the Sudan and Polynesia, and coming for Western history and economics. It will be interesting to see how those target disciplines react.

Is it true?

Economists and historians think about Western history very differently.

Historians love irony and contingency. They enjoy byways. Triumphalist, linear narratives of progress are distrusted as “Whig history”. Growth economists, by contrast, are all about the linear bigness. They have a relentless focus on the one question of how the West got rich, and if you call that triumphalist, they will take out a chart of South Sudanese child mortality and laugh at you.

Both historians and historical economists — a more appropriate name than “economic historians” nowadays  — are interested in causality. But economists have a crunchier, more “scientific” standard for what counts as proof of causality. You've got to have a treatment and a control group, and by default if you claim there are no confounds, they won't believe you. You need you some plausible exogeneity. A random river where Napoleon's armies stopped. The distance from Wittemberg where Luther nailed up his theses. And then, how does that affect something that matters today (if it doesn't, then who cares?) Of course, the longer ago the exogenous treatment, the more impressive the result.

You can see the incentives that these disciplinary demands might set up, and that might worry you. At worst, you might get a kind of “underground river” concept of history, where


	
X happened long ago



	
[underpants gnomes whispering]



	
Y is correlated with X today





Indeed this does seem to skip all the interesting, contingent bits:

On the other hand, if you want to explain an all-important outcome like the take-off into modern economic growth, then you can't just mumble “one damn thing after another” or “irony and contingency”. That a hundred things randomly conspired to make the West Educated, Industrialized, Rich and Democratic is not a satisfying story. Why would the die rolls keep favouring this one place? (And you can't invoke the law of large numbers. There are only five continents in the world, and modern economic growth did not have to happen anywhere at all.)

To get from Europe 1 AD to modernity, while paying reasonable attention to the many accidents along the way, there are really only two possible narrative genres.

The first is the rock falling down a mountain. It starts with one big, random event. This then triggers other events, and they trigger others, and now you have an unstoppable landslide. But the chance is at the start.

The second is the cyclist pushing his bike up a mountain. It takes an actor who deliberately over time overcomes one obstacle and dodges another, until eventually they get to the top, and from there it's a downhill ride.

WEIRD belongs firmly in the landslide genre. The big event is the Marriage and Family Program of the Western Church. This sets off a landslide, which the later chapters detail: the decline of kin institutions, the rise of Italian communes and city-states in the middle ages, the idea of individual rights in the European law merchant, the development of Protestantism, and finally the trifecta of science, commerce and democracy. WEIRD psychology is there, as an unobserved helper, for each stage of this journey, but each stage also builds on the previous ones.

It's not by chance that WEIRD tells the West's story as a landslide. First, this is part of cultural evolution's baggage of intellectual commitments. Homo culturalis doesn't figure out solutions to his problems by abstract thought; he's not a natural optimizer. Instead he feels his way towards solutions. In a now famous example from The Secret Of Our Success, nobody just sat down and worked out how to detoxify manioc. Cultures which did this job better just had an evolutionary advantage.

Second, the “bicycle push uphill” story would threaten the clean causality of the natural experiment. Suppose the Western Church promulgated the MFP with the deliberate plan of creating WEIRD psychology and causing the take-off into modern economic growth. Okay, that's unlikely, but suppose it promulgated the MFP with a plan that was somewhat related to increasing human welfare (in this world, not the next). Then we might suspect two things:


	Maybe in doing so the Church was reacting to existing conditions: reading the human situation and responding “hey, what we need here is less intensive kinship”. 




If so, then it might put more effort into pushing the MFP in places where that was likely to have higher payoffs: in, say, the centre of the Carolingian empire – the strip running north-south roughly from Belgium to North Italy, where many trade routes meet, and which will be the richest part of Europe from at least the 12th century until the 21st. Not so much in Ireland, at the edge of the known world, long on monks but low on opportunities for trade; or in Sweden where the Church has barely a foothold. But now that threatens the randomness of your treatment, because the MFP correlates with existing economic institutions.




	Also, maybe when and where it did the MFP, the Church also took other actions to achieve the same goal.




That goal being not modern economic growth, but perhaps that “the earth shall be filled with the glory of God, as the waters cover the sea”. Again, if so, there goes randomness, because the MFP correlates with those other actions.



What was the Church's plan? The book deals a bit briefly with that. It insists, surely correctly, that the Church was not aiming to create modernity or grow the economy. On the other hand, it doesn't claim that the Church was just flailing around at random: “Ultimately, the Western Church, like other religions, adopted its constellation of marriage-related beliefs and practices – the MFP – for a complex set of historical reasons… By undermining Europe’s kin-based institutions, the Church’s MFP was both taking out its main rival for people’s loyalty and creating a revenue stream.” Elsewhere, Henrich insists that the effects of the MFP were causally opaque to the Church, and more generally, that most institutions of modernity – like human institutions in general – were created not by reason and forethought, but as unintended outcomes of people who didn't really know what they were doing.

Hmm. Here is what John Bossy says, in his short but brilliant book Christianity in the West 1400-1700, on marriage:


[The Church’s view on marriage] was accepted, because people recognised it as godly on grounds which had been stated by St Augustine a millennium before. These were that the law of charity obliged Christians to seek in marriage an alliance with those to whom the natural ties of consanguinity did not bind them, so that the bonds of relationship and affection might be extended through the community of Christians…. The form in which the doctrine was normally now held was that marriage alliance was the pre-eminent method of bringing peace and reconciliation to the feuds of families and parties, the wars of princes, and the lawsuits of peasants.



And on death: 


In outline the rites of death were practically anti-social… they dealt with a soul radically separated, by death-bed confession and last will, from earthly concerns and relations…. Radical individualism… was embodied in the liturgy of death. It was expressed in its most memorable invocations… “Libera me domine de morte aeterna…”... And this entailed something more than the evident fact that we die alone: it had to do with the doctrine… that the destiny of the soul was settled not at the universal Last Judgement of the Dies Irae, but at a particular judgement intervening immediately after death. More mundanely, it had to do with the invention of the will, liberating the individual from the constraints of kinship in the disposition of his soul, body and goods, to the advantage, by and large, of the clergy.



So, the Church’s ideology may not have been accepted blindly: people were aware of the social consequences. And on the other hand, the Church’s programme is not simply an institutional change that then happens to alter human psychology. Part of what it does is directly and deliberately move human psychology towards individualism! You are alone before God’s judgement.

The distinction between intended and unintended is not always clearcut. People in the Church thought extremely seriously about the world, though with a very different orientation from a modern development economist. They also had incentives to raise economic output: as the recipient of bequests, and later as the largest landholder in Europe, they were in the position of Mançur Olson's famous “stationary bandit”, standing to gain a share of any proceeds from faster growth.

Utopias


In the beginning was Reason.

John 1.1



I am very positive about the broad programme of integrating anthropology with history, but I think that one aspect of Western thought is a bit different, maybe even “unique”, from a very early point. That aspect is the idea that we can rethink society rationally from the ground up. It starts in Book II of Plato's Republic, when Socrates says that the city-state is the reflection of the individual and vice versa, and that you can't understand the good for an individual person without working out what the ideal city would look like. And in the rest of the book, he goes on to reorganize society – in his and his interlocutors' minds – by reason alone. Property in common! Men and women brought up the same! Disabled children, uh, left out to die! Some of these ideas, good and bad, get put into practice twenty-five centuries later.

As far as I know, this deliberate project of blank-slate rational institutional design, also known as political philosophy, is unique to Western thought, but I'm happy for an expert on Confucius or Ibn Khaldun to correct me. In any case, it seems relevant, because shortly after the fall of Rome in 410 AD, Saint Augustine wrote the most famous work of Christian political philosophy, the City of God, and this is one of the first places where the ban on cousin marriage is discussed:


“For affection is now given its proper place, so that men, for whom it is beneficial to live together in honourable concord, may be joined to one another by the bonds of diverse relationships: not that one man should combine many relationships in his sole person, but that those relationships should be distributed among individuals, and should thereby bind social life more effectively by involving a greater number of persons in them....

To the patriarchs of antiquity, it was a matter of religious duty to ensure that the bonds of kinship should not gradually become so weakened by the succession of the generations that they ceased to be bonds of kinship at all. And so they sought to reinforce such bonds by means of the marriage tie.... Thus, when the world was now full of people, although they did not like to marry sisters... they nonetheless liked to take wives from within their own family. Who would doubt, however, that the state of things at the present time is more virtuous, now that marriage between cousins is prohibited? And this is not only because of the multiplication of kinship bonds just discussed [i.e., it is partly because of that].... ”



City of God Book XV Ch. 15, trans. R. W. Dyson

So, Augustine does understand that marriages within the family “bind social life” less effectively than marriages across families, and that banning cousin marriage helps that. And he has a normative reason why the Church should care: it’s good for men “to live together in honourable concord”.

The idea that people are just feeling their way and long-run outcomes are unintended is a deep methodological commitment of cultural evolution. It’s built into the models[4]. But you need to be careful in applying that universally, because one part of human progress is the scaling of human forethought, from this season’s harvest and our small group, to the far future and the whole planet. That is how, in the early 21st century, humanity can be trying to rejig the entire world economy so as to avoid the future peril of global warming. And blindness/forethought is a continuous variable, not a dichotomy. The Western Church had some degree of collective agency, just as Google or the US does today, and it understood what it was doing under some description.

It is worth thinking how a historian might tell the story of “the West getting prosperous” in the bicycling-up-a-mountain genre. One response is that narrative just isn’t good enough to prove causality. A bunch of bloody stories aren’t a substitute for real science! But that seems too negative. In court, the facts of a case are established by narrative: you can’t run a randomized trial to decide whether Colonel Mustard did it in the pantry with the candlestick. I think at best, historical narrative can establish causality the same way. In doing so it leans on existing human knowledge. The Western Empire ultimately collapsed because the Vandals took North Africa. We think so because of simple physical facts: how much grain a human needs to survive, the Empire’s population, the agricultural capacity of Europe with Africa cut off. Other historical claims are based on common sense psychology. The First Crusade doesn’t happen without Urban II’s speech to the assembled French nobility at Clermont, because no sensible knight would set off to fight the Saracens on his own.

So you might simply ask what were the incentives and ideas of the Church over the medieval period – and the choices and ideas of the people who listened to the Church, because acceptance is never passive – and tell the story of how this played out. 

The big push

Here is one difference between a bicycle push and a landslide: once started, landslides always keep going. The Church no longer holds sway over Europe, but Henrich (I think!) believes that the change to WEIRD psychology is irrevocable. Extended kinship is dead. New institutions have arisen to take its place: fraternities and monasteries and communes, and the Law Merchant, in the Middle Ages; and then Reformed Christianity with every man a priest, then science and democracy. The bicycle push uphill is different. If you stop pushing, you might stop moving. 

Here’s one thing that looks to me like a historically extended push: from the earliest Reformers onwards, the constant drive towards character education. It starts with Lutherans trying and failing to reform the country peasants by teaching them their catechism[5]. Then the later Puritans and Pietists, copying back from Counter-Reformation spirituality, going deeper into themselves before they try to change the world; the first children’s books, the great spiritual classics like Pilgrim’s Progress. Then the secular 18th century experimenters like Rousseau; and the first state education systems – all universally agreed that the point of education is character, not technical skills; and mostly within a broadly Christian framework.

If you think that contemporary education looks pretty different, and that the other teaching institutions Westerners built to support their norms have also changed, then what would you predict will happen? 

Two quick graphs:

[image: ]

European crime rates in the long run, from Eisner 2003. Twentieth century magnified in the inset.
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Interpersonal trust in the United States, from OurWorldinData.org/trust

The point of this digression is just that it matters which is the right story of Western development, the landslide or the push.

A box of chocolates

I’ve been suggesting a critique, or waving my hand in the direction of one, but let me tell you how much there is in this book. There’s the introduction to the basic theory of cultural evolution – the psychology that lets humans have cultures and how ideas can transmit themselves down generations. There’s the definition of WEIRD psychology, including dispositionalism (the tendency to explain people’s actions by their innate character), and the tendency to categorize rabbits with cats not carrots; and the fact that even the famous Big Five traits of personality psychology don’t generalize very well beyond the WEIRD countries. There’s a taxonomy of the institutions that help human groups scale up their cooperation, starting with unilineal clans – the basic unit of intensive kinship, and the blind alley that most human societies got stuck in, on Henrich’s account – and including segmented lineages, age sets and premodern chiefdoms and states. (This is a very scientific, comparative approach to anthropology. I would love to hear a debate between Henrich and David Wengrow, whose book The Dawn of Everything, reviewed in ACX here, takes a much more voluntarist approach, starting from the view that there are many ways to organize a society, and that rational collective institutional design is pretty much a human universal.) 

There’s the research programme of the psychology of religion, most famously exemplified in Ara Norenzayan’s Big Gods, with its human-like agents, divine monitoring, and Credibility Enhancing Displays. There’s the WEIRD kinship complex of bilateral descent, little to no cousin marriage, monogamy and nuclear families. There’s the history of the medieval church and its Marriage and Family Program, including the historical linguistics of words for relatives. There’s a big set of cross-country or cross-region regressions on “kinship intensity” – how clannish a society is – WEIRD pychology, the genetics of inbreeding and diplomats’ unpaid parking tickets. There’s the story of monogamy, how it affects testosterone, and how that might affect trust and conflict. There’s historical economic studies, usually with some clever natural experiment, on the medieval growth of institutions like fraternities, monasteries, universities, charter towns and the Law Merchant; and the plausible role of WEIRD psychology in each of these. Then the history of clocks, work hours, Cistercians, interest rates and apprenticeships. Last of all the development of law, science and Protestantism, again always with WEIRD psychology as a possible contributor, especially in building the networks – the collective brain – underpinning innovation. Across all of these areas, Henrich is always ready to jump sideways, to use a modern psychology experiment or a tribal ethnography to cast light on European history.

If you’re into these topics, this book is like a box of chocolates. You cannot possibly not learn something and come away with much to think about. Henrich is that rarity in academia, a real polymath, and that true academic unicorn, a polymath who makes his breadth of knowledge pay off.

What next?

Here are two open questions.

First, an unavoidable difficulty of the book is that it’s making claims about how human psychology affected history. But we can’t do psychological experiments on dead people. So sometimes, plausible ideas about how WEIRD psychology might have contributed to institution X (the monastery, science, clock time) are going to be very hard to test. As Henrich puts it, psychology is the “dark matter of history”, i.e., you can’t observe it directly.

I wonder if there might be leeway to use texts as a way into historical psychology. We do now have large historical text corpuses available for mining. And there might be ways of relating them back to people’s psychology – like these guys who related human happiness to Google Books data. Just as a taster, here’s the occurrence of the French word for “we”, a plausible marker of group identity. See the spikes at the three major wars?
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My biggest open question is: what next?

If monogamous marriage changes testosterone levels, what does the rise of serial monogamy do to that relationship? How does the WEIRD complex function when work disappears, if there’s a shortage of marriageable men and a mother might do better raising a kid herself – in the 90s in US cities, and today maybe in Ohio? If Jimmy Carter was an example of Protestant guilt culture when he said “I've looked on many women with lust. I've committed adultery in my heart many times,” what does that culture look like in the age of Donald Trump? How will modern institutions react back on the WEIRD complex? There’s a famous answer that capitalism eats its own roots.

Meanwhile, what is happening in the non-Western world? I can imagine two replies to this. One corresponds to what people often say about the Iraq war: “you can’t just import institutions into a place where the culture isn’t ready”. You can tell this in a key of triumphalism – the West is always going to be richer, until the Rest of the world changes radically – or a key of despair – the Rest is never going to become democratic. At the end, briefly, the book seems to lean this way: “standard approaches to policy are poorly equipped to understand or deal with the institutional-psychological mismatches that arise from globalization.”

An alternative answer was put in a nice metaphor by Scott Alexander himself.


I am pretty sure there was, at one point, such a thing as western civilization. I think it included things like dancing around maypoles and copying Latin manuscripts…. That civilization is dead. It summoned an alien entity from beyond the void which devoured its summoner and is proceeding to eat the rest of the world.



In that story, when modernity arrives, it takes over everything. China goes modern, the rest of the world is going modern, and even the West itself is being fundamentally transformed. Again, this idea has its light and dark aspects. Fundamentally, it says that the landslide is now too big for any culture to avoid; the institutions of free markets, impersonal law, science and the modern state are coming for you, and they are strong enough now to transform your psychology on their own. 

It seems important which of these two stories is true. So, after The Secret of Our Success and WEIRD, perhaps there is room to make it a trilogy.


Notes


[1]

But is it uniquely human? Some people think not.



[2]

In fact, Success and WEIRD were originally planned as one book.



[3]

It's a bit more complex than that. In particular, the end of intensive kinship directly helps economic growth because it clears the way for voluntary associations to thrive. But the psychology angle is what's really unique to WEIRD – in particular, Francis Fukuyama has previously argued that kin institutions might be a problem for higher-level cooperation.



[4]

Unintended consequences are basic to economics too. But in economics the actors are at least optimizing something, whereas for cultural evolution they are just following the rules they’ve learned.



[5]

Like with the poor kid in Brave New World, it turned out it was easier to make people parrot phrases than understand them: ‘“The-Nile-is-the-longest-river-in-Africa-and-the second-in-length-of-all-the-rivers-of-the-globe...” The words come rushing out…. “Well now, which is the longest river in Africa?” The eyes are blank. “I don't know.”’






The Weirdest People in the World: How the West Became Psychologically Peculiar and Particularly Prosperous by Joseph Henrich (Review 1)

The Aesthetics of Historical Causality

By M.N.

Historians and philosophers have developed many all-encompassing theories of history. Vico with cyclical history, Hegel with the march to freedom, and Marx with historical materialism have all played the game. These systems come with a variety of characteristics and axes—materialist vs idealist, cyclical vs linear, etc. They can be intoxicating, enchanting, and seem to explain pretty much everything. They can also change the world.  Hegel was the towering philosophical figure of his age and Marx created the axis around which international politics ran for much of the 20th century.

As far as I can tell, this style of history has been out of favor for the last half century or so. Of course, this assertion comes with the caveat that I am not a historian. It seems that historians have generally investigated a more focused set of issues in recent decades and emphasized the complexity and peculiarities rather than the grand narratives of history (although such accounts have certainly not disappeared). It is easy to imagine that this is driven by the increasing availability of information sources and the general drive to more specialization in the academy. I also suspect it is part of the general retreat from the grand narratives of the 19th and 20th century. Many of them turned out to drive agendas that reinforced racism and colonialism. If you have a historiography that suggests all of history is moving towards European dominance, it can justify a lot of nasty stuff.

However, it is hard to escape the feeling that history has big drivers and is not just “one damned thing after another”. Didn’t the terrain of Greece have something to do with its fragmented political situation and development of an early form of democracy? Didn’t the wide plains of the interior of Eurasia lend themselves to vast confederacies of horse riding warriors that shaped the history of Europe and Asia in somewhat predictable ways? Didn’t the natural fertility of the Nile almost guarantee a great civilization of some type or another? It is hard to argue that these effects would not have come to somewhat similar outcomes under many different starting conditions.

The historical event I would personally most like to understand is the industrial revolution. It is the reason I live in comfort and expect my children to do the same (isolating catastrophic risks). It is an unparalleled event that wrenched humanity onto an entirely different course.

This leaves the question of why the industrial revolution started in Europe in the 18th century and not in some other place and time. Song dynasty China was making large amounts of high quality iron in the 13th century. This built upon a civilization that had invented many of the inputs into the industrial revolution (e.g., paper, gunpowder). It would seem that China had many of the conditions for an industrial revolution 500 years before Europe, but it did not happen. Why?

Many reasons have been suggested for the timing, location, and existence of the industrial revolution: geography, demography, culture, technology, European economic structure (e.g., capitalism and private property rights), colonialism, surface coal deposits, and more.

Some of these seem to have compelling logic. For instance, there is a long standing suggestion that the geography of Europe makes it harder for large empires to persist while China’s geography (e.g., East-West running rivers) made it inevitable a large, stable empire would arise there. In this account, the constant infighting and competition between the European states drove them to greater innovation while the stable Chinese system undercut innovation.

Maybe? By the time you get into the 16th and 17th centuries you certainly see Europe innovating furiously in technology and tactics. However, you saw much less of that earlier when Europe had the same geography. Also, Europe did host a pretty large Empire in Rome for hundreds of years and there were lots of periods when China was not unified. It is not hard to believe that geography played some role in the political evolution of the two regions but the scale and mechanism are less clear.

Other ideas seem to be insufficient as currently constructed. For instance, were there really unique types of capitalism and private property rights in the West? This is by no means a straightforward claim as there were property rights in China as well. Was Europe’s version really that different? If so, why? It feels unsatisfying to say that this was the key cause but be left unable to describe how it came about or how it led to later events.

In The Weirdest People in the World: How the West Became Psychologically Peculiar and Particularly Prosperous, Joseph Henrich has his own take on the question of what made Europe different and what drove the industrial revolution. He has a cause and it is unexpected. The path to modernity was set by the obsession of the Catholic church with the prevention of sex between cousins.

I find this explanation delightful on every level. It has a clear and compelling mechanism. It has huge ramifications that touch everything about Europe and, at least partially, explain the reformation, the scientific revolution, the enlightenment, the Renaissance, the atomization of western society, and the fact that the West contains a disproportionate share of the world’s top universities. The impacts are endless and it is a fun game to come up with new ways that the changes wrought by priests obsessing over cousins having sex shaped this or that institution in Europe.

Why did the Black Death lead to greater freedom and economic opportunity in Western Europe and greater repression in Eastern Europe? Because priests obsessed with controlling who slept with whom changed the relative power and ability of peasants to relocate and expand their rights in a depopulated landscape. Why did the Europeans develop calculus? Because Newton and Leibniz’s ancestors couldn’t marry their third cousins which set off the republic of letters that led to the incentives that created the brilliant minds that invented modern mathematics. Who knew not having sex could be so much fun! Ok,I am not yet describing the mechanism so my glee may seem a bit unmotivated. Bear with me.

This explanation also has a level of surprise and unexpectedness that makes it satisfying. Who would have thought this, of all things, would have sealed the rise of Europe as the dominant military and economic power in the world for hundreds of years and thereby creating the modern world.

Before I go into how it all works, let’s look at what makes a great historical explanation.

**

Before Henrich, the most satisfying historical explanation I had ever come across was Jared Diamond’s classic Guns, Germs and Steel. This book answered the obvious question “why didn’t the Aztecs invade Madrid”. How did it come about that the Europeans had the wherewithal to project force across the globe, bringing deadly microbes that devastated the Americas. There are two questions here–why was the technology of the Europeans so much farther along and why were their germs so much deadlier.

On the technology front, the Aztecs lacked many of the advances that Cortez enjoyed. They were just starting to master bronze technology and had not yet turned those materials into effective weapons. They had more in common with the Akkadians in terms of technology than the Spanish. Of course, most technologically critical was the capability to cross the ocean.  Without it, there would have been no invasion.

Invaders from Europe exposed native Americans to measles, smallpox, influenza, mumps, typhus, malaria, and whooping cough among others. This had a devastating effect with some areas losing over 95% of their population. The Americas may have contributed some disease back to Europe but it was certainly far less devastating.

Why did the Spanish have the guns, germs and steel that the Aztecs didn’t? Jared Diamond gives a very simple and compelling answer to this disparity—biogeography. Due to the geography of Eurasia/Africa on the one hand and the Americas on the other, one side had vastly more biological resources to draw on.

The key biogeographical differences rested on two pillars. The first was the huge advantage that Eurasia/Africa had in terms of domesticable plants and animals. While the Americas had potatoes and corn, these were outweighed by Euraisia/Africa’s wheat, rice, barley and rye.

Even more strikingly, the Americas had almost no domesticable animals. They were basically stuck with llamas, guinea pigs, turkeys, and dogs while the Eurasian/African complex had horses, pigs, goats, sheep, cattle, dogs, pigeons, camels etc. This imbalance gave the people of Eurasian/African a massive advantage in terms of food production and storage, energy production, and transportation.

A second biogeographical fact driving the differences for the two areas was the East/West axis of Eurasia vs the North/South axis of the Americas. This meant that once a species like wheat was domesticated, it could spread rapidly along the East/West axis because the conditions would be similar in terms of light, rainfall and temperature for thousands of miles. However, when corn was domesticated, it was a long and complicated process to move it North and South as everything needed to be re-optimized for the different light and temperatures every few hundred miles.

For me, these differences can easily explain the gulf in technological advancement between the two areas. The Americas drew a much worse hand in terms of biological resources. It had nothing to do with the people themselves or with their culture. All the usual explanations, especially the racially motivated ones, just fall away in the face of these brutal biogeographical facts.

As for the incredibly tragic disease burden that Europeans imposed on the indigenous people of the Americas, it stemmed from the same source. Most of the terrible diseases that the Europeans brought had been transmitted from their domestic animals. They lived very closely with their animals and these diseases had made the jump to humans in the centuries and millennia before contact. They likely had devastating, but now mostly forgotten effects, on those Eurasian/African populations. However, over time many of these diseases coevolved into childhood illnesses. Almost all children would get them and have a mild illness. They would then be protected in adulthood. When they were released on unexposed populations, it was one of the great tragedies of history.

And that’s it. With a few simple casual drivers, you can explain the relative histories of the two regions, the tragic events of first contact, the subsequent evolution of the Columbian exchange, and the next few centuries of European military and economic dominance.

This is a satisfying explanation. It is simple, clear and seems to explain all the relevant facts. For instance, it does not explain everything. It is silent on why different subregions of Eurasia/Africa took different paths in the second half of the second millennium. This is, of course, a feature and not a bug. Something that explains everything is not really giving you much explanatory power.

It also fits my priors that all populations are the same in terms of ability and thus differential outcomes must come from external forces or randomness. Finally, it just feels “right”. It is the kind of explanation I want for such an important event.

**

The book contest winner from last year, Erik Hoel, took a stab explaining the sapient paradox in his review of The Dawn of Everything. The paradox asks why it took so long for agricultural civilizations to arise after modern cognitive capabilities developed as early as 50,000 to 100,000 years ago. As far as we know, people didn’t develop anything that looks like large scale societies until 10,000 BC.

One standard answer has to do with the ice age. People couldn’t create complex societies until they had agriculture because they needed the caloric density to fuel them. That couldn’t happen until the ice age ended. The retreat of the ice sheets sounded a starting gun and humanity began the long climb to bronze age civilization from there.

I have never found this explanation satisfying. Humans are such clever creatures, especially in groups, and so much of the earth was not covered by ice sheets during the last ice age, that it just seems odd no one figured it out. I am always entertained by alternative hypotheses. There are many ideas including the notion that modern human cognition only more recently evolved. I put less weight on this one given what you see of human artifacts from before 10,000 BC.

Hoel had a different answer that revolves around humans getting caught in a social stasis trap driven by gossip. He points out that, without formal power structures, all there would have been in early communities was raw social power. It would have been a dystopian hellscape in which you were constantly worried about your status in the group and what others were saying about you. This state began as soon as modern cognitive capabilities related to language evolved. The power and fear of gossip froze societies into small scale bands until, at some point, some broke out. He uses the image of crabs in a bucket. When one tries to crawl out of the bucket, the others pull it back down. It is a pretty nasty equilibrium state.

Hoel relates the breakout from this trap to the move beyond Dunbar’s number (the number of people you can have personal relationships with–usually said to be around 150). Once you get beyond this number in a group, you need to have other processes and structures that allow you to relate to people you don’t know well. This is why small companies don’t need all the formal structures of large companies. In a 15-person company, everyone knows everyone and they know what everyone is doing and contributing. When you have a 500-person company, you need processes and procedures to allow people from different parts of the organization, who may have never met, to work together.

However, I have a nit, mostly aesthetic, with this explanation. It is framed as the forerunner of today’s issue with social media. I generally do not like historical explanations that emphasize the current conditions. Why? They are just a little too neat. Given the complexity of the world and the length of human history, what are the chances that the right explanation for a distant event just happens to line up with something going on now?

Of course, there are reasonable objections to this view. The fact that an issue has recently become relevant may be the reason we can see the issue in the past. We did not see it before because we didn’t live in a state of pure social power until we got social media. Thus, this kind of explanation was invisible to us.

This may be true, but it suggests we are missing many of the actual issues that don’t have current resonance. People from different times and places can be profoundly different in ways that can be hard to grasp. This, by the way, is a key theme in The Weirdest People. Henrich mounts an attack on the many concepts that we take as standard for all humans. For instance, he challenges the idea that all humans can be categorized by concepts like introversion and extroversion or placed on a neuroticism scale.

This was a surprise to me as the Big 5 personality scale, which these metrics are a part of, is considered very well established. However, Henrich makes a case that in different kinds of societies these personal attributes may not make sense as the roles that they are attached to in WEIRD groups simply don’t exist in some places and times (e.g., extroversion vs. introversion simply doesn’t make sense in a small scale society where people almost never meet strangers).

If concepts like the Big 5 personality traits don’t generalize, then people in different societies can be very different indeed. If people can be very different psychologically, then it is likely that many of the “right” explanations for events will be non-intuitive to us. We will not have the mental machinery to easily understand what people in the past thought about and how they made decisions. The “true” explanation should often feel strange.

Beyond this more obvious consideration, I balk at the gossip account because I find it boring. I already spend too much time, along with everyone else, wringing my hands about the problems of social media. I don’t want to contaminate history as well. Of course, this would appear to be a purely aesthetic reaction and potentially a poor guide to the truth.

In that spirit, let me give an alternative view to Hoel around the sapient paradox. I am building this idea based on the ideas put forth by Richard Wrangham in his book The Goodness Paradox.  There, Wrangham suggests that humans self-domesticated once they had language. Why?  Because they quickly found that they could use language to coordinate group murder.

In a chimp troop, there is a shocking level of violence. High status group members often beat, bite, and claw lower ranked members. One of the marks of a male chimp becoming an adult is delivering a nasty beating to his own mother. The alpha male sits atop the hierarchy and uses violence and intimidation to take disproportionate resources.

There are coalitions, but they are limited without language. They are restricted to a few individuals, and they can’t really plan to work together. Given that, a dominant alpha can survive  indefinitely because the others struggle to coordinate against him. Once humans evolved rudimentary language, it would have been possible to quickly understand that a group could coordinate to kill anyone they saw fit.

Wrangham’s hypothesis is that this new ability, unlocked by language, led to the winnowing out of the most aggressive males. Even the strongest and most aggressive men could be killed by a group of other humans. Once this began, it would have favored humans that could get along better with others. Wrangham adduces evidence about how much more capable humans are of controlling themselves around other humans compared to chimps or even the much less violent bonobos.

Humans would have entered a state of self-domestication where generation after generation the most aggressive males were somewhat less represented in the gene pool. This would have led to genetic changes so that more males could live together somewhat peacefully, and societies could grow beyond very small bands.

Thus, another way to think about the sapient paradox is to consider that perhaps it took 40,000 years to remove the most aggressive males to the point that society could move forward. Until populations could be domesticated to the level where larger aggregates were possible, larger scale civilizations could not arise.

This effect of selection for lack of aggression has been seen many times in evolution. It seems often to proceed through a process of freezing adults with juvenile features. In fact, experiments in Russia were able to use this effect to develop much less aggressive silver foxes in about forty generations of breeding. Basically, the adult animals start to look and, more importantly, act more like pups. In that case, researchers selected the least aggressive animals to breed. Could humans have done this to themselves and could it have led to the long lag between the rise of cognitively modern humans and large societies?

Well, we have established a motive in lowering the risk of violence and theft by alpha males. We have established means with a group of humans banding together to commit lethal violence. Can we establish opportunity? Could this have worked in the time given?

I think so. There would have been about 2,000 generations of humans between the rise of modern cognitive capabilities and the rise of large societies. Given that scientists were able to domesticate silver foxes in forty generations, there is more than enough time for this process to happen. Why, then, did it take so long for humans to domesticate themselves? Probably because the selective pressure was only partial. In the silver fox case, the scientist ensured that only the least aggressive foxes bred in every generation. For humans, it might not have been nearly so stringent a filter. Many aggressive males may have passed their genes on in each generation. However, if slightly fewer did because they were murdered, the effect would work well—just over a longer timescale.

It is hard to know whether this mechanism explains the sapient paradox or whether it contributed at all. However, I do find it more aesthetically pleasing and satisfying than many other explanations. First, it seems less related to current concerns. Second, it seems more grounded in the physical realities of the situation. That is, one feared gossip because it could end with a group of your fellow community members killing you. It also is less intuitive than the gossip version. There is a certain surprise that our ancestors might have been so cold blooded as to kill their community members repeatedly over thousands of years. That little bit of surprise makes it more pleasurable (to me).

Beyond this genetic explanation for loss of aggression, the same ratchet (the threat of coordinated violence from groups of humans towards others inside the band) could have created many cultural evolutionary effects. This is a common idea in anthropology where it has been called, “the tyranny of the cousins”. For instance, in many current hunter gatherer societies there is a profound effort to maintain equality. If a hunter makes a great kill, the rest of the group, including his own family, strive to talk down the achievement and keep him in his place. This makes sense if the goal of the group is to prevent the rise of an alpha.

Of course, none of these rationales are knockout blows to other explanations. The gossip account is, in many ways, another facet of what I am discussing. The reasons I favor the domestication account appear, at least partially, to be just matters of taste. At a minimum, this is a somewhat questionable rationale for deciding the truth. This raises the question of what it even means to give a well supported explanation for the causes of an historical event.

**

Having looked at a couple of my favorite historical explanations, let’s try to look at one less successful attempt (at least to me). The Narrow Corridor: States Societies and the Fate of Liberty by Acemoglu and Robinson is a recent book that addresses the longstanding question of why some countries are more successful economically than others. The answer they give rests on having the right balance between bottom-up power from society balanced with top down control from central authorities. They call centralized state power the Leviathan in reference to Thomas Hobbes. From The Narrow Corridor:


A very different type of Leviathan, a shackled one, emerges when there is a balance between its power and society’s capacity to control it. This is the Leviathan that can resolve conflicts fairly, provide public services and economic opportunities, and prevent dominance, laying down the basic foundations of liberty. This is the Leviathan that people, believing that they can control it, trust and cooperate with and allow to increase its capacity. This is the Leviathan that also promotes liberty by breaking down the various cages of norms tightly regulating behavior in society. But in a fundamental sense this is not a Hobbesian Leviathan. Its defining feature is its shackles: it does not have Hobbes’s sea monster’s dominance over society; it does not have the capability to ignore or silence people when they try to influence political decision making. It stands not above but alongside society.



They point to Europe as having the goldilocks situation of strong top down control from the legacy of the Roman empire with strong bottom up societal power from the legacy of the Germanic tribes. They cycle through large parts of the rest of the world and show that, outside of a few successful areas in Asia (e.g., Korea, Japan), the narrow corridor could not be achieved due to too much weakness or too much power in either top down control or bottom up capability.

Each story seems credible, but I find the overall picture somewhat unsatisfying as a good historical explanation although it might be a useful framework for evaluating the status of various societies. It does not seem to drive sharp distinctions. Europe, between Rome and the Germanic tribes, does not seem that unusual in the dimensions advanced by this model.

Why didn’t Ethiopia and East Africa lead the way? Ethiopia has a history of strong states and empires coupled with strong tribal groupings. Is this not similar for many parts of the Ottoman Empire? India?

All these places had long periods under empire coupled with strong social groupings separate from that central control. Yet they did not undergo the industrial revolution, and most are not now counted among the most economically developed nations today. This doesn’t feel like the casual driver for the economic differences they are talking about.

Another way to look at it is through counterfactuals. Guns, Germs and Steel immediately invites you to consider a counterfactual world where the Americas had wheat, rice, horse, cattle, pigs, sheep and goats while Eurasia didn’t and the where the Americas were twisted so its major geographic axis is laid East to West instead of North to South. In that case, I find it very easy to imagine that Aztec ships would have appeared off the coast of Spain, Aztec armies would have trod the streets of Madrid, and Aztec priests would have taught Europeans Nauhatl. In fact, it seems almost inevitable.

The Narrow Corridor just seems to fail that test. What is the counterfactual? No Roman Empire?  No German tribes? It is hard to play those scenarios through like you can with Diamond. Because of this, it just doesn’t feel beautiful or complete.

**

I can’t help but worry my aesthetics may be leading me astray on counterfactuals. A good counterfactual makes me feel I have gotten to the bottom of the issue. Somehow, I have discovered a real turning point in history, perhaps the only possible driver of its kind for this event.

This can’t be right.  What it even means to be a cause is unclear. It has been debated since the time of Aristotle and the topic is deeply intertwined with the eternal debate topic of “free will”.

I am not going to get into that here. From a pragmatic point of view, I tend to think in the terms laid out in Normal Accidents: Living with High-Risk Technologies by Charles Perrow. In that book, Perrow points out how large disruptive events are usually driven by the interaction of many smaller “causes”. These smaller incidents interact in unexpected ways that lead to the event in question. It is hard to pick out one or two causes. Rather, there are many things happening in complicated patterns.

It seems likely that the causes of the industrial revolution are at least as complex as the factors that made up the Three Mile Island disaster. This model also calls into question a simplistic use of counterfactuals. You may be able to remove or change one element of a situation and get a different outcome, but this is unlikely to be the only cause of the event.  More likely you have a necessary but insufficient driver that only works in the presence of many other conditions or causes.

Thus, the right explanation for any historical event is likely to be complex with many pieces interacting in unexpected ways. How do you find them?

All the standard tools apply. You carefully consider the evidence, update priors, explore second order thinking, and try to guard against motivated reasoning. All of those are helpful in the industrial revolution case but only take you so far. For instance, the evidence is vast and, as a non-specialist, I can only evaluate so much given my time and lack of expertise.

I have a series of these preferences that I can’t really justify fully but I use in selecting favored historical narratives over and over again. As previously described, I prefer accounts that explain large amounts of disparate phenomena but not everything. I prefer explanations that form interesting narratives. That is, they sound good at cocktail parties. I prefer explanations that conform to materialism. I prefer explanations that have a mathematical or, at least, semi-quantitative, feel to them. Forces that could, in principle, be quantified. I prefer explanations, as I have already discussed, that are not too “on the nose” with current events. I prefer explanations that are not too mechanical. Explanations that are too mathematically regular make me nervous. As a natural scientist, complex phenomena, like history, just are never that regular or simple.

I am skeptical of explanations that have the patina of scientific rigor without the ability to generate the right kind of data. As someone involved in the design and execution of many clinical trials, I hold a very high bar for observational work and a distrust of poorly done (e.g., underpowered, fuzzy endpoints) randomized, controlled studies. I am not very excited by most psychological explanations that cite dozens of small, underpowered studies. I have many of these kinds of preferences.

When I step back, I am not sure these are good guides to the truth. But they are some of the things I use to determine which explanations I find beautiful and therefore more likely true in historical narratives.

**

Now we come to The Weirdest People in the World by Joseph Heinrich. To me, this is the most revelatory and important history book since Guns Germs and Steel. It gives by far the most satisfying account of the rise of the modern world that I have ever seen.

Henrich writes from the perspective of an anthropologist interested in human psychology.

He was part of the group that identified and popularized the idea that much of what was taken as bedrock human psychology was really an artifact of looking at WEIRD people for psychology studies (Western, Educated, Industrialized, Rich and Democratic). WEIRD people are psychologically outliers in many ways, and he wants us to embrace the incredibly varied ways people have thought and lived throughout time. What he is really interested in is how humans come to be so varied and different and how this has driven history.

Henrich starts by challenging the idea that the correct unit of analysis for humans is the individual person. He makes the case that individual human brains are quite weak (a point made at greater length in his previous book, The Secret of Our Success). The evidence he adduces for this includes accounts of early modern and modern explorers who, even when equipped with the best their civilizations had to offer, could not survive in environments that indigenous people found quite conducive. He has a short story about a man named William Buckley who, after being mistaken for a resurrected member of a tribe, lived with Australian Aboriginal people for almost 30 years. This leads to one of the key questions for Henrich. From The Weirdest People in the World:


Buckley’s experience in Aboriginal Australia highlights two central questions for understanding human nature. First, Buckley and the other fugitives utterly failed to survive by hunting and gathering despite starting with about four days’ worth of supplies and entering one of Australia’s most bountiful ecologies. They couldn’t find enough food, start fires, build shelters, or make the necessary spears, nets, or canoes. That is, these men couldn’t survive as hunter-gatherers on a continent where humans had lived as foragers for nearly 60,000 years. Why not? Since our species has spent most of the last two million years living as hunter-gatherers, one might think that the one thing our big primate brains should be good at is surviving by hunting and gathering. If they didn’t evolve to make us better at hunting and gathering, then what did our big brains evolve for?



The second point he makes is that societies are very complex and require skill to navigate. From The Weirdest People in the World:


The second important question highlighted by Buckley’s experience arises from the social world he encountered. After falling in with his Aboriginal family, he hardly mentions hunger, thirst, or the other deprivations that dominate the first part of his story. Instead, the action shifts to a world structured by social norms that organize people into clans and tribes, threaded into interdependent webs of culturally-prescribed obligations and responsibilities. Social norms prescribed arranged marriages, encouraged men to marry multiple wives, and effectively placed half of the local population under an incest taboo. Alongside marital ties, psychologically-potent rituals helped solidify the bonds within and between clans and tribes. However, despite these social bonds, violent intergroup conflict remained a constant threat and a major cause of death. In this world, people’s survival depended heavily on the size and solidarity of their social groups. But, where did all these clans, marriage groups, rituals, and tribes come from?



Thus, our big brains allow us to learn from others and construct societies. This allows us to take advantage of local conditions to survive and create and navigate complex human social worlds including competition against other human groups. In this process, our brains are radically altered. Thus, the correct unit of analysis for humans is generally groups of humans. They only start to make sense as part of societies.

Given this, he has a more limited view of what in our evolved psychology is hardwired compared to most evolutionary psychologists. For Henrich, we have a few basic instincts (e.g., incest aversion, pair-bonding, kin preference) that are truly biological. This forms a relatively thin stratum that is built on by cultural evolution into many different forms. From The Weirdest People in the World:


While cultural evolution can create an immense range of arbitrary norms, related to, for example, sex, rituals, and dress (e.g., wearing neckties), not all social norms are equally likely to evolve or remain stable. When the first social norms began to emerge, we were apes that had long possessed an endowment of social instincts about mating, parenting, social status, and alliance formation. The impact of cultural evolution, which was likely already up and running to some degree, would have only built on our primate psychology by sharpening and reinforcing our instincts for helping close relatives, caring for offspring, bonding with mates, and avoiding inbreeding (incest). Emerging norms would have tended to anchor on and extend these instincts. Tethered to more solid psychological moorings, such norms would have tended to outlast more arbitrary, free-floating alternatives. This psychological tethering explains why our most fundamental institutions are rooted in kinship.



This interplay of a relatively small number of truly biologically hardwired instincts with an enormous capability for cultural learning, which itself alters biology, gives a nice framework for explaining the complexity of humans we see around the world and through time. People can be very different in different times and places but with some commonalities that come through repeatedly (e.g., kin preference).

The way of living that started in Europe in late antiquity led to people who are psychologically very different from most other populations. However, Henrich is at pains to point out that WEIRD people are still on a spectrum and some of their traits have been shared by other people in other times. He spends a lot of time enumerating all of the ways WEIRD people are different from most other populations on the planet—past and present.  This highlights how powerfully culture can shape how we think and makes a case for a much higher degree of motivational, attentional and cognitive plasticity than commonly assumed. He comments in the case of literacy. From The Weirdest People in the World:


Psychological changes induced by culture can shape all manner of subsequent events by influencing what people pay attention to, how they make decisions, which institutions they prefer, and how much they innovate. In this case, by driving up literacy, culture induced more analytic thinking and longer memories while spurring formal schooling, book production, and knowledge dissemination. Thus, sola scriptura likely energized innovation and laid the groundwork for standardizing laws, broadening the voting franchise, and establishing constitutional governments.



He needs one more piece to build his system—intergroup competition. Cultures compete in a variety of dimensions, and, in an unplanned way, some cultures spread while others wither. From The Weirdest People in the World:


However, social norms are put to the test when groups with different norms compete. Norms that favor success in competition with other groups tend to survive and spread. Such intergroup competition can occur through violent conflict, as Buckley experienced, but it can also occur when less successful groups copy the practices and beliefs of more successful groups or when more prosperous groups simply grow faster, through higher fertility, lower mortality, or greater net immigration. These and related forms of intergroup competition create a countervailing force that can favor group-beneficial norms over other cultural evolutionary pushes and pulls. Further, by mixing and matching different social norms, these processes can gradually assemble and spread increasingly effective, cooperative institutions.



This is Henrich’s model. Humans are built to copy one another, preserve knowledge, and navigate the social world—not to be individually brilliant. Through somewhat random processes, different groups of humans develop highly varied cultures which are anchored in a small set of hardwired instincts. These cultures can have profound effects on the cognition of thier members.  Groups compete, both directly and indirectly, and some cultures spread faster than others.

This is a complete package for explaining cultures, human psychological variation, and historical change. However, it is a very different one from the standard historical toolkit I am used to.

**

Let’s see how Henrich applies this toolkit to explain one of the most consequential events in human history, the industrial revolution. The core concept is that the Western (Catholic) church was concerned with who married whom and advanced a marriage and family program (MFP) to address it. This was successful and had radical implications that completely altered the psychology of Europeans. This led to the peculiar thinking processes and patterns that drove the renaissance, the enlightenment, the rise of modern states (e.g., modern democracies), and the industrial revolution.

The MFP contained a number of key features. Among the most salient were enacting prohibitions around marrying near relatives (e.g., cousins), banning polygamous marriage, blocking affinal marriages (marrying the sibling of a dead spouse), enforcing public consent of both parties to a marriage, allowing marriage only between Christians, ensuring the ability to direct where property went after one’s death, pushing newly married couples to set up their own households, and resisting adoption. Why should this cultural package have led to the industrial revolution?

Let’s start by setting the stage for the psychology that the MFP altered. Henrich advances a view of history that starts in pre-agricultural times. In this world, there was a good degree of equality between people and pair bonding was generally done outside the local group (i.e., either men or women would marry and join another hunter gatherer band depending on the local culture). There was not much property to worry about so this did not come into consideration in setting the rules around marriage and reproduction.

However, once agriculture started, the situation changed. Prime agricultural land and infrastructure were the keys to survival and wealth. Over a long period of time and under group selection, many societies converged on a system where great emphasis was placed on keeping everything “in the family”. This made cousin marriage common. That way, the resources of an extended family could be retained in the family. When a spouse died, the remaining spouse would often marry the brother or sister of the dead person to also stabilize property rights. That is, if two families had agreed to a marriage with the idea that future generations would have access to both family’s resources, then this affinal marriage pattern (marrying your dead spouse’s sibling) made sense because it preserved these property interests.

This led to some common features in pre-MFP agriculturalist psychology. From The Weirdest People in the World:


… after the origins of sedentary agriculture, the need to control territory in the face of fierce intergroup competition drove the intensification of kin-based institutions, leading to the norm clusters that organize clans, cousin marriage, corporate ownership, patrilocal residence, segmentary lineages, and ancestor worship. As societies scaled up, the most successful political institutions remained heavily entwined with kinship. Even after the emergence of premodern states, with their military forces and tax-collecting bureaucracies, kin-based institutions still dominated life among both the elite and the lower strata. All of this means that some of the contemporary psychological variation we observe can be traced, through a variety of pathways, back to the ecological, climatic, and biogeographic factors that influenced the emergence of kin-based institutions and states.



Versions of this cultural package appeared wherever intensive agricultural lifestyles were present. However, when the church started the MFP, things in Europe began to change. Calling it a program is a bit misleading. This was a centuries long effort that seemed to spring from a genuine belief in how sexuality and reproduction should be pursued. It evolved over time to the point where even sixth cousin marriages were banned in many places.

This undermined the ability of families to ensure that people’s lives revolved around kin networks. Since families could no longer ensure that all property and resources were directed by the larger family group, the larger family group waned in power. Also, the idea that newly married couples were to move away from their parents also weakened the direct control of the larger family.

The claim is that over centuries this pattern profoundly changed the psychology of Europeans. Instead of being intensely clannish, they started to have a higher degree of trust across society based on non-family ties (e.g., guilds and other voluntary associations). They became much more individualistic given that their success was no longer so tied to the family.

This set off a process that led to extreme changes in European psychology. From The Weirdest People in the World:


These changes would have favored a psychology that was more individualistic, analytically-oriented, guilt-ridden, and intention-focused (in judging others) but less bound by tradition, elder authority, and general conformity. The elimination of polygynous marriage and the tightening of constraints on male sexuality may also have inhibited male status-seeking and competition, which would have suppressed zero-sum thinking, impatience, and risk-seeking. The social and psychological changes driven by the breakdown of intensive kinship opened the door to rising urbanization, expanding impersonal markets, and competing voluntary associations like charter towns, guilds, and universities. By facilitating and enforcing impersonal interactions in various ways, urban centers and commercial markets further stimulated impersonal prosociality and impartial rule-following while incentivizing personal attributes like patience, positive-sum thinking, self-regulation, and time thrift. By producing a growing division of labor, within which an expanding class of individuals could select their occupations and social niches, these new social environments may have fostered more differentiated personality profiles—expanding eventually into the WEIRD-5—and strengthened people’s inclinations to think in dispositional ways about other individuals and groups. The quiet fermentation of these psychological and social changes influenced the formation of governments, laws, religious faiths, and economic institutions in the latter half of the Middle Ages and beyond. Creating laws, for example, that focus on individuals and their properties (“rights”) just makes sense if one lives in communities with weak family ties, substantial relational mobility, and a developing individualistic psychology that parses the world in dispositional ways (“she’s trustworthy”). By contrast, if one lives in a community where relational ties are central and people are primarily judged by their social and family connections, building law and government around individual rights doesn’t seem like common sense. It doesn’t “fit” people’s psychological inclinations.



Henrich spends large chunks of the book establishing that these differences are real and pointing out how they might have arisen from his casual drivers (e.g., bans on cousin marriage).

It is also worth noting that this process also had reinforcement loops. The MFP allowed the church to vastly increase its wealth and it ended up owning 25-50% of the arable land in some kingdoms. Kings were able to weaken potential internal rivals for their thrones as a consequence of this program. It is hard for rival houses to build alliances against you if they are limited in who they can marry to cement their position.

Henrich uses these psychological alterations to trace through the changes in the broader weft of European society and how that led, inexorably, to the industrial revolution. From the book The Weirdest People in the World:


Psychological developments such as greater impersonal trust, less conformity, broader literacy, and greater independence would have opened the flow of ideas, beliefs, values, and practices among individuals and communities within Europe. At the same time, the proliferation of voluntary associations and rising urbanization, especially the growth of free cities, would have expanded the collective brain by bringing diverse individuals together and aligning their interests. In fact, four voluntary associations-charter cities, monasteries, apprenticeships, and universities-all contributed to broadening the flow of knowledge and technology around Europe. At an individual level, people's desire to come up with new ideas and improved techniques-to uniquely distinguish themselves-would have interacted synergistically with rising levels of patience, time thrift, analytic thinking, overconfidence, and positive-sum thinking (optimism). When viewed in the context of these social, psychological, and institutional changes, which accumulated gradually over a millennium, Europe's technological and economic acceleration seems a lot less puzzling.



This psychological ratchet gets run for a 1000+ years and results in populations so psychologically different that things like the enlightenment, the industrial revolution, specialization of roles, and modern, parliamentary democracy just fall out.

I find it extremely clever and compelling. In some ways it comports with my aesthetic commitments very well. It is a grand narrative that explains so much but not everything. It is unexpected and intricate. It maintains the point that humans are born the same and that their experiences change them (i.e., nothing special about Europeans—just the play of chance around how one sect of Christianity took over the West and, unthinkingly, started down a path that led to the modern world).

It also comports with my materialist inclinations. I usually don’t like psychological explanations because they feel too squishy for me (e.g., the West just believes more in freedom seems like a completely inadequate explanation for anything). Henrich does a wonderful job of closing that gap. He establishes a specific mechanism for changing psychology and then shows how that led to material changes in the world.

I find it extremely pleasing that the industrial revolution just seems like a natural extension of this approach. It reminds me of the mathematical program method championed by Alexander Grothendieck. In this approach, one builds a mathematical structure that envelops the proof topic. In the end, the proof just falls out of the new edifice that has been built. It just feels right at that point with an air of comfortable inevitability and deep understanding.

**

Of course, I have to consider where Henrich’s arguments may be weakest. Henrich relies heavily on two techniques that have proven to be problematic in other arenas. The first is the use of small-scale psychological studies to establish the large psychological variations among populations. Experiments of this type have been the primary driver for the replication crisis in psychology. Many of the worst offenders were priming studies and, thankfully, he does not use many of those types of experiments as evidence here. However, the challenges of small sample size and ambiguous endpoints still loom.

The second approach is observational work where he and his colleagues attempt to correlate economic growth or some other factor to variables like the length of exposure to the churches MFP.  These types of experiments have proven to be fairly unreliable for settling disputes in medicine. They can be good hypothesis generators, but lack the ability of randomized control trials to provide clear evidence for the truth. As dispositive evidence, they make me nervous.

But when I reflect on it, even this is an aesthetic sensibility issue. Henrich advances much more data than is usually given in a historical account. It just happens to be of a type (small scale psychological studies and observational work) and in a style (in good Gladwellian fashion, bouncing back and forth between the studies and his grand narrative) that raises my hackles. There is some reasonable set of priors about this sort of thing, but, in the end, there is a certain aesthetic I have come to like and this doesn’t really follow it.

What is strange about this is that Henrich adduces far more evidence for his thesis than Jared Diamond does in Guns, Germs and Steel. Beyond that, in the hierarchy of evidence types, it is hard to argue that Henrich has worse evidence than Diamond. After all, Diamond is mostly just telling a story and pointing out some biogeographical facts along the way. However, I fell in love with Diamond’s thesis from the moment I started his book. With Henrich, I had to reread it to really get comfortable with it. Once I did, it ascended into the pantheon for me.

This is curious. In some way, the amount and type of evidence Henrich advances makes his thesis less credible to me. It is cases like this that have made me more aware of my aesthetic preferences when I consider various arguments. In this case, a hurried reading would have left me cold even though, upon reflection, I think the argument is quite strong.

**

So that’s it. My current prior for the overall arc of human history starts with chimpanzee-like creatures that, probably due to subtle differences in their environment, branched into different lineages. One of them picked up protolanguage after some millions of years and it was off to the races. Over tens of thousands of years after the development of modern cognition, humanity remained in a generally hunter gatherer state and did not form larger societies. This may have been caused by the ice age or because the species was self domesticating through group murder of the most aggressive males. Once this was done, humans slowly took up agriculture.  It proved to be a dominant cultural package in the more fertile parts of the globe and relatively quickly full bronze age civilizations emerged in Eurasia/Africa. That process took a few thousand years longer in the Americas because of a poor biogeographical draw (lack of domesticable animals and plants and in the North/South axis of the continent). In late antiquity in Europe the Western Church took up a marriage and family program that completely altered how people lived. In doing so, it inadvertently undermined the intensive kin based relations that had dominated much of the agricultural civilizations that had existed to that point. From there, it was just a hop skip and a jump to modern society.

There are large holes in this narrative and it will, undoubtedly, be updated with new data.  Most glaringly, I have not addressed the revolution that ancient DNA has caused in our historical understanding. This is mostly because it is happening so fast that it is hard to keep up with it and integrate it into a complete narrative. However, in the end I expect it to have a profound effect.

**

I am grateful to Henrich and the entire anthropological academic tradition he represents. I was mostly ignorant of this area and now I see it as one of the most critical ways to understand the broad sweep of human events. It also gives great insight into the range of human psychological states which is far greater than I had supposed.

We need more of these ways of understanding. I had been limited to two major paradigms for understanding history—classical narratives based on political history and archeology, and economics. Unfortunately, both have significant limitations. I had a pretty good grasp on the limitations of narrative history, but, until recently, I think I was far too impressed with the economic approach. Although fruitful, it is ultimately a poor guide to much of history—especially earlier history. Behavioral economics has tried to patch some of these difficulties but, given Henrich’s results on psychological variation, it is likely to be inadequate.

I look forward to learning more from the cultural anthropologists and seeing how they and others integrate our rapidly expanding genetic and archeological understanding into a more complete and accurate story of how we got to where we are.




Title of book: The Most Democratic Branch: How the Courts Serve America

You can look at any given court case in two radically different ways. Officially, as the Supreme Court says, cases must always be about “definite and concrete” controversies that touch upon “the legal relations of parties having adverse legal interests.” In this framing, the “judicial power” involves four key elements:


	Jurisdiction (which literally means “to speak the law”): the power to decide for itself what the law is, for the purposes of a given dispute.

	Doctrine: the power to adjudicate and implement extra-legal procedures (like rules of evidence or standards of scrutiny) that are appropriate for adjudicating and implementing the legal claims before it.

	Finality: the power to issue a ruling which binds the public—whether to perform or enforce or accept a decision—even when the public disagrees.

	Judgment: the power to award remedies for violated rights and reliefs from specific wrongs.



This framing naturally prompts you to think about cases in terms of whether you support the winner and whether you support the precedent. In other words, if you look at a case as if it’s a struggle between the plaintiff and the defendant—a struggle in which the facts have already happened, and the laws have already been written, which simply comes of its own accord before a referee—then of course the questions which make you feel virtuous and powerful (when you’re watching the news or chatting with friends) are “Which side is the asshole?” and “Which side will the arc of history favor?”

It may seem like these are substantially different reactions, for two basic reasons: first, because causes only become cases by passing through certain bottlenecks, which often don’t select for parties who broadly represent their own supposed side; and, second, because courts can decide the manner in which a given party wins, and so can easily issue decisions in which a given cause “loses by winning.” Yet if the courts can decide which cases to hear, and which issues to rule on, then treating them like a sports arena—where you hoot for some favored player, or some favored team—makes about as much sense as engaging with books in order to “support” certain characters, or certain storylines. Someone who idolizes movie mobsters may feel as though he disagrees with someone who says that mobster movies are actually about how crime doesn’t pay, but they’re both clearly making the same clear mistake.

Obviously, some authors are so craven and weak as to craft their own works in such sad and childish ways: here’s a scene where the good guy says that good things are good, clap if you agree! But even so, nothing can transubstantiate novels or histories into being “about” object-level political beliefs; preachy saccharine art says nothing about whether the people or policies which it condemns are bad, but says much about the souls and incentives and goals and structures which face the artist. In other words, the problem with this approach is not that it drags narratives down with grubby real-world issues, nor that it simplifies reality to fit immature narrative tropes. The problem is that it treats the work as an authoritative text, rather than an instrumental extension of the author.

And so the mature way to look at any given court case is to treat it like a carefully honed product, which is thus only about the institutional power of the courts. Though judges and lawyers and scholars may see the law as little more than fan-fiction about the shriekers and husks who parade before them—the special interests and the named props—you should learn to see it as something more. And this is the main point of Jeffrey Rosen’s “The Most Democratic Branch: How the Courts Serve America.” Obviously, as with all other topics, this only matters now insofar as it relates to progress in AI; I believe that such an approach will help us (personally and politically) cultivate some much-needed human supremacism, but a bit of background is needed first.



Doesn’t it seem like we’ve transitioned from a world of hero worship to a world of passive totems? We compulsively tear down statues of historical figures because, by definition, great men are not “nice guys,” and we compulsively bow down to random supposed victims. It should by now be clear to everyone that this iconoclasm is not about finding idols who fulfill a new morality—that it’s not about soberly condemning the works and virtues of old gods, nor about actually venerating worthy individuals—but rather about frantically replacing agents with objects. All so that we can take sides in a million little controversies, and claim them for our ideologies!

Our current pantheon includes whoever lived a sad life and died a bad death, no matter how much harm they did, and how little good. It includes aimless and pathetic men who committed heinous crimes, so long as they died on video, and so long as their snuff films went viral. It includes “hidden figures” whose contributions were overlooked, precisely because they were overlooked, no matter how middling their contributions may have been. The first book I was assigned in college was “The Immortal Life of Henrietta Lacks,” which is a religious text about a clump of cancer cells, which were taken for scientific research from a random patient, who didn’t even contribute her own informed consent. You can fill in thousands of other examples from the culture war, but that’s only one small battle in the war on agency.

Did you know that the S&P500 is technically (for tax purposes) a trust, established in the name of 11 millennials? They were selected more or less at random, as babies with long life expectancies, so that the fund can use your money to buy and sell stocks on your behalf, without requiring you to pay capital gains taxes until you cash out; they receive no benefit or liability from it, and mostly didn’t even know—until a few years ago, when a journalist tracked them down—that they’d been chosen or even considered for anything like this. If the next generation decides that it likes financial capitalism, it will build a religion around these human props.

Much of our economy is like this. Most mortgages are technically owned by MERS—which is short for Mortgage Electronic Registration Systems, Inc.—so that the major banks (which collectively own MERS) can trade the titles to mortgages without having to fill out county land records. Most shares, at least by value, are technically owned by the Depository Trust & Clearing Corporation, so that brokers don’t have to physically transfer and keep track of stock certificates. Most major companies in our country are incorporated in Delaware, for tax purposes; a small building there called the Corporation Trust Center officially houses the headquarters for about 300,000 of them. The list goes on and on and on.

You may not yet believe that any of those artifacts command power or demand worship. But just think about how our judiciary works on any issue. The cases are named after characters to whom things happen, on and off the court: special interest lawyers all-but frame some nobody, and steal his likeness, and offer it up as tribute for some judge to puppet. For instance, consider the jurisprudence on gay rights. In the first major supreme court case on this topic, a cop happened upon two men having sex, while serving an unrelated warrant. Because they became understandably irate about this intrusion, the cop then charged them with sodomy. Because this crime wasn’t often prosecuted—even in those rare instances when people were caught in the act—the charges were dropped. And yet, because the ACLU had been looking for a test case on this issue, it contacted the men involved, and offered to sue the state attorney general on their behalf. Hence, Bowers v Hardwick was born (though it failed to overturn Georgia’s ban on sodomy).

Later, in Lawrence v Texas, an inebriated jealous man called the cops on his gay lover and a suspected romantic rival, falsely claiming that his own partner was “going crazy with a gun” in the relevant apartment. The police arrived, guns drawn, and became understandably irate when they realized that it had been a ruse, and so they arrested all three men (one for filing a false report, the other two for sodomy). It now seems clear that the sodomy charge was fabricated, but a gay rights group—which had been actively looking for a chance to challenge this rarely enforced law—heard about the incident, stole a copy of the relevant arrest reports from the courts, tracked the men down, and convinced them to plead no contest instead of disputing the factual record, so that they could dispute the law. However, the fine was initially too small to qualify for an appeal, so the activist lawyers convinced the judge to raise the penalty against their own clients, and then, eventually, got it all the way up to the Supreme Court.

The majority decision didn’t declare that sodomy was a constitutionally protected act, nor that homosexuals were a constitutionally protected group, but still overturned the sodomy law on the following grounds: “These matters, involving the most intimate and personal choices a person may make in a lifetime, choices central to personal dignity and autonomy, are central to the liberty protected by the Fourteenth Amendment. At the heart of liberty is the right to define one’s own concept of existence, of meaning, of the universe, and of the mystery of human life.” These were, verbatim, the same grounds on which the court had previously struck down limits on abortions (in Planned Parenthood v Casey, which replaced the clear and categorical framework of Roe v Wade with an incredibly vague standard). Both times, the words were written by Anthony Kennedy, who had a notorious penchant for such floweriness and slipperiness.

Because of the Lawrence decision’s opacity, it immediately birthed countless spin-offs. For example, the day after that opinion was handed down, special interest lawyers won a rehearing in the trial of an intellectually disabled adult—for having sex with an intellectually disabled fourteen year old—which ultimately loosened age-of-consent laws. Other such cases promptly challenged limits on incest, bestiality, sex toys, teacher-student relationships, gay adoption, and so forth, with varying degrees of success. But, obviously, the only person acting with any agency in these narratives was Kennedy: for example, in US v Windsor, he manufactured an appeal out of a case where the government, the plaintiff, and the lower court had all agreed that a gay marriage license was valid; this allowed him to write a majority opinion declaring that the Defense of Marriage Act “demeans the couple, whose moral and sexual choices the Constitution protects.”

Though I don’t share his worldview, I respect that he was willing to sacrifice procedural clarity for moral clarity, and thus to call forth innumerable test cases, of dubious authenticity, in order to further clarify his vision. And his vision, first and foremost, is of a court that’s confident enough in its moral fiber to dictate our culture to us. After all, the main impact and message of cases like Romer v Evans and Obergefell v Hodges was not that sodomy is a protected act, nor that gays are a protected class, or else they would have clearly said as much; instead, it was that the court decides these issues now, and that its decisions come from the heart, not the head. I’ve already mentioned how many companies have Potemkin headquarters in Wilmington, but I haven’t mentioned that—behind them—looms the Delaware Court of Chancery: it’s one of this country’s few remaining courts of equity (which basically means that judges decide cases based on their gut rather than law), and it’s practically in charge of US corporate law.



This coy and fickle style of rule clearly wouldn’t work for top-down structures, in which the leader issues commands rather than judgments, and awards resources based on prospects rather than results. Generals and executives need to be clear on what they want ahead of time, so they can move whole organizations proactively. Of course, this leads to the two standard alignment problems: the inner problem of ensuring that your subordinates are properly generalizing their instructions, and the outer problem of ensuring that your instructions actually point toward something good. But such proactive top-down commands are the only way to make a large machine that’s made of humans move quickly enough to meet human demands.

The law, in contrast, is a bottom-up structure, in the sense that its lowest levels apply whatever procedures they’re given, and pass exceptions up to their superiors, until, eventually the hardest cases fall upon the highest dockets, after they’ve passed through several appellate layers. This is roughly how feudal states were governed, before the industrial revolution’s scaling laws built up vast human organizations, and it may be where we’re headed once again: it relies on the presumption that a king should call forth massive amounts of processing power to filter what’s before his court—and so save himself a little time—and that his subjects should be trained to adopt his metaphysical frame. And this is precisely the promise of AI… intelligence available at practically the speed of light, already almost too cheap to meter, from cogs that you should feel entitled to discipline to your whims.

After all, even if the cogs in an organization could act inhumanly fast, we’d still want them to place their outputs before us, for a final judgment, because an energy source that’s burning much too rapidly to control is properly thought of as a hazardous explosion, rather than fuel. And it would go a long way toward fixing inner alignment if your subordinates were incentivized to apply standard established procedures, and to appeal every edge case up a layer, and to look for ever more hard cases to send up the chain; and it would go a long way toward fixing outer alignment if you didn’t have to rule on where you’re going until it begins to emerge.

This is basically what “reinforcement learning from human feedback” (RLHF) means, and it seems to work incredibly well for standard AI systems… at least, if capabilities increase gradually enough that your feedback doesn’t fall behind a backlog of new questions, and if these systems are composed of meaningfully adversarial parts. And I think there’s a large chance that we’ll get just such a slow and multipolar takeoff, for two basic reasons: first, because AI progress is clearly governed by simple scaling laws that are based on costly inputs like hardware, data, and inference; and, second, because it’s much easier to copy or leak a model than to train it. [insert section on training from alt]



But what about our elected government? Well, do you really think that Joe Biden or Donald Trump were ever really in charge of pretty much anything? The president gets to appoint about 4,000 people, most of whom he can’t then legally fire. In comparison, about three million civilians officially work in the executive branch, and a supermajority of them can’t be fired without affirmatively proving “just cause” before the MSPB (which is an agency whose heads likewise have tenure). And this is just one of the deep state’s unaccountability mechanisms: 40% of them are in unions, compared with 5% of private-sector workers; the Office of Personnel Management is an independent agency fully in charge of many staffing decisions; the Office of Government Ethics is an independent agency empowered to investigate the whole executive branch; etc.

Even the Executive Office of the President—the 1,800 people who actually work for the White House—doesn’t belong to him. Here’s the second paragraph of its wikipedia page, in full: “The EOP is also referred to as a ‘permanent government,’ with many policy programs, and the people who implement them, continuing between presidential administrations. This is because there is a need for qualified, knowledgeable civil servants in each office or agency to inform its new politicians.” And administrative agencies don’t even go to the white house to testify about their personnel, policy, or funding… they go to congress!

But do you think that congress is any different? The average age of House Reps is about 60, the average age of Senators is about 65, and the average age of congressional staffers is about 30, so the actual individuals involved are mostly senile or adolescent. None of them even pretend to read—much less write—the laws they propose and vote on, and anyway they basically just pass one meaningful piece of legislation each year: the general blank-check funding package called an omnibus bill (and then each agency writes thousand-page regulatory rules for itself about how it will “interpret” this authority).

The incumbency rates in both of its houses are well over 90%, and just about one third of citizens can even name their congressman. This is to say nothing of the committee system, which completely controls what little actually happens in congress. As for oversight: the 60,000 total employees of the legislative and judicial branches combined can only supervise our three million civil servants on a slow-burning case-by-case basis. And yet I bet that you still care about elections! You might as well have opinions about the Office of Law Revision Counsel, which summarizes all our statutes into the US Code; or about the Government Printing Office, which publishes their work.

How about political parties: whether you look at campaign contributions, party registrations, or survey data, there are about ten times as many Democrats as Republicans in the civil service, and this ratio gets even more lopsided within its highest ranks. Among the prestigious media companies which civil servants actually take orders from—elite universities, mainstream news, movie studios, and social networks—this ratio rises to 100:1. In contrast, stereotypically conservative industries (defense, finance, energy, pharmaceuticals, etc) seem to hire about evenly from both parties. And yet I bet that you still have opinions about Republicans! You might as well have views on the Liberal-Democratic, National-Democratic, Agricultural-Democratic, or Christian-Democratic parties of East Germany, which together consistently won far more parliamentary seats than did the communists, in that parliamentary system.

The most obvious way to end this desiccated and consumptive way of life would be for a president to seize his mandate as the chief executive of the executive branch, and to declare himself our living constitution. It’s happened before: FDR took power over every bureaucracy by moving the Bureau of the Budget into the White House, and sending its agents into every other agency, to exert extremely hands-on oversight over anything that used any administrative funds; Reagan did something somewhat similar, without nearly as much success, when he set up a new division called OIRA within the ossified descendant of the Bureau of the Budget, to give his cost-benefit analysts limited veto power over many types of official regulations. And Trump considered giving himself unilateral firing authority over the whole civil service, through what he called “Schedule F.”

Admittedly, a century of utterly fake precedent claims that congress can give administrators tenure protections from the president, and the civil service has issued utterly fake regulations expanding these protections… but if the president actually sends in men with guns to remove the fired and change the locks—as FDR did plenty of times—then that won’t really matter. And yet I can’t really see this happening anymore, because the communications age has put the media companies that run our single-party state in charge of normal voter opinions, and strongman populism is of course an existential threat to the continued rule of cosseted elites (whose path to power only runs through making you worry more about their chosen issues, instead of actually delivering results which you can judge).

But there’s another way. It doesn’t involve bringing congress back online as a live player: the speaker can’t consolidate power unless he can purge the other party from the capitol, so as to prevent his own flanks from defecting to unseat him; and no large companies are effectively governed via rule-by-committee. That’s why, in modern times, the senate was only ever functional and muscular under the brief leadership of LBJ (who was willing to play hard and break rules), and why the “Gingrich revolution”—an attempt at breaking the committee system, so that the speaker could actually lead—fizzled out so quickly. Perhaps part of the problem is that we’ve been looking for elected leaders, and so, rather than granting them our loyalty, we often think that they should follow us. Of course, this only traps everyone together within one leaderless ideological blob, and makes us all malignant and shrill and imperious.

And so, instead, our way out involves asking judges to become outright rulers once again, with absolute authority over their subject populations… and then involves each of us choosing our jurisdiction. After all, you can’t exert any meaningful influence over where a given leader heads, but you can unilaterally decide which one you’d like to follow. I don't mean this simply in the sense that, in courts, judges can overturn statutes and regulations; each branch tautologically reigns supreme over its own organs of rule, and can only grow by expanding the definition of its own functions, so as to gobble up more authority over external institutions. In other words, my point is not that the judiciary should weigh in on particular policies any more than it already does. Nor is my point that it should train the other branches to mimic its own procedures. Rather, I mean that courts must claim the right to judge what counts as good, and so decide where we’re heading. They must be willing to confidently sculpt our folkways and our myths anew. They must be willing to claim jurisdiction over whatever looks like fundamental questions, and ignore everything else.

After all, this is how every new order views its founder: Hammurabi, Moses, Jesus, and Muhammad are but a few examples. Just consider the courtroom of the Supreme Court, which is lined with 18 great lawgivers, of whom 14 were sovereigns. Or consider Carlyle’s taxonomy of heroes and hero-worship—from god-emperors to religious prophets to canonical poets to formal priests to men-of-letters to absolutist kings—in which the champion of each age is best understood as an interpreter of the one who came before, who can thus faithfully render their judgments unto us, and so carry our people forward. What is the universal yearning across all historical cultures for a “stranger-king,” if not a request for an impartial arbitrator of transcendent merit, who can thus mightily bring down his judgments upon us, and so forge us together anew?

We’re already halfway there. Did you know that our word capitol (with an O) comes down to us from the same archaic root as capital—i.e. from caput, meaning head—but only because the Founding Fathers named Capitol Hill after Ancient Rome’s Capitoline Hill? The Palatine Hill would have made far more sense as a name for our seat of government: it was the centermost Roman hill, and where their mythic founding happened, and where the imperial palaces stood. The Capitolium, in contrast, housed the Temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus. The Supreme Court building, of course, is architecturally based on their temples, and is, for intuitive reasons, often called our “temple of justice.”

According to myth, the Capitoline Hill was so named because—while laying their temple’s foundations—the Romans discovered a person’s head. And where else in government can we find someone whose head has been decently preserved from our steep descent into stupidity during the last fifty years? Where else can we find a leader who has saved face despite our sudden decline into degeneracy? It seems obvious to me that the average justice sits head-and-shoulders above pretty much any recent president or congressperson, in both intelligence and character. After all, what other branch reaches up toward its ostensible ideals, and couches its dictates in appeals to heaven? Can you even imagine a candidate on the campaign trail reading a speech about our traditions and structures of government? Or can you imagine a justice writing an opinion that panders to millions of random strangers? Can you imagine what sort of person each tendency selects for, and what it then does to them?

Just look at the clarity of purpose and vision that judges display. For example, RBG was first diagnosed with cancer in 1999, when she was already over 65; she was then diagnosed with pancreatic cancer in 2009, when Obama was president, and the Democrats had 60 votes in the senate. It should go without saying that a filibuster-proof opportunity to be replaced by partisan allies doesn’t come around often, especially if you’re already over 75 and dying. But she didn’t care one bit about party loyalty or ideological power—at least, not compared with remaining involved in the craft of justice—and so she gave her seat to someone her supposed fans can’t stomach, who will reign from that throne for decades hence. Though RBG was obviously no great leader, I think that history’s greats would understand and respect her vast indifference to normal small-bore policy, vastly more than they could stomach the ambient roar of ordinary political indignant shrieks.

In contrast, representatives from each party often sound the same, whether they’re in the house, the senate, or the white house; hell, they even sound the same when they’re running for state or local office. But if your city councilors run on hot-button federal issues, and if you can predict the vast majority of their political views based on how they talk about any three topics picked at random, then why not just collapse them all into a single national election? And yet each supreme court justice has a careful, coherent, and creative worldview of his own, and each offers up thoughtful guidance to you on countless areas of concern. Further, each one wants you to learn to think how he would, rather than just what he would.



In the beginning, there was the King’s Court: the Curia Regis, which moved from palace to palace with him—hearing pleas from his people and issuing judgments in response. The Norman Conquest imposed on England this roving mass of royal attendants, out of which all its major governing bodies grew. This body shared certain similarities with the Witan, which had been the country’s previous ruling council, in that both mainly functioned as courts in the judicial sense (though Witenagemot elected their monarch). For example, instead of writing general laws they would mostly just approve or veto specific writs and grants, which only applied to particular cases or persons.

Over the next few centuries, the tenants-in-chief—those whose land tenure came directly from the king—gradually became the “High Court of Parliament,” and took an active role against the king by demanding the redress of certain juridical grievances, in exchange for accepting certain taxes. Of course, this fracturing of sovereign authority could only happen messily, amidst much domestic strife. At first it involved purely symbolic gestures, like the Charter of Liberties, which Henry I proclaimed in 1100, upon acceding to the throne, to assuage some nobles who’d been disgruntled by the prior king’s arbitrary claims against them. But following a period of civil war known as “the anarchy,” and several unpopular attempts at restoring order (especially under Henry II), the crown began to offer real concessions.

For instance, in 1215, King John tried to quell some rebellious barons by issuing a “Great Charter,” which we call the Magna Carta, and which mainly granted them certain trial rights against the crown. Both sides immediately broke this bargain, leading to the First Barons’ War. In 1216, the next king—Henry III—reissued a slightly weaker version of it, and then in 1217 agreed to a slightly stronger version of it, in order to briefly resolve the conflict. But you can tell this didn’t stick, because it was reissued again in 1225 and then yet again in 1297, in exchange for grants of new taxes. In the meantime, there was a Second Barons’ War, and the Provisions of Oxford, and the Provisions of Westminster, and the Statute of Marlborough, and the Statute of Westminster, and the Model Parliament. And so, by 1300, parliament became a somewhat regularly constituted body, with powers to pass general laws. And because this was the body through which the king raised general revenue, it expanded, in fits and starts, to represent the gentry and merchant classes.

But several other courts also developed out of the curia regis during that century, and, until the Glorious Revolution, they arguably mattered more: there was the Court of Common Pleas, which heard civil disputes; the King’s Bench, which heard criminal disputes; the Exchequer of Pleas, which heard tax disputes; and the Court of Chancery, which heard matters of equity. Except, of course, for all the countless exceptions, which allowed them to relentlessly fight each other for jurisdiction.

By the mid-14th Century, all of these high courts had settled down in Westminster, instead of continuing to move with the king. However, low-level courts remained mobile: the assizes, the eyres, the piepowders, and the quarter-sessions moved on regular circuits through the land, and these continued hearing most normal cases (on top of administering most local government duties, like roads, bridges and licenses). Many of the aforementioned disputes between lords and monarch—like the Assize of Clarendon and Magna Carta—involved formalizing these bodies, for instance by establishing jury trials and placing checks on the behavior of sheriffs. But then these lower courts remained mostly the same through the 18th Century, while the high courts metastasized into unrecognizable shapes in their quest for power.

It’s worth dwelling on these low-level courts for a moment, as a demonstration of how thoroughly the judiciary monopolized government authority. For example, there weren’t really police or prosecutors until after 1800: a town might have a night watch, and a sheriff, and a constable, and “thief-takers” (a mix between bounty hunters and private detectives); but all of these operated almost entirely by some mix of draft-lottery and fee-for-service, and were basically nonexistent compared with contemporaneous law enforcement regimes in continental Europe. You’d have to hire a constable or thief-taker to bring in a suspect for you, and then you’d have to hire a prosecutor. The courts would pay rewards for convictions—to be split among the lawyers, victims, and witnesses—and then merchants would pay sheriffs for convict labor. Or the court would just empanel a grand jury and ask them to testify about every crime they’d witnessed. And “crime” basically meant “what the courts decide counts as criminal,” rather than referring to specific statutes. Hell, prison didn’t even really exist as a punishment until, in 1776, transportation to the US became unviable.

In other words, true judicial supremacy has worked in the past, in the one context that actually birthed an industrial revolution that’s likely comparable in world-historical impact to AI (and in one of the only contexts where rapid modernization didn’t radically misalign the government). Judicial supremacy is also how the medieval church held power over Europe, consistently enforcing its view of the sacred against far-flung and resourceful power-seeking agents: its ecclesiastical courts claimed exclusive jurisdiction over huge swathes of each sovereign’s subjects; it was thus able to practically control continental politics for centuries, and fend off militant campaigns by various crowns to reclaim authority over their own country’s clergy. For example, during the investiture controversy, the Vatican’s “deep state” simultaneously rebuffed vigorous attempts by Henry I of England and the Holy Roman Emperor to appoint their own bishops. Likewise, under Henry II, about a fifth of English people could basically just be tried by the church, and his modest claim to share some jurisdiction over them provoked an internal revolt and an international crisis.

Other English kings gradually limited the pope’s claims on estates, trusts, knights, and lawyers, until, centuries later, Henry VIII could liquidate the monasteries. However, his main strategy for liquidating this rival quasi-judiciary was to set up royal courts to dispose of all their property: the Courts of General Surveyors, of Augmentations, of First Fruits and Tenths, and of Wards and Liveries. And he turned the Court of Star Chamber from a vestigial council into his main political weapon. Because, in many contexts, the courts are all you need.



The story of how the high courts actually worked—how they fought each other for power—will cure you of any remaining temptation to think about judicial cases as nonfiction. Essentially, they focused on the “forms of action” rather than the “causes of action”: so long as your paperwork was in order, the real-world facts of your case didn’t have to be. For example, during the 1300s, to claim jurisdiction, the courts often had to allege some breach of the king’s peace. Thus, the most common form of action became the writ of trespass “by force and arms.” In many of these cases, nobody even pretended to believe that there had been any force, but they nonetheless recited the words. A fairly typical example is Rattlesdene v Grunestone, in which a shipping accident spoiled some wine. The writ stated that the defendants “with force and arms, namely with swords and bows and arrows, drew off a great part of the wine from the aforesaid tun and instead of the wine so drawn off they filled the tun with salt water so that all the aforesaid wine was destroyed.”

In these cases, the plaintiffs didn’t actually argue that any violence occurred, nor was the defendant actually at risk of being found guilty for it. But in order to bring their claim before a high court, they needed a writ from the king, and parliament had limited the king’s ability to issue new kinds of writs, so everyone made do with legal fictions. Eventually, the chancery—which issued these writs on the king’s behalf—used this power over judicial proceedings to become a court itself. And so the court of chancery was born, as a “court of equity,” which mostly just meant that it had vastly more discretion than its rivals (which made it generally more efficient and fair). And so it spent the 1400s gobbling up a rapidly growing share of their cases.

Each of the major courts fought back against its sudden loss of relevance in an interesting way. Normally, property disputes had been heard in the court of common pleas. However, the king’s bench claimed that every debt case could be reclassified as a breach of contract, which allowed the bench to hear it, and which also favored plaintiffs more: for example, instead of debtors just having to find twelve “oath-helpers” to swear to their innocence, they would face normal jurors; thus, plaintiffs quickly began to file substantially more property disputes there (eventually, this led to so many dubious cases that parliament required enforceable contracts to be written). The king’s bench also retained special jurisdiction over the county of Middlesex, which allowed it to try cases arising there without seeking different writs from the chancery for every trial action. And so the bench officially classified much of its caseload as having arisen there, without any pretense of honesty.

The exchequer of pleas played similar games with tax cases. Using the writ of quominus, it claimed that any debt case could be reclassified as a case about the debtor’s interference with a taxpayer’s ability to pay the crown its due. Similarly, the exchequer absorbed several other revenue-related courts whole, including the courts of augmentations and of general surveyors. But it remained the smallest player, largely because it failed to differentiate itself from its competitors (for example, the chancery could also hear these “ability-to-pay” cases).

The king’s bench also essentially created judicial review. In the Case of Proclamations, for instance, it declared that only parliament can declare new laws, and so it would sabotage attempts to enforce “unlawful” declarations by the king. Likewise, consider the Earl of Oxford’s case: Queen Elizabeth purchased some land from Cambridge, despite a law forbidding sales of college land; she then sold it to someone who sold it to Edward de Vere, whose estate leased it out to someone who sued the college for simultaneously leasing it out to someone else. The bench, under chief justice Edward Coke, repeatedly ruled the sale void, while the chancery, under chancellor Francis Bacon, repeatedly ruled it valid. Their endless and acrimonious tug of war eventually led, indirectly, to both of them being unceremoniously removed from office, and finding even higher acclaim in other pastures. Naturally, King James I then sided with the chancery, and parliament sided with the bench, and after a civil war and revolution the parliamentarians won. (By the way, this case—which featured Queen Elizabeth, Edward Coke, Francis Bacon, and the author of the plays attributed to Shakespeare—should clearly demonstrate that courtly politics really do bring out the best people).

And, finally, the court of common pleas began to claim that unwritten common law rights controlled acts of both parliament and crown. For example, in Dr Bonham’s case, it ruled that some of its own authorities could not be lawfully granted to licensing boards; and in the Case of Prohibitions it ruled that some of its own authorities could not be royally granted to judges it didn’t license. These two decisions may seem to be in tension with the two aforementioned claims by the king’s bench that only parliament can declare new laws—especially given that Edward Coke authored all four of them—but it was all part of the general struggle against royal prerogatives and courts of equity. (Hence, for instance, Coke’s influential obsession with pretending that all of the rights he championed had reigned supreme among Anglo-Saxons until the Norman Conquest).

And so, by the century’s end, after the Revolution of 1688, courts of equity were mostly abolished, and judicial independence from the crown mostly ensured. Gradually, they were unified, and regularized, and granted equity jurisdiction. The chancery had every advantage: it used the common tongue while common law courts were still using Latin; it had the king on its side, and the right to be arbitrary. Hell, in plenty of European countries the chancellor beat out the prime minister to become the head of government. But when you’re not facing meaningful risks of invasion—for instance, when you’re a backwards island on the outskirts of premodern civilization, or perhaps when you’re a global hegemon protected by nukes and two oceans—the crown hangs heavy, and the king becomes decadent, and proper judges can arise.



A similar story played out on our shores. During the colonial period, judges weren’t independent of royal governors—they could be fired by the executive branch at will—and, in fact, were often considered part of the executive branch (indeed, judges and governors were both typically called magistrates). For example, as John Adams put it, “the first grand division of constitutional powers” was between “those of legislation and those of execution,” with “the administration of justice” resting in “the executive part of the constitution.” Or, as Thomas Paine said, there were “no more than two powers in any government, viz. the power to make laws, and the power to executive them; for the judicial power is only a branch of the executive, the chief of every country being the first magistrate.”

This view didn’t come down to us from high theory, but rather from lived experience: colonial courts oversaw everything from tax assessment and road repair to poor relief and licensing. Further, they inhabited a legal gray area which gave them ample discretion: in general, the English judiciary had remained quite hazy about when exactly it would apply the written statutes of parliament or the unwritten “common law” of precedent; but colonial judges could also generally pick between applying the laws and traditions of England or America. Thus, during the revolutionary period, state constitutions generally moved the courts under the legislative branch.

It’s worth noting that between independence and the constitution, basically every state was run by its house of representatives: they often had the unilateral power to hire and fire judges, and interfere in judicial decisions; likewise, almost no governors could veto laws or issue pardons. In fact, this is why so many legislatures still call their lower house “representative”: at the founding, that one body was thought enough to represent our interests. And one of their most animating projects was to ban judicial discretion—to formally codify what mattered from the common law, and eliminate the rest—because there’s an intuitively appealing argument against allowing elites in robes to issue arbitrary dictates.

However, you don’t need a good handle on Godel’s incompleteness theorems to guess that this creates all kinds of decisional issues. How do you interpret and apply these laws? How do you even keep track of them, given that, until the late 19th Century, they were mostly just published chronologically, as lists of generally unrelated statutes? Even if you track some relevant legislation down, how do you know it wasn’t subsequently revised by subsequent legislatures? As one judge at the time famously put it: “The acts of the legislature form but a small part of that code from which the citizen is to learn his duties, or the magistrate his power and rule of action. These temporary emanations of a body, the component members of which are subject to perpetual change, apply principally to the political exigencies of the day. [The common law] has ascertained and defined, with a critical precision, and with a consistency that no fluctuating political body could or can attain… most of our concerns in civil and social life.”

And so the courts gradually regained their ability to set out a hazy but coherent and explicable vision of the law. But because they have neither the sword nor the purse, they could only gain ground through compromise: they would generally restrain their use of the common law to procedural and interpretive questions, instead of continuing to invent specific new crimes and regulations; and they’d harmonize the common law in federal courts with whatever the local state courts counted as precedent. This strategy—whereby the courts focused on strengthening and unifying their internal rules, rather than issuing strongly-worded challenges to the other branches of government—served them incredibly well in countless other disputes during the following decades.

For example, the constitution doesn’t really say much about the judiciary besides that there should be one supreme court, and that congress should decide the rest. Because state courts could hear pretty much all federal cases, but federal courts could only hear certain kinds of state cases, we could have easily wound up without any meaningful third branch of government. So the story of how it claimed ultimate veto power over the other two—even though, as Madison said, this “makes the Judiciary Department paramount in fact to the Legislature, which was never intended and can never be proper”—is, first and foremost, a story of institutional finesse.

From the start, the supreme court wasn’t shy about striking down state laws and state court decisions, especially where those claimed to overturn the decisions or limit the jurisdiction of the federal courts (for example, see US v Peters, Martin v Hunter’s Lessee, and Cohens v Virginia). It even granted each citizen the right to sue any state government in federal court—in Chisholm v Georgia—but the popular backlash against this led to the eleventh amendment, which overturned it. However, when federal laws were on the line, the supreme court paid absurd amounts of deference: for instance, in Hylton v US, the justices upheld a federal tax as constitutional, and wrote that even if its constitutionality had been “doubtful” then they would have still been bound “to receive the construction” of congress; likewise, in Ware v Hylton, they had no problem striking down a state law in the name of a national treaty.

Hayburn’s Case, from 1792, stands out as a particularly clear example. Congress had given federal judges certain administrative duties—recommending pensions for individual disabled veterans to the secretary of war—which presented them with a tremendous opportunity. The judiciary sent remonstrances to the other two branches, protesting against the constitutionality of granting them this additional power, because (in their view) their decisions should never be subject to review by the other branches. However, the supreme court refrained from ruling on the case, preferring to let congress repeal the relevant law. Further, just listen to how they worded their complaint: “To be obliged to act contrary, either to the obvious directions of Congress, or to a constitutional principle, in our judgment equally obvious, excited feelings in us, which we hope never to experience again.”

In other words, their first attempt at overturning a federal law involved refusing powers that had been widely considered within the ambit of judges, in order to claim that their decisions should be considered final. Likewise, in Marbury v Madison—the first time they actually overturned a federal law—they merely claimed that congress had violated the constitution by giving them the right to hear a case about whether the president could interfere in judicial appointments; in fact, the violation had been so trivial that it could have been avoided if the case had first been heard by a lower court. And then they refrained from overturning any other federal laws for fifty more years (i.e., until the Dred Scott decision). Yet meanwhile, for instance, they decided that the constitution implicitly granted congress the right to charter a bank, and that this implicit right forbade any state from taxing it!

The general pattern during this early period is that the court retreated from political life in order to erect a defensible perimeter. They bowed and scraped before their funders and enforcers, so that they could lord over lower governments. They would not issue advisory opinions or accept administrative responsibilities, because their decisions would be final. They set up certain procedures that favored moving cases to federal courts, so they wouldn’t have to overturn as many state-level decisions. They established law schools and developed special jargon and utterly depoliticized themselves, in order to claim that their constitutional interpretations were above mere politics (no longer would judges campaign for politicians, or accept political appointments, or harangue the jurors in a case, though that had previously been the norm). They upheld vast amounts of general regulation, while also expanding individual rights: for example, they allowed increasingly aggressive industry-level economic interventions, and yet also radically strengthened corporate rights against specifically-targeted dispossession; because, after all, courts are designed for dealing with specific issues, not broad policies. Etc.



If the judiciary’s power is fundamentally institutional—rather than persuasive or practical—then, of course, the object of analysis should be the court, not the cases before it. And yet the supreme court was nothing special before Chief Justice John Marshall: from 1790 to 1800, it decided fewer than ten cases per year, and met for just four weeks, in the capitol building’s vacant rooms or taverns across the street; further, the founding fathers often refused appointments to it, or else quickly resigned in favor of state-level posts. For example, John Jay had been offered the spot that became John Marshall’s, but he declined it in order to pursue private work.

Then Marshall brought the court to life. He made the justices room and drink together during sessions. He made them wear plain black instead of ornate robes. Though the court had previously issued its opinions seriatim—with each judge writing his own decision—he decided that they’d keep their disagreements private now, and speak with one voice (his): during his first four years on the court, for example, it issued 46 decisions, all of them unanimous; he wrote 42 of them, and recused himself from the other four, due to conflicts of interest. He even disagreed with some of his own opinions, because the point was not “authentic self-expression” or careful policy-making, so much as building an impressive and imposing edifice through which to make his mark.

But still, it was hardly a force to be reckoned with. For example, in 1830, in response to disorderly encroachments against indigenous land, Georgia passed a law prohibiting whites from residing on it without a license. Ironically, twelve missionaries decided to protest this law as itself an encroachment on tribal sovereignty, and spent years provoking test cases by lawlessly settling there: the supreme court ruled in favor of their cause in Georgia v Tassel—though Georgia ignored the ruling—and then, likely daunted, it refused to hear a related case (Cherokee Nation v Georgia). Finally, when Georgia imprisoned them, the supreme court ruled that the state lacked jurisdiction, and ordered their release. But, as Andrew Jackson said, either famously or apocryphally, “John Marshall has made his decision; now let him enforce it.”

However, immediately afterwards, the nullification crisis—between the federal government and South Carolina—changed Jackson’s mind. He promised to negotiate an Indian removal treaty on behalf of Georgia (which resulted in the “trail of tears”) if it would stop flouting national law. Still, the missionaries refused to apologize, and the governor refused to issue them a pardon until they did; it almost became another supreme court case, until Georgia repealed the law in question, and the missionaries issued a statement thanking the state for its “magnanimity.” Strangely, this came to be seen as a great victory by the court, and led to significantly greater recognition of its powers.

Over the next century, though, the judiciary really did build itself up into a force able to shape national politics: the Lochner Court and the Warren Court were perhaps the most powerful policymakers of their respective eras—the gilded age and the sixties, respectively—and the opposition they faced was tremendous (but tremendously ineffective). And the main way that the judiciary accomplished this was by reforming the appeals process.

For its first century, the supreme court didn’t really control its own docket. There were certain appeals it had to hear, and others that it couldn’t hear. For example, if a circuit court’s judges issued a split decision, then the case could usually be appealed as of right (whereas otherwise the decision was basically final). Of course, back then, each justice would spend most of his time “riding circuit” and hearing appellate cases with various district judges—because courts of appeals didn’t really exist until the late 19th Century—and so, sometimes, the two would feign disagreement precisely in order to grant some dispute a “certificate of division.” But this burden on each justice obviously kept the court weak.

And so, gradually, courts of appeals replaced circuit riding, and writs of certiorari—which let the supreme court decide which cases to hear—replaced the tangle of technicalities that had previously controlled its docket. Thus, by the 1920s, the court could focus on interesting questions, and thus it began regularly overturning acts of congress (as well as its own precedents). This is also when dissents began to matter: previously, when there had been dissenters, they had often declined to write opinions; why bother, unless you can signal to a future court which cases it should reconsider? And yet now, of course, the court’s pantheon of voices holds pride of place in our national debate.

After all, since we have an elected sovereign, and ubiquitous political commentary, the only contribution that a parliament can make—aside from rule-by-committee and empty preening—is to pick out for us what should count as elevated speech: its original purpose was to parley with the king (so that he would be aware of relevant issues), and remove him if necessary; but both of those duties have quite clearly been rendered utterly anachronistic. However, unlike the legislature, the supreme court actually does something valuable, by calling forth solid arguments, and cultivating decent minds. No wonder its approval rating is double that of congress!

Each year, the justices consider about ten thousand petitions for certiorari, and issue about 100 decisions. This means that lawyers matter again: in the days of John Marshall, the supreme court could easily be swayed by decent arguments, or theatrical flair, because they had no real support staff or external information about each case, and were often drunk; now, of course, they’re beset by far too many professionals offering far too much guidance on which cases to accept, and so they must once more defer to lawyers who present their cert petitions with panache. However, they’re obviously thus immune to oral arguments, so they’re gradually skipping in-person hearings and simply ruling on the petitions. I hope this “shadow docket” eventually allows them to issue thousands of decisions per year, and become unabashed leaders—lithe and muscular, in ways that congress and the president are not—on every national concern.

Likewise, the justices don’t actually write their opinions anymore, and so—like a Renaissance master whose mentees produce paintings that he signs—each one must seek out young clerks each year who are worthy of using his name, and must hone them in his image. And what is the art of each age but that medium from which authors disappear? A grocery list isn’t literature because it only matters in relation to its actual writer, and the same holds true for “identity novelists” (whereas words like Joycean and Kafkaesque have transcended their original husks, and have thus become proper brands). May they become the curators of our national culture, like Homer and Hesiod before them.



And may they give us more worthy gods to worship: worthier than sad props like Hardwick, Lawrence, Floyd, and Lacks. These empty bags of aggrieved meat only occupy our people’s jurisprudence because—as the court gained more control over its docket—it began to impose new kinds of requirements on its cases. In short, it switched from only hearing technical disputes to just hearing ethical ones; and because the court exerts tremendous amounts of selection pressure, it thus began selecting for fake grievances rather than fake debates.

In our early history, it had been quite normal to manufacture a literally false case. For example, in Hylton v US—a case about federal taxes on personal carriages—the named Hylton agreed to pretend that he owned 125 carriages, all for personal use, so that his tax liability would reach the threshold for supreme court jurisdiction over civil suits; the government knew he was lying about 124 of these, and had agreed to cover his expenses if it prevailed against him. Similarly, here’s how Justice Story described the normal court process for appointing orphans to new guardians: “The bill always states, however untruly, that the infant has property within the jurisdiction, and the bill is brought against the person in whose supposed custody or power the property is.” Our tradition is littered with other such examples. In English property disputes, in order to secure civil jurisdiction, landholders would often claim that they were merely appearing in court on behalf of their respective tenants (usually named “John Doe” and “Richard Roe,” which is where their use as placeholder names began).

Nowadays, of course, the courts won’t let you forthrightly lie like that, so, instead, you actually stage some fake dispute, or find some actual victim to wear like a shell. The basic reason for this change was that—since the court could pick which cases to hear—the justices had to be on guard against manipulative petitioners. And so, in short, beginning in the late 1800s (as the court’s discretion over its own docket grew) the court began to read the constitution’s case-or-controversy clause to just grant it jurisdiction over cases that are controversies. This flew in the face of clear constitutional text and long-standing historical practice: for example, the courts had always heard certain kinds of non-adversarial cases, from naturalization ceremonies and government benefit grants to ex parte warrant applications and in rem proceedings; but, because the courts ignored all those obvious issues with their reasoning, and kept hearing all those kinds of cases, it made some sense.

Just think about it from the court’s perspective: Alice and Bob ask you to adjudicate an argument between them, over who really owns some widget; however, unbeknownst to you, it actually belongs to Charlie, and this case is proceeding unbeknownst to him. In other words, once the court elevated its own role from settling particular disputes to setting out the nation’s laws, it gave special interests a huge incentive to trick its barebones staff. Thus, during the 1930s, a number of issues like this arose—from Aetna v Haworth to Ashwander v TVA—and so the court now requires disputants to substantively disagree, and imposes penalties if they fail to inform other interested parties about their case. After all, actually adversarial parties are often incentivized to (in combination) present the judiciary with every relevant argument, which saves the justices from relying on some other fact-finding bureaucracy. As a result, the supreme court began to much more aggressively dismiss cases based on standing: if a plaintiff hadn’t been specifically aggrieved in substance by some unlawful act, the justices would refuse his complaint; hence the rise of test cases manufactured by front groups.

This shift from technical to substantive disputes intuitively expanded the judiciary’s remit. Previously, the parties to a case would have to find some specific point of abstract contention between them before proceedings could begin; this gave way to “notice pleading,” which allowed parties with actual real-world adverse interests to “discover” the technical root of their disagreement during the course of a trial. In short, “causes of action” finally replaced “forms of action.” Gone were the days when it mattered which particular claim you filed, so long as the material case made sense. In fact, gone were the days when you even needed to wait for an actual case: “declaratory judgments” swelled to allow legitimately conflicting parties to seek judicial resolutions of their conflicting interests that had not yet actually developed into cases.

Around this time, congress also granted the supreme court administrative powers over the judiciary: the Judicial Conference gave it authority over its judges, and the Administrative Office gave it authority over its courts. And the Rules Enabling Act gave it authority over its internal practices (like rules of evidence and rules of procedure). Previously, the circuits had each governed their own judges—on issues ranging from discipline to assignments—and the executive branch had governed the courts; and state-level practices governed its internal rules. And the supreme court finally got its own building.



But what does all this have to do with the book I’m ostensibly reviewing? Well, here’s a summary from GPT:

“The Most Democratic Branch: How the Courts Serve America” is a book from 2006 in which Jeffrey Rosen presents a compelling argument that the judiciary, particularly the Supreme Court, is the most democratic branch of government due to its responsiveness to public opinion. Through historical and contemporary case studies, such as Brown v Board of Education and Roe v Wade, Rosen demonstrates how the courts have evolved to reflect societal values and highlights the importance of judicial restraint to avoid legislating from the bench. The book provides readers with valuable insights into the complex relationship between the judiciary, public opinion, and the American political system.

In short, his book presents the history of the court since 1960, almost entirely at face value: the cases are about their plaintiffs and their defendants, and the specific policies under dispute, and whether the public approved. After a vignette about the facts at issue in each, Rosen finds some polling numbers which demonstrate some degree of popular support, in spite of widespread laws to the contrary; or he finds that, actually, polling is unreliable, and we should instead look at which sorts of laws have won widespread enactment. Sometimes the public apparently agrees with precedents because the relevant decisions are persuasive, and other times the precedents appear to agree with the people because public pressure is pervasive.

Sometimes Rosen’s model of the court leads him to bad predictions. For example, he rounds out a section on gay rights as follows: “Perhaps the biggest threat of a constitutional train wreck over gay marriage would arise if gay marriage supporters become impatient with fighting state by state and instead asked the Supreme Court to strike down state laws banning gay marriage as a violation fo the federal Constitution…. Everything we know about the wages of judicial unilateralism suggests that the national backlash would set back the cause of gay and lesbian equality rather than advancing it…. The backlashes provoked by judicial unilateralism remind us that courts will always have a limited ability to impose a social consensus ahead of schedule.”

And sometimes Rosen’s model of the court leads him to similarly bad history (for example, in his chapter on Brown v Board). But the best encapsulation of the limits of his view comes at the very beginning of the book. He begins with a lengthy description of all the convoluted Terri Schiavo cases: her vegetative body being passed between state and federal courts for years on end; a poll which suggests they ultimately made the right call. [sorry ran out of time to finish]




Wanting: The Power of Mimetic Desire in Everyday Life, by Luke Burgis
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“Most people are other people.

Their thoughts are someone else's opinions,

Their lives a mimicry, their passions a quotation.”  - Oscar Wilde



In the magical world of Harry Potter, Dumbledore imparts a profound piece of wisdom to young Harry: "It is our choices, Harry, that show what we truly are, far more than our abilities."

But are our choices, really our choices?

Enter "Wanting," a remarkable exploration of human desire and choice, written by Luke Burgis. Burgis, who has an unconventional background as an entrepreneur with four successful start-ups under his belt, ventured to Italy to study philosophy, theology, and literature. His book tackles the concept of mimetic desire, a theory first introduced by the renowned French thinker René Girard.

The Imitation Game
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In the "The Matrix," Morpheus asks Neo, "Have you ever had a dream that you were so sure was real? What if you were unable to wake from that dream? How would you know the difference between the dream world and the real world?" This provocative question forces Neo to confront the nature of his reality.

In much the same vein, "Wanting" asks us, "Why do we want the things we want?"

The answer, rooted in the theories of the renowned polymath René Girard, may surprise and even shock you.

René Girard, a French-born historian, literary critic, and philosopher, spent his career examining human behavior, culture, and social systems. His research led to the development of a theory known as "mimetic desire." Derived from the Greek word 'mimesthai'—which means to imitate—mimetic desire reveals the hidden force that compels us to secretly imitate others in every aspect of our lives, from love and friendship to our careers.

In essence, Girard argues that our desires are not truly our own. Instead, we crave what others have or want. Consider the classic "The Great Gatsby," where Jay Gatsby's desire for Daisy Buchanan is driven by her unattainability and the desires of others.

This realization is unsettling for several reasons:


	It can lead to a sense of emptiness, even when we obtain our desires. Just like the Rolling Stones famously sang, "I can't get no satisfaction," we may find ourselves constantly chasing the next shiny object, never feeling truly fulfilled.

	It fosters herd mentality, as we blindly follow the desires of those around us. This phenomenon is evident in the way college students flock to the same majors or career paths.

	It breeds unnecessary rivalry and jealousy, as our quest to be unique and stand out from the crowd is perpetually at odds with our innate tendency to imitate others. The ancient story of Cain and Abel illustrates this point, as their desire to please God ultimately resulted in tragedy.



The Social Media Games: Unmasking the Desire Arena

[image: a photorealistic image of a girl with long blonde hair, immersed in social media in her phone and in her computer, sitting in a chair near her desk.]

Social media platforms like Facebook and Instagram have become the ultimate arena of mimetic desire, where we constantly compare ourselves to the curated lives of others.

And what they have dictates what we want.

Sometimes, mimesis manifests in innocuous ways, like ordering a martini instead of a beer at a bar simply because a friend did so. However, there are times when mimesis takes on a more sinister tone.


	When a friend announces their promotion, you suddenly feel anxious and left behind.

	Or when a neighbor moves into a swanky new community, your once-beloved home starts to feel like a prison.

	As you watch your friend drive off in their new Tesla, you might opt for a classic Mustang to stand out. You tell yourself and others that it's about tradition and the environment, but deep down, you know it's still all about mimesis, like an intricate dance of desire.



The Freshmainstan Chronicles
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Who are you jealous of? Jeff Bezos, or a coworker whose job is like yours but has a higher salary?

Burgis asserts that Jeff Bezos, with his astronomical wealth and success, exists in a realm he calls "Celebristan," which is distant and unattainable. We may admire Bezos, but our true desire models are often our coworkers, friends, or neighbors, who live in the realm of "Freshmainstan."

This is the essence of the theory of "Freshmainstan," where our models of desire reside near us, creating a sense of competition and envy. These "Freshmainstan" models act as our internal mediators of desire - their proximity to us intensifies our envy, turning them into perceived threats.

Escaping the Mimesis Matrix
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Continuing with our Matrix metaphor, Morpheus told Neo "I can only show you the door. You're the one that has to walk through it." Similarly, now that we've unraveled the concept of Mimesis, it's time to take charge and use it to our advantage, instead of being manipulated by it.

Burgis offers us a series of approaches to harness the power of Mimesis. With the knowledge we've gained, we can achieve a new level of freedom. He recommends that there's no need to eliminate our desires, but rather to become aware of them and uncover the underlying motivations.

Through The Thick and Thin
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In a world where models of desire lurk in every corner, much like the Agent Smiths, it's essential to unmask these invisible influences. To do so, one must embark on a self-exploratory journey, akin to Neo discovering his true potential.

Begin by identifying your models. Ask yourself: Whose political beliefs, career choices, or purchasing decisions do you emulate? Or who do you secretly not want to succeed? These individuals may be the very ones you're locked in a mimetic rivalry with.

Now that you've pinpointed your models, it's time to categorize your desires into 'thick' and 'thin'. Thick desires represent your true calling, the core of your being that you'll never tire of pursuing. Thin desires, on the other hand, are the superficial cravings for objects, accolades, money, or status.

As you practice this exercise, you'll become more adept at distinguishing your genuine desires from the mimetic illusions, much like Neo learning to bend the rules of the Matrix.

Embracing this self-awareness is the key to reclaim control over your destiny.

How Mimetic Rivalry Fueled the Birth of Lamborghini
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It was a minor clutch problem in a Ferrari that set the stage for a major rivalry, changing the course of automotive history. Ferruccio Lamborghini, a successful tractor manufacturer and racing enthusiast, found himself in a David vs. Goliath scenario when he sought to resolve his luxury sports car's persistent clutch issue.

After discovering that his Ferrari shared the same clutch as his tractors, Lamborghini offered his recommendations to Enzo Ferrari. However, Enzo dismissed him, igniting a fire within Lamborghini to prove his expertise. No longer was Enzo Ferrari someone from Celebristan; he was moved down to Freshmanistan. With determination fueled by mimetic rivalry, Lamborghini launched his first luxury vehicle in 1964, quickly rising to prominence and rivaling Ferrari's performance.

Yet, when it came time to consider entering Formula 1, Lamborghini knew when to step back and prioritize his family over the escalating competition.

The story of Lamborghini and Ferrari demonstrates the potential of mimetic desire when harnessed wisely. By recognizing when to channel it and when to let go, one can achieve remarkable success and push their boundaries further than ever before.

Reinventing Desire: Finding Fulfillment Through Transformation

[image: A picture containing nature Description automatically generated]

We already talked about thick and thin desires – and making choices that leave you fulfilled. Another way to think through this process is to picture yourself lying in your deathbed. Then imagine each choice those make you feel. Would you feel fulfilled, or would you feel regret?

The key is to recognize our single, greatest desire and use it as a guiding force. By transforming our lesser desires to serve this ultimate goal, we create a momentum that amplifies our satisfaction and sense of purpose.

Consider the case of emulating a friend's exercise routine, a seemingly 'thin' desire. As you embrace this new habit, it sparks a series of positive changes: healthier eating, declining unhealthy social events, and increased productivity. This ripple effect demonstrates the power of aligning desires with our overarching purpose.

The trick is not to eliminate our models, but to discern which desires are worth pursuing. By selecting the right ones, we set ourselves on a path towards lasting fulfillment and personal growth.

Taking the Red Pill
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'Wanting' offers a profound dive into the covert influences that sculpt our desires and dictate our actions. By unlocking the mysteries of mimetic desire, we can start making more conscious choices, emancipating ourselves from the unseen chains that bind us, akin to Neo's liberation from the Matrix.

Don't hesitate to pick up this thought-provoking read. It's a quick and worthwhile journey that will leave you questioning the very fabric of your desires and aspirations.




War and Peace, by Leo Tolstoy


MILITARY MOVEMENT IS LIKE the movement of a clock: an impetus, once given, leads inexorably to a particular result while the untouched working parts wait in silent stillness for the action to reach them. Wheels creak on their spindles as the cogs bite, the speeding sprockets hum and the next wheel stands and waits patiently, as if resigned to centuries of immobility. But the moment comes when the lever slips into place and the submissive wheel rotates with a creak, blending into the common movement without knowing where it goes or why.

In a clock the complex action of countless different wheels works its way out in the even, leisurely movement of hands measuring time; in a similar way the complex action of humanity in those 160,000 Russians and Frenchmen – all their passions, longings, regrets, humiliation and suffering, their rushes of pride, fear and enthusiasm – only worked its way out in defeat at the battle of Austerlitz, known as the battle of the three Emperors, the slow tick-tock of the age-old hands on the clock face of human history.



War and Peace is not a book about peace. Nor, really, is it a book about war. War and Peace is a book about how we think about history. Tolstoy makes an argument that humanity is more effective at shaping its past than its future: based on the contradictory-sounding observation that at any given moment we are bound by a small set of viable alternative courses of action, yet as we look back at the past, we fail to grasp the vastness of the decision space and the multitude of causes that directed the action at the time and instead, we weave logical narratives with little concern for truth.


WHAT IS SO WEIRD and ridiculous about these answers is that modern history is like a deaf man answering questions no one has asked.



Apparently War and Peace is considered one of the longest books in the world. I didn't know that at the time, so I launched myself headfirst into what turned out to be a two-month adventure, and I made it through.

Was it worth it? After a brief pause to think, I would say "yes".

1. Translation and Epistemology

I should preface this review by saying that I have read the Anthony Briggs translation. I don't know a lick of Russian and only a tiny bit of French, so I can only judge the quality of the translation by the translator's notes in the beginning of the book. It sounds to me like Briggs has done an excellent and well-researched job. In this review, I will speak of the author as "Tolstoy", but obviously I can't speak for anything but "Briggs".

Of relevance is also my knowledge about this period of history in general, and the Napoleonic campaigns specifically: I didn't know much before I started reading War and Peace. It piqued my interest to the point where I have read other sources on the period (e.g. The Fox of the North by Parkinson), but in general, my knowledge should be considered limited to that which is described by Tolstoy. Our collective understanding of things may well have evolved since, which would make some of the historical remarks in this review outdated.

2. Themes

War and Peace is three things:


	a novel about some people in early 19th century Russia;

	an historical accounting of critical events during the Napoleonic wars between 1805 and 1813; and

	most important of all, a treatise on causality, chance, authority, and cognitive biases.



It seems to me Tolstoy was unhappy with the disconnect between history as it is told and reality as it is experienced. For an example, take this very moment, as it plays out across the world in an instant. Think especially of the trends in movements of people, both near to you, and in countries far from you. The moment is now part of history, much like the kings or revolutions or emigrations from the books, but it doesn't feel like it, because when we write history down after the fact, it comes out different to how it was at the time. Written history tends to flow according to some logical progression, in a way the moment-to-moment experience of our lives do not. When we speak of the past, we assume there is some sort of cohesive plan according to which people do things, with one thing being a clear consequence of another, whereas in the moment, we experience a bombardment of opinions, random events, and desires that pull us in so many directions it's surprising we get anything done at all.

Tolstoy is in good company. These observations have been made more recently by e.g. statisticians (de Finetti in Theory of Probability) and systems safety analysts (Leveson in Engineering a Safer World), to name just two examples. In systems safety, we see accident reports that say things like "the operator inserted the probe in the secondary channel, which caused a backflow of chemicals, and that led to spontaneous combustion. If the operator had inserted the probe in the primary channel as per instructions, this wouldn't have been a problem." True as that might be, is it the interesting bit? Shouldn't we at least try to figure out why the operator thought insertion into the secondary channel was a good idea at the time? And is probe insertion into the secondary channel a guarantee for backflow? Is there nothing else that causes backflow? Why was the system designed to allow unsafe backflow in the first place? These are questions a systems safety analyst has to ask, because most people won't. Most people will accept the idea that the operator should have done things one way and through some fault of character, perhaps, decided to do things another way.

Or, as the problem is reflected in the book: "Why did 600,000 men collectively decide to walk from France to Russia, eat all the food there was to be had along the way, only to starve and freeze to death on the way home?" They should have not done that.

Historians in Tolstoy's time had an answer: they did it because their Emperor, Napoleon, ordered them to. Or because great men had written books that created a political climate in which it was the right thing to do. Tolstoy thinks these are insufficient explanations, although the latter certainly seem closer to the truth than the former. But we are getting ahead of ourselves.

3. Aristocratic Life and Chance


WHILE THEIR ELDERS began talking about Bonaparte, Julie, Madame Karagin's daughter, turned to young Rostov, and said, 'I missed you at the Arkharovs on Thursday. It was very dull without you,' she said, giving him a sweet smile. Feeling flattered, he flashed a flirtatious young man's smile and moved closer to her. They started a private conversation, blissfully unaware that his spontaneous smile had pierced a jealous Sonya to the heart; she was left with a forced expression of pretended enjoyment on her blushing face.



War and Peace opens up with highly detailed glimpses into the lives of Russian aristocrats in the early 19th century. I didn't know anything about aristocratic life in early 19th century Russia (or anywhere else, at any other time, for that matter) before reading this book. I have since gathered from other sources that these people were fairly disconnected from reality, in the "let them eat cake" sense. Tolstoy doesn't go into that. Himself being an aristocrat in 19th century Russia, he looks at the other aristocrats as fellow humans. With unique and sometimes strange personalities, yes, but otherwise much like you and me.

If you have read a novel about humans before, you won't find anything earth-shattering about this theme in War and Peace.

There are two reasons these glimpses matter: first, we get to know the protagonists through whose eyes we suffer the madness of humanity. More importantly, they provide a civilian perspective on an eventful decade of history. Tolstoy did a lot of research, including talking to people who lived through these years. He shares with us what it looked like to people at the time, as it happened. Unsurprisingly, a lot of people had more important matters in their lives than some war a French emperor dragged their army into: love, finances, reputation, work, religion, to name a few. Put simply, life at the time didn't totally circle around the wars, in contrast to the historic recollections. War and other grand gestures of violence leave very obvious scars for historians to study, which means it occupies a lot of space in the literature. But humans then were very much like humans now, and they had real lives outside of what ended up in history books.

The wars were, of course, on people's lips. You gossiped about them for signaling value, e.g. to show that you are politically well connected, and you know Count so-and-so whose nephew was in the front with Prince Fancy Pants. But people weren't concerned about the war – until they were. But it happened first gradually, then suddenly. As with any big change, it took people by surprise, no matter how obvious it seems in hindsight. Why do big changes happen that way? We'll get to that.

One of the common threads throughout the book is the – actual and perceived – influence of chance on outcomes.


THE OFFICER GRINNED through his whiskers at the orderly's tone, dismounted, gave his horse to a servant, and walked over to Bolkonsky with a slight bow. Bolkonsky made room for him on the bench. The hussar sat down beside him. […]

'Oh, you must be Prince Bolkonsky! Delighted to meet you. Lieutenant–Colonel Denisov, better known as Vaska,' said Denisov, shaking hands with Prince Andrey and looking him in the face with warm friendliness. […] Prince Andrey knew about Denisov from Natasha's stories of when she was first wooed. The bitter-sweet memory brought back the heart ache he hadn't even thought about in recent days, though it still lay buried in his soul.



For example, people the reader has been acquainted with just happen to stumble over each other in odd situations. At first glance this struck me as unrealistic – I even stopped suspending my disbelief at one point – but then I realised it's all an effect of selection. There were in the order of thousands of hypothetical aristocrats the book could have been about, but Tolstoy focuses from the beginning on the specific combination of people that happen to encounter each other by chance later, because that makes for a more interesting novel. It also happens to foreshadow Tolstoy's idea of causality.

Once chance has had us end up in a situation, as much as we feel free, we often find that we have limited ability to get ourselves into a different situation. For all the talk about free will, in any given moment, we are bound to a small set of reasonable alternatives. Sometimes due to physical laws, sometimes biological necessities, and sometimes social expectations.


KUTUZOV WOKE UP, cleared his throat hoarsely and scanned the generals. 'Gentlemen,' he said, 'the disposition for tomorrow, no, for today – it's past midnight – cannot now be changed. You have heard it, and we shall all do our duty.'



This is straight out of the history books; the real-life Kutuzov made this remark, after a long lecture by the war theorist Weyrother about how the Russo-Austrian alliance were sure to win the battle of Austerlitz (which they subsequently lost). Kutuzov had been of the firm opinion that the battle of Austerlitz was lost even before it was fought, and the plan presented by Weyrother would make things worse. For political reasons, Kutuzov did not have the ability to question the plan on short notice; his previous strategic retreats had gotten him a reputation as a person who is too intimidated by violence to go to battle, and any objection to this plan would be seen as confirming evidence of that reputation, rather than taken as a serious concern.

By the time the plan was presented, Kutuzov had two reasonable choices: submit to the plan as written, or resign in protest. Kutuzov chose to submit to the plan, because as much as he didn't believe in it, he felt duty-bound to the soldiers he commanded and his country, and wanted an opportunity to make the execution slightly less catastrophic than the plan indicated.

For a further lesson in how chance affects things, Tsar Alexander himself happened to pass by Kutuzov's units as they were holding back, and the Tsar assumed command over Kutuzov's units, sending them into the lost battle.

4 Battlefield and Authority


AHEAD OF THE TROOPS a row had broken out between an Austrian column leader and a Russian general. The Russian general shouted for the cavalry to stop. The Austrian tried to explain that it wasn't his fault – the top brass were to blame. Meanwhile the troops stood there, getting more and more bored and dispirited. After an hour's delay they moved on at last, and began to march downhill. The fog that had thinned out on the hilltop lay thicker than ever down below where the troops were going. Ahead in the fog they heard a shot, then another, random firing at first, at irregular intervals; rat-a-tat-tat, then growing more regular and frequent. The battle of Holdbach had begun.

Not expecting to confront the enemy down there at the stream, stumbling across them unexpectedly in the fog and hearing no word of encouragement from their commanding officers, frustrated to the last man by arriving too late, and with nothing visible ahead of them or on either side in the fog, the Russians loosed off a few desultory shots at the enemy, moved forward a little and then stopped again in the absence of any orders from the officers or adjutants, who were themselves blundering about in the fog on unfamiliar territory not knowing where their own divisions were.



Aside from the historical research Tolstoy did, he personally participated in the Crimean War, and his experiences colour the depiction of the field of battle. If chance plays a large part in civilian life, any influence by chance is amplified during war. Tolstoy brings up principally two reasons for this:


	Uncertainty is greater. When people's lives are at stake, they do irrational things, and this makes everything harder to predict. Add to this deliberate concealment of intentions, feigning of movement, darkness, and the smoke produced by gunpowder.

	People in large groups amplify the effects of chance. The example Tolstoy repeats a few times is how, in the heat of battle,  it takes just one man to shout "They're running! Forward!" or "We're done for!" to affect the will to fight of many people on both sides.



These two hold the key to generalisation of the idea. The situations in which we can expect random perturbations to have an especially large effect on outcomes is when uncertainty is great, and/or when people are doing things in groups. (Kahneman similarly describes the human desire to reach consensus in groups as a variance-amplifying mechanism.)

My understanding of modern, effective military organisations is that they are decentralised and with a low power gradient. The boots on the ground need to understand the commander's intent to adapt to unforeseen circumstances, and they also need to feel the psychological safety to raise concerns about a suggested approach. This was not generally the case in the armies of the 19th century.

On their way to Russia, the French needed to seize the Tabor bridge to continue their pursuit of the defending Russo-Austrian army on the other side of the Donau. The Tabor bridge had been prepared by the Austrians with explosives, and the detachments guarding it had strict orders to blow it up the second the French started advancing on it. The French commander Murat tried a ruse: pretending there were pending peace talks between the Emperors, so it would be in the interest of both sides to lay down arms temporarily. (Contrary to my experience from reading the news, the book portrays it as fairly easy to agree on temporary ceasefires. It would make sense, though, because it is in both sides' interest not to get killed and earn time to improve their positions and set up logistics, and there's not a great advantage to breaking a ceasefire because the other side sort of expects you to, eventually.) While the French commander talked to the Austrian commander, Auersperg, the French army approached the bridge despite the prentended ceasefire. The sergeant in charge of blowing the bridge up spotted the ruse.


THIS SERGEANT, SEEING THE FRENCH troops running on to the bridge, wanted to open fire, but Lannes stayed his hand. The sergeant, obviously brighter than his general, goes up to Auersperg and he says, "Prince, it's a trick. Look, the French are coming!"

Murat sees that all is lost if he lets the sergeant have his say. With pretended amazement he addresses Auersperg: "Is this Austrian discipline, famed the world over?" he asks. "How can you let a man of low rank address you like that?" This was a stroke of genius. Prince Auersperg preserves his honour by having the sergeant arrested.



The French quickly de-mine the bridge and force the Austrian army to retreat further.

But going back to what happened, when addressing Auersperg directly, the sergeant had realised that the Austrian discipline he was supposed to be bound by is not a physical constraint. The sergeant is practically able to speak to his commander directly and straightforwardly. Austrian discipline is more of a social convention, albeit seemingly backed up by the threat of violence.

The irony of the situation is that the sergeant, perhaps, didn't go far enough. At the outset of the situation, the sergeant was the person with actual power to blow up the bridge. The charges were laid and the guns were trained. At that point, the destruction of the bridge would have been a physical inevitability if the sergeant opened fire. By choosing to talk to Auersperg first, the sergeant opened up the alternative course of events where Auersperg was allowed influence over the power wielded by the sergeant by physically restraining him before he was able to act.

This is something Tolstoy does not make clear, but I think implies. When we talk about power over affecting the outcome of things, we need to separate two different types of power: logical consequences and imprecise influence. If you can do something with a strictly logical, certain consequence, something that is physically inevitable from your action, then you have power over that thing in a very strong sense. But most things don't fall into that category; in most things, we are not able to directly control an outcome – all we can do is imprecisely influence in which direction the situation is likely to turn. We can predispose the situation to be more inclined to go one way, but not dictate that it will do so. This is a much weaker form of power, but the one that governs most of our lives. This is where we'll focus our analysis in the next section on causality.

For all our intentions to predispose situations this way or that way, often enough, things don't go the way we would have liked them to.

It was common in Tolstoy's time to explain the Russian successes at the battle of Borodino through the ingenuity of the command: they selected a good field of battle, fortified it strategically, and lured Napoleon to attack where they were strongest. Tolstoy argues that this view is not at all supported by evidence. If we examine the smaller events leading up to the battle, there were a lot of mistakes that resulted in the Russian line of defense. In particular, he mentions that the day before battle, Napoleon couldn't even spot the Russian position when he surveyed the field, because it was not yet constructed: two days before battle, the Russians had lost ground on one of their flanks and the entire field of battle was swinging around, forcing the Russians to improvise new fortifications and transfer troops mid-battle to reinforce the weaker flank. Any success at Borodino had little to do with the ingenuity of the command, because by the time battle started, their plan no longer conformed to reality, and it was not possible to update them on the present situation rapidly enough for their commands to be meaningful.


NAPOLEON'S MARSHALS AND GENERALS issued their own instructions without consulting Napoleon, telling people where to stand and what to fire at, where the cavalry should ride and the infantry run. But even these instructions, just like Napoleon's, were almost never followed, and if they were it was only to a tiny extent. More often than not, what happened was the opposite of what had been ordered. Soldiers told to advance would suddenly find themselves under a hail of grapeshot, and come running back. Soldiers told to stand still would suddenly see the Russians right in front of them, and either run away or surge forward, and the cavalry would charge off unbidden to catch up with any running Russians.



Although historians after the fact write about the Russian ingenuity at Borodino, at the time, the battle was widely considered a Russian loss, for several reasons. Most immediate was that nearly half of the entire Russian army died that day. (That's a lot of families to start grieving at the same time.) Second, the Russian army decided to retreat. Third, in the retreat they yielded a lot of territory – including Moscow, second capital of the Russian Empire. Death, retreat, and ceding territory must be a loss, surely.

But then something happened. The French Emperor walked into Moscow and the French army stayed there for a month. Then they were fleeing head over heels out of Russia.

So what, then, caused the change in demeanor of the French during the battle of Borodino?


NAPOLEON WASN'T ALONE in his nightmare sensation of a mighty arm losing its power; every general, every soldier in the French army, combatants and non-combatants, with all their experience of previous battles, was equally horrified to encounter an enemy that could lose one half of its strength and still stand its ground with undiminished ferocity. The morale of the attacking French army had been sapped. The victory that was won was not marked by the capture of a few tattered rags on sticks called colours, or by measuring the ground where the troops stood before and after; it was a moral victory – the kind that forces the enemy to acknowledge the moral superiority of his opponent, and his own impotence – and at Borodino that victory was won by the Russians. […]

The French army still had just enough impetus to struggle on to Moscow, but there, with no new challenge from the Russian army, it was bound to perish, bleeding to death from the wound sustained at Borodino.



Tolstoy says three things at the same time.

The first really mirrors lessons from the real-life Kutuzov (and his mentor, Suvorov): it's never as simple as claiming one side has won a battle and the other has lost it. Men die on both sides. Usually, one side gains control over territory and the other loses it. It's common sense that gaining control over territory means one has won the battle. But as long as the ceding army is alive and willing to fight, just in a different location, are they really defeated? What if the army that gains territory has suddenly lost all will to fight? Are they really victorious?

This was the fate that met the French army – for the first time – at Borodino: they gained territory, but at such a high cost that each individual soldier lost a significant chunk of his will to fight further. They ended up staying in Moscow to avoid pursuing the weak and retreating Russian army beyond.

But Tolstoy also talks about a second thing, perhaps more important: for all the yelling and whipping of an officer, the people with the real power are the ones holding muskets and charging with bayonets. If they lack the will to fight, the fight is not happening. If they go home, the conquest is over. If they believe in another approach, the other approach will be taken. It might seem like the yelling and whipping of the officers have gotten the soldiers this far, but maybe the soldiers got themselves this far, and the fact that the yelling and whipping called for the same outcome is more of a coincidence, or a political game.

Tolstoy alludes to the third thing at the end, by "enough impetus". Borodino was not when the French went from infinite morale to none at all. The entire campaign had run a course such that morale was slowly decreasing from the start. The battle of Borodino was just another blow in the same direction. Why did the French choose to run a campaign that depleted the morale of their comrades? Certainly, we won't find an official memo saying "we will sacrifice morale in Russia!" But neither did they hunker down and set up strong supply lines after each territorial gain. Nor did they invest significantly in local support, or wait for fresh reinforcements from France. They acted as though they intended to sacrifice morale, but they never specifically decided to do so. For all we can tell, the French soldiers thought, in any given moment, that it was the strategically correct choice to focus on surprise, speed, and territorial gain, even at a small cost of morale. They thought, due to innumerable small factors they considered, most lost to time, it wise to seize the warm season, feed the army by looting, and go through just one more march, to end up in an even more prestigious position, having conquered even more of Russia. And it worked! Until it didn't anymore.

Humans have a small view on what they are doing. From outer space, or when taking a historic perspective, it is an innately human trait to make small decisions and optimise locally. The end result is unknown to all of us. In fact, the very idea of an end result is a bit of a mirage, and only shows up when we are looking at a well-delimited time span after the fact. We are living in a continuous flow of events, and any single event is no more an end result than the middle of something else or the beginning of a third thing.

5. Historical Causality

Tolstoy focuses on what we might call anthropocentric causality, in that he looks specifically at humans causing behaviour in other humans. This might seem like a narrow view, but it is a logical starting point. Even if our interest in causality is limited to an apparently self-contained model like a block on an inclined plane – someone (a human!) must have put the block there in response to something done by someone else (another human!). In that case, the other human is the one causing the behaviour in the first. Even if we believe that humans can be an ultimate cause, i.e. do things entirely uninfluenced by anything else, we may agree that most of what humans do, especially in joint efforts, depends on the opinions of other people.

As in the case of the sergeant and Auersperg at the Tabor bridge, what we are concerned about, even more specifically, is not the power stemming from logical reasoning or physical inevitability (we can simply take that for granted), but the more fickle and common kind, our ability to influence the actions of humans beyond what's in our direct control. We will also speak as if we are discussing people giving direct orders to other people, because that is a case that usually leaves fairly obvious traces in history, but the same reasoning applies also to more subtle forms of influencing other people's behaviour.

5.1 What Power Is Not


IT WOULD ALL BE VERY FASCINATING if we still recognised a divine power, self-sustaining and immutable, guiding nations through the agency of your Napoleons, Louis, and writers, but we no longer acknowledge any such power, and so, before we can start talking about Napoleons, Louis, and great writers, we have to demonstrate some kind of connection between those persons and the movements of nations. If some other power is substituted for divine will, we have to explain what it consists of, since this power is the very focus of all historical interest.



If we believe in God, history looks simple: God commanded the leaders of humanity (be they monarchs, generals, writers, or administrators) to issue orders, and God made sure the people followed those orders. If we dare leave that explanation behind, it gets trickier. When it comes to the influential autocrats of the past, one sometimes sees arguments that they did have godlike powers of command due to personality traits; that they are exceptionally clever, or charismatic, or duplicitous, and this is why people couldn't resist following their orders. This is not even nearly a complete explanation because a lot of people share those traits without wielding exceptional power, and even the leaders that do possess these personality traits occasionally gain and lose their power throughout their lives, with their general personality being fairly constant.

It is clear to most that barring intervention by God, individuals simply don't have the social standing to actually directly issue arbitrary orders to (and be obeyed by!) hundreds of people – maybe not even tens of people. One way to attempt to sidestep the issue of individual power is to say that the leaders of humanity weren't able to do all the things we ascribe to them. Rather, it was their aides, advisors, and other high-ranking officials who wore the actual power of command. It should be clear, though, that this stops analysis short of its target. We still need a concept like individual power to explain how the orders of a high-ranking official were carried out by the masses. (Tolstoy likens it to trying to explain the movement of an object through component forces that don't add up to the total acceleration.)

We could take the same idea further, though, and claim that movements of people are not driven by people, but by intellectual ideas, or religion, or scarcity of resources, or some other pet explanation. But as long as we focus on a single type of cause only, we will run into contradictions where we need to explain opposite effects using the same cause. Christianity made Jesus turn the other cheek and conquistadors kill indigenous Americans. Scarcity made Norwegians issue egalitarian rations and Hondurans concentrate wealth to a few people.

If we try to remain flexible by appealing to the most relevant concern for any given event, claiming that "The Iraq war was about politics, and Boko Haram is about religion" and so on, then we run into trouble when trying to specify, ahead of time, which driving force will be relevant at any given time. If that is only apparent once something has happened, it is wild speculation, not theoretical fact.

The problem in any of these attempts to explain the causes of events is that by focusing on specific people, specific countries, specific ideas, specific politics, specific religions, specific practices, etc. comes a myopic view of history. With the myopic view, we have to deal with the disconnect between the thing we are looking at, and the much greater picture: the movements of people. The movements of people have never followed a specific, single thing to any great extent. To bridge this gap, we are forced to invent an abstraction. Power is the word we use to account for the difference between the thing we are studying and what actually happens, and this explains why power behaves so mysteriously: it's the negative of a mechanism, it's what accounts for everything we have not been able to derive logically. Power, in this abstract sense, might seem real, it may even help explain a few things, but in the end it's a model with limited applicability, to paraphrase de Finetti on phlogiston.

One way to embrace this idea of power as an abstraction is to say that the leaders of humanity have power because they act according to the collective will of the people. There are different variants of this argument, but all of them run into inconsistencies around edge cases, leaving important mechanisms unexplained. Does all behaviour of a leader reflect the will of the people? Is transfer of power unconditional? Can it be shared by multiple people? This model is particularly shifty because in its most general shape, it can explain everything – and thus nothing. With hindsight, we can always point to a person and say that they had power because the people willed it, but the mechanics for how the will of the people shifts between leaders is never elucidated. It is like pointing to the sheep at the head of the flock and saying that "they all follow that sheep". Well, until the sheep collectively change direction and appear to follow another sheep that happened to be at the front at that instant.

When we could say "God made them do it" power was not an abstraction. God was the ultimate cause of all events. But now we are looking for a different explanation. We are forced to treat "power" as a non-explanatory abstraction. If we lift the veil of "power", what mechanism will we find underneath?

5.2 Direct Effect of Orders


OUR FALSE IMPRESSION that an order preceding an event is the cause of it is due to the fact that when an event has occurred and one or two orders out of a thousand issued have been carried out (the ones that happen to engage with the course of events), we forget those that were not carried out because they never could have been.



First of all, as we observe throughout the book as well as in our own experiences, orders do not categorically lead to action, and in particular, not the specific action dictated by the order. Orders are neither necessary nor sufficient for carrying out an action: we know that Napoleon issued a lot of orders, with only a tiny fraction carried out precisely according to his will. Similarly, most of what happened in the Grande Armée happened without a corresponding order from Napoleon.

It does happen that people follow orders. The correlation is clearly not zero. An order provides a weak push in the direction of an action, but for that push to result in anything, the person receiving the order must already be sufficiently predisposed to the action. We could say that the predisposition is much more the real cause behind the action, but that's a little unfair, because the predisposition is, of course, not a single thing. The predisposition is built up from thousands of experiences, big and small, internal and external, that have affected a person over their lifetime. This is what makes the cause of an action so inscrutable. We generally cannot point to one thing and say "that was it!" It may seem like we can ("Napoleon said march onwards and they marched onwards!") but this would ignore all the times similar orders did not have the same effect, or all the times similar outcomes happened despite different orders being issued.

We are, in other words, forced to grapple with the complication that multiple people in the same situation generally have similar ideas on what the best course of action is, and even if an order appears to be followed, it may just be that the people apparently following the order had similar ideas on what to do. The fact that people generally don't follow orders to the letter, but rather some variant of it (that they think are a slight improvement), could be taken as an indication of this.

We also have to take into account feedback effects. The people giving orders are part of the effort of accomplishing something, and as such, the orders they issue are influenced by the opinions of the people who are going to receive the order, and the way orders pan out (or don't) affects the way the next order is formed.

These considerations imply that we cannot reason about the direct effects of orders as if things followed a simple logical connection from order to action, because orders are a part of the system of actions, and the relationship between the order and the action is both complicated and weak.

5.3 Aggregation of Outcomes


OUR MAJOR SOURCE OF ERROR arises from the fact that in any historical account a whole series of innumerable, disparate and trivial events (say every single thing responsible for bringing the French soldiers over to Russia) are subsumed into the single end-result of that series of events, and the whole series of orders issued are correspondingly subsumed into a single expression of will.



Further confounding the study of causation is the fact that we tend to speak of the outcome as predetermined from the situation where we start observation. Yesterday I walked to a café and got a sandwich there. It is tempting to say that the purpose of my walk was to feed myself, but the truth is I actually just wanted to take out the garbage. Once outside I realised the weather was nice, and I had a doctor's appointment an hour later that I might as well walk to. On the way there, I got a call from the doctor's office letting me know that the doctor had gotten sick and needed to reschedule my appointment, I decided to walk home a slightly different route for variation, and noticed a drop in energy levels which I attributed to the long time that had passed since I last ate. A few minutes later I passed by the café and figured I might try a sandwich to see if my energy levels recover. The fact that I fed myself was at least the sixth coincidence during that walk – and this is not counting more mundane coincidences like the fact that I'm well-off enough that I can afford spontaneously buying an expensive sandwich and live in a location where I can walk to my doctor.

This is, perhaps, an unusual example, but this constantly plays out at smaller and larger scales through our lives. We make tiny decisions this way and that way, and before we know it, they have all aggregated together into an outcome that we didn't predict, nor intend to achieve. If we're lucky, we did intend to achieve something similar to it, but rarely exactly the very thing that happened.

This is one of the reasons things seem to happen first gradually, then suddenly. When we look back at where we arrived, we can see all the little causes leading up to it, but in the thick of things, those very same causes do not point reliably in one specific direction. If a drunk man goes out of the bar, turns in the direction of his home, and then every second he randomly staggers either forward or back, he cannot tell whether he will end up closer to or further away from his home, but we know for sure that he will end up further and further away from the bar as time goes on. At some point, he will look towards the bar and say, "How did I end up here?" It all happened gradually, one random step at a time, some of them away from home and some of them towards home. But as he looks back, he will feel that he ended up where he is rather suddenly, because there was no strong force that directed him that way. It was all random chance.

5.4 The Nature of Power


WHEN AN EVENT TAKES PLACE various opinions and desires are expressed about it, and as the event evolves out of the concerted action of many men, one particular version of the opinions or desires expressed is bound to be fulfilled, if only approximately. When one of the opinions expressed is fulfilled, that opinion becomes enshrined, by association, as the order that preceded the event.



Going back to the analogy of the drunk man stumbling forward and back randomly: maybe his friends have him under watch, and they are placing wagers on whether he'll end up closer to or further from home after an hour has passed. Some will bet he ends up closer to home, and some further away. But he will end up somewhere – let's say it's further from home. The people who wagered on this outcome might exclaim, "I knew it! Give me my five bucks."

"I knew it!" is a funny phrase to use in this context; the drunk man (at least in this thought experiment) goes forward or back entirely randomly each second, so nobody could have known where he would end up. But if someone does claim after the fact that they knew it, and they even present the wager as evidence, should we accept their clairvoyance? No, clearly not. They were just lucky. There's no way to prove that they were lucky (they can always claim they were clairvoyant in this specific situation only, and the situation has passed so we cannot run the experiment again), but we know it intuitively, and through Occam's razor (which is what makes the razor such a valuable tool).

Yet the same thing happens all the time when people issue orders and they appear to be obeyed. Not only does the outcome rarely match the order exactly, but we also have to ask ourselves, is it possible that if the course of events ran in another direction, someone else could claim to have issued the order to do that? Upon closer examination, we often find that among the multitude of orders issued, or opinions proclaimed, there will be at least one matching any plausible course of events. In other words, the order that did happen to match the outcome played a fairly small role in the outcome itself, which was a statistical accident based on the predisposition of the situation.

In my professional life, I recently witnessed a political struggle between a high-level manager (Bob) and their direct report (Alice), where Alice ended up getting promoted over Bob. What was the struggle about? Bob was leading a very large project that Alice thought was wasteful and a big risk to the organisation. The official reason for the promotion was that Alice was right and Bob was wrong – if you would ask anyone in the organisation, they would say the same thing: obviously Alice's plan is much better. In reality, there were no objective measurements taken. Even in the same situation, had the organisation gone with Bob's plan instead, I'm confident Bob would have looked like a genius and Alice would have been passed over for the next promotion. Note what the difference between the two scenarios is! It's which plan happened to be followed, and it has nothing to do with the quality of the plan.

In general, people in business who are in a position to issue orders have ended up in that position by being lucky in (or good at!) having opinions that seem to match the outcome. This is amplified in most businesses because they tend to measure success by "percent of plan completed" so someone who has had the hindsight-correct opinion many times will look very successful, because large portions of their plan is completed – or rather, large portions of what is completed happened to be in their plan. Don't mistake this for malice! The lottery winner is not at fault for causing everyone else to lose.


HISTORY SHOWS THAT THESE forms of justifications are no less nonsensical and contradictory than, for instance, murdering someone as a declaration of his human rights, or murdering millions in Russia to take England down a peg or two. But these justifications are very necessary at the time, shifting moral responsibility away from the men who produce the events. These short-term measures operate like brushes on the front of a train clearing the rails ahead: they sweep away men's moral responsibility.



It might seem odd that we allow some people to not participate very actively in the work itself, but rather have opinions about it. A CEO, for example, is generally the least informed person in the room when it comes to anything, yet it is essentially their job description to sit around and have opinions on how the work is performed.

Tolstoy argues the function of these opinion-havers is to provide justification for the work, to prevent the workers from having to consider why they are really doing something. This is extremely apparent when it comes to war (why am I killing my fellow humans, who have not personally affronted me or my family in any way?) but it is also relevant in today's bureaucratised society (why am I really filling in these TPS reports, when they don't improve the lives of anyone but just make things more complicated and take longer?)

As a side effect, people whose job it is to sit around and have opinions are rather likely to have a lot of opinions, and thus many of the things that happen will – by chance – coincide with some of their opinions, and they will seem successful for giving the order that caused what happened to happen.

5.5 Determinism

At the end, Tolstoy starts making a really ambitious argument: he takes a fairly basic (though very wordy) stance in favour of determinism. In this, I feel, Tolstoy makes a leap from actual science into metaphysics, and since I'm not much of a philosopher, I don't care much for that argument.

The reason Tolstoy goes there, though, is interesting. It's not to philosophise for its own sake. Tolstoy has a more important mission than that: he looks around him and sees the frightening pace at which natural sciences are able to generalise laws of physics, chemistry, and biology. Given enough information about an object, we can consult e.g. Hamiltonian mechanics to determine its precise past and future. The events of a closed mechanical (or chemical, or ...) system are time-invariant: there is no ultimate cause of any event, because they all depend on each other according to precise laws.

Tolstoy reasons that under the hypothesis of determinism, the same must be true for all human activity.

We used to think orders (the changing wills of leaders of humanity) caused events, and this would have been difficult to derive laws from. As we have seen, it could well be the other way around: orders follow events, through a survivor effect and/or selection bias. Given that, we can ignore the changing wills of people, and maybe there is a set of laws that would precisely describe human activity.

The mission Tolstoy sets out for historians, then, is not weaving neat stories about what must have happened in the past. It's finding out exactly what those hard laws of human behaviour must be. We have a vast pile of historic human behaviour that we are adding by the minute. Surely, if there exists a set of laws that would let us perfectly predict human behaviour, we must be able to figure it out with the data we have at our disposal, even if we're not strictly able to run experiments (because how could we, under the assumption of determinism?)

I think this is a great perspective on what history could be. And maybe it is necessary to rest it on a hypothesis of determinism, but I'm not convinced of that part. I think we can find statistical generalities without going into metaphysics. (And I suppose, to some extent, this is what economists and actuaries do, not historians.)

6. Conclusion

This review, despite its length, just scratches the surface of War and Peace. I realised when re-reading portions of it for this review that it's the kind of work that seems to expand and deepen when you go back to it. However, I have to wrap the review up somewhere, and this is as good a place as any.

We started with a question that we are now ready to answer with more sophistication: why did 600,000 men collectively decide to walk from France to Russia, eat all the food there was to be had along the way, only to starve and freeze to death on the way home?

The short answer is they did not. Elaborating on that, each person decided, for their own personal and diverse reasons, to join the army. Then each person decided to march toward Russia for one more day. Circumstances and chance resulted in this happening a large number of days, for a large number of people. The same people, due to their shared situation, happened to lose this desire to walk in Russia around the same time, and turned around toward what they felt was the safest road home. They had other concerns they thought more important than the fact that along that road, they had already consumed everything the landscape had to offer on their way in.

Nobody in particular made it this way. It was just one of the many possible courses of action that happened to materialise. Some high-ranking officials condoned this activity, and helped provide justification for it, and thus it seems like they ordered it.

Like any other outcome, this specific outcome was incredibly unlikely before it materialised. Once it did, it became part of our frame of reference and it's hard to imagine the same causes leading to some other course of action – but maybe they might have. This is the mission Tolstoy sets out to historians: what are the laws that would allow us to tell?




War in the Balkans, 1991-2002, by R. Craig Nation

Just over twenty years ago, the last Yugoslavian war ended, in Kosovo. I know that nobody cares, but I struggle to understand why.

This was a series of wars that dominated media headlines for years, among accusations of untold atrocities, leaving behind a legacy of division, distrust and revanchism that is far from being dispelled.

It was a conflict that – as Craig Nation, a U.S. Army instructor and historian specializing in Eastern Europe – was marked by Western media manipulation and straightforward political trickery aimed at defeating and humiliating Russia and its allies.

It was also a conflict that ended with a peace deal that was comprehensively violated by the winners, since it contained no provision to create an independent Kosovo – and yet, we have an independent Kosovo today.

If you’ve been following the media headlines about the current war in the Ukraine, perhaps you should care a lot more about what actually happened in Eastern Europe in the 90s, and how western propaganda worked to hide much of it from your sight? Maybe a little, just so you understand why your chances of being nuked are higher than ever?

The country we used to called Yugoslavia was created in 1919 and would still survive after 1999, as a rump of itself, until yet another round of manipulation, deceit and treachery, through 2006. Reading Nation’s comprehensive book about the Yugoslav wars, (until recently available for free download by the Strategic Studies Institute, and still reachable there using the Wayback Machine) I was struck by the enormous influence that foreign forces had on the destruction of that country.

Nation doesn’t absolve Yugoslav themselves from blame. Probably, the number one reason why the country doesn’t exist anymore is that Yugoslavs were unable to make the necessary compromises and arrangements to keep their federation, which was — in summary — a much superior concept to the tiny, powerless countries that we were left with. Still, the overarching message left by Nation’s book is that scheming foreigners have a lot of responsibility for what happened.

First, let’s take the moment in which the breakup of Yugoslavia is commonly understood to start: the Camp Kosovo speech by Slobodan Milosevic.

There actually were two such speeches, which has been a source of confusion for, literally, decades. I was in J-school in the 1990s, during the Yugoslavian war, and it was unusual to find a long story about the war that didn’t include a reference to the infamous “Milosevic speech in Kosovo” that supposedly drove these peaceful, socialist peoples to kill each other from that point on.

It’s worth pointing out that the very first Milosevic-in-Kosovo speech was in 1987. Milosevic was the top dog in Serbian politics since 1986, when he became the leader of the largest section of the Yugoslavian Communist party. In later years, he always claimed that he never favored Serbs, or Serbian nationalism, until 1989, and he was largely right: in his 1987 speech, that one can read here, there’s only Socialist platitudes and boilerplate.

The 1987 speech only became infamous in Serbia (and elsewhere in Yugoslavia) because of what happened after Milosevic spoke: he went to shake hands with locals, and some Serbs complained heatedly of harassment by Kosovo’s Albanian majority. Milosevic, caught in a bind, vowed to protect Kosovar Serbs. Scandal ensued (*).

By 1988, Nation reports (p. 41), several European states (Germany, Austria, Denmark, Hungary, and the Holy See among others) were openly promoting secession, sometimes pledging diplomatic support and arranging for illegal arms transfers to prepare the way for independence. Others waited a little longer.

Milosevic, always interested in ways to keep himself in power, had understood where the wind was blowing from. In his very well known “Gazimestan speech,” (his second Kosovo speech, in 1989) he did embrace Serbian nationalism, ensuring power for himself for the next decade and a half. Working against Yugoslav politicians and military officers whose priority was to keep some sort of federation alive, Milosevic saw (correctly) that Yugoslavia was beyond salvation, given foreign-supported nationalist agitation especially in Slovenia and Croatia, and shifted his priorities towards ensuring Serbs would get as big a piece of the Yugoslavian pie as possible.

The stage was set for disaster by then, but the actors were not yet ready, and many things could have been done to try and stop it. Mostly, the opposite was done. A early example of this, Nation explains (p. 122), is how in 1990 Slovenia “was being assured by friends inside the European Community (EC) that in the event of a military confrontation, European intervention in support of separation would result.”

This scenario, Nation adds, “played out without a hitch.” In the event, there was a extremely short 10-day war in Slovenia, after which the Yugoslav army retired from the secessionist region, following negotiations in which the EC acted as rather bad-faith mediator. As Nation writes (p. 124):

In the midst of the negotiations the flamboyant Italian Foreign Minister Gianni De Michaelis spoke incautiously of the EC’s success in “blocking the spiral of conflict.” Regretfully, the European reaction that De Michaelis encouraged, which as promised awarded Slovenia’s provocations by underwriting its independence, ensured that the spiral of conflict would continue to widen.

How come? Nation goes on (p. 126):

These events (after the Slovenian war) established a destructive precedent. Yugoslavia had been shattered without any arrangements in place for resolving the manifold issues that its disappearance as a unified state was bound to create. The instrumentality of violence as a means to affect secession was confirmed. An attempt to shape international attitudes toward the conflict by using stereotypes to manipulate the media proved remarkably successful. The conniving satraps that had inherited power in the Yugoslav republics were embraced as international statesmen and essential interlocutors. A false distinction between the “good Europeans and democrats” of predominantly Catholic Slovenia and the “evil Byzantines and communists” of predominately Orthodox Serbia was adopted as an organizing premise for approaching Balkan affairs. Not least, the ability of secessionist forces to use an appeal to the international community as a mechanism for neutralizing the superior military forces of their adversaries was clearly demonstrated.

Given its “high degree of ethnic homogeneity, relative prosperity, and more developed civil society, Slovenia was able to break free from the Yugoslav federation with a minimum of domestic trauma.” That wouldn’t be the case elsewhere.

Let’s go back to 1990 first. Then, the U.S. Congress also prepared the US Foreign Operations Appropriations law 101-513, eventually passed in 1991 with a section relating specifically to Yugoslavia, stipulating that all loans, aid and credits would be cut off within six months unless elections were held. The actual text of the Foreign Appropriations Law reads:

(The Law) Prohibits, six months after this Act’s enactment, the expenditure of funds made available pursuant to this Act to provide assistance to Yugoslavia. Directs the Secretary of the Treasury to instruct the U.S. executive directors to international financial institutions to oppose any assistance to Yugoslavia. Exempts from such prohibition assistance to support democratic parties or movements and emergency and humanitarian assistance. Makes such prohibition inapplicable if: (1) all the individual republics of Yugoslavia have held free and fair elections and are not engaged in a pattern of human rights violations; or (2) the Secretary of State certifies that Yugoslavia is making significant strides toward complying with the Helsinki Accords and is encouraging any republic which has not held free and fair elections to do so.

That is: Yugoslavia, all but bankrupt, cannot receive assistance. The wording leaves room for the secessionist parties in its constituent republics (“democratic parties or movements”) to receive U.S. assistance if the U.S. finds them friendly enough.

The obvious objection would be that there were great majorities in favor of secession in Slovenia and Croatia, and nothing could be done to stop such popular sentiment. Well, that may apply in the case of Slovenia; and even in this case elites in Ljubljana had to be reassured by friends inside the EC, as we’ve seen.

There was no great majority for secession in Croatia’s case. As late as 1990, the Croat nationalists of the HDZ party had only won just over 40% of votes in a local election there. This was not an overwhelming, unstoppable force, yet.

In November 1991, with open warfare ongoing in Croatia, the Arbitration Commission of the Peace Conference on Yugoslavia, a body set up in 1991 by the Council of Ministers of the European Economic Community (EEC) in response to the conflict that had broken out between separatists in Slovenia and Croatia and the Yugoslav People’s Army (JNA) earlier that year, determined that Yugoslavia was “in the process of dissolution.”

That is: a foreign body created by the European Union’s forebear declared that Yugoslavia, a recognized member of the United Nations, was no more. It was “in the process of dissolution.” Can you imagine your surprise if the European Union had taken advantage of open warfare against separatists across Eastern Ukraine in 2014 to determine that the Ukraine was “in the process of dissolution” and should no longer exist?

(For a detailed summary of this Commission’s other decisions, check here)

Here, I must clarify again: Craig never says that Yugoslavia was destroyed solely because of nefarious foreign conspirations. The claim throughout is that foreign powers were fuelling the flames instead of trying to help extinguish the fire.

Germany recognized the secession of first Slovenia and Croatia in December 1991, whereupon civil war ensued. It lasted for the next eight years until a three-month NATO air war unleashed against the Serbs, who had refused to acquiesce in the break-up of the federal republic, brought it to an end.

Of course, we all know by heart the preferred Western narrative on the war. It’s been repeated non-stop, for years – the Serbs were guilty. To this, Nation has some caveats. He notes, for example, that mass ethnic discrimination against Serbs in newly-independent Croatia was not a figment of Milosevic’s imagination (p. 114):

(HDZ, the ruling nationalist party in Croatia that had won just almost 40% of votes) instituted obligatory loyalty oaths for ethnic Serbs in public positions, discouraged use of the Serbian Cyrillic alphabet and made the Latin script obligatory in official documents and proceedings, purged members of Croatia’s Serb minority (17 percent of the population) from positions in state administration and local police forces, and rewrote the Croatian constitution in such a way as to demote Croatian Serbs from the status of a constituent nation to that of a national minority.

In a delicious note, Nation adds that the Croatians immediately rescued the old Nazi-era flag adopted by the regime of the Hitler-loving Croatian wartime leader Ante Pavelic, the sahovnica. Still, they made concessions to Serb sensibilities, given that the Croatian fascists had killed hundreds of thousands of them in World War II (that is, just four decades before all of this happened):

The use of the šahovnica as a state symbol was particularly resented. Croatian officials demonstrated sensitivity, of a particularly ineffective sort, to minority opinion by reversing the shield’s red-white checkerboard alignment in order to differentiate it from the emblem used by the Pavelić regime.

So, the Nazis return to power in Germany, they restore the swastika, but it’s upside down, so it doesn’t count, Jews! Nothing to worry about.

Nation stresses (p. 118) that Milosevic, joined by his protégé Momir Bulatovic of Montenegro (a country that later split from Serbia in a fascinating, separate process outside of the scope of this book and review), was increasingly committed to support for the emerging Serb entities inside Croatia and Bosnia-Herzegovina. “This decision to prioritize the creation of a “greater Serbia” would eventually be singled out as the root cause of the entire Yugoslav tragedy, though in fact the unambiguous orientation of the western republics toward secession left the Serbian leadership with little choice but to see to its own interests,” he adds. He follows up:

On March 16, 1991, as the crisis of federal institutions climaxed, Milošević remarked on Belgrade television that “Yugoslavia has entered into the final phase of its agony.” ... Such statements outlined a program, to accept the dismantlement of Yugoslavia and use force to assemble an enlarged Serbia from the ruins. Ljubljana and Zagreb viewed confederation as a kind of halfway house that would buy them time to prepare for independence, and the Slovenes in particular pushed hard to provoke a break as soon as possible. Sarajevo and Skopje feared the breakup of Yugoslavia, but they were not willing to accept incorporation in a rump state where the western republics were not on hand to balance Serbia.

It's absolutely remarkable that Nation, an American, is so shocked by all of this that he actually (p. 129) criticizes the Yugoslav military for not staging a coup, arguing that – in these circumstances – such action would have been within the military’s purview, and possibly a better option than the bloodbath that was to follow:

The high command at the outset of the conflict was what several generations of indoctrination in Titoist Yugoslavia had prepared it to be, a professionally competent and ethnically diverse group of officers committed to the preservation of the Yugoslav idea. Tito had repeatedly referred to the Yugoslav armed forces as the ultimate guarantor of national unity, and in the confused circumstances of 1990-91 the JNA would have been acting within its prerogative had it seized the initiative, declared a state of emergency as a pretext for dismissing nationalist leaders in Ljubljana, Zagreb, and Belgrade, and imposed federal elections and association between republics on a new foundation. Pretexts for intervention were not lacking. On January 25, 1991, a secretly filmed video was shown on national television documenting the illegal arming of Croatian paramilitaries in Slavonia. The video featured (Croatian) defense minister Špegelj, his back to a hidden camera, instructing fellow officers on techniques for murdering their Serb colleagues in the context of a national rising. The “Špegelj Affair” created a sensation, but a majority of the Federal Presidency refused to sanction a military response, and the army balked at acting without a political mandate. Following the May 6, 1991, demonstrations protesting efforts to disarm the Croatian territorial militia outside the Yugoslav naval headquarters in Split, during which a young Macedonian conscript was killed, Yugoslav Defense Minister Kadijević spoke publicly of a “state of civil war,” but his rhetoric was not backed up by action. The decision by Milošević’s Serb bloc to veto the accession of Mesić as chair of the Federal Presidency in May 1991 has also been represented as a possible occasion for the declaration of a state of emergency and military crackdown, which was not exploited for lack of political support.

Why was there no coup? Well, nobody wanted to run the risk of being immediately identified as the bad guy in the movie. They were all triangulating, and the Americans were also going around, making less-than-veiled threats (p. 130):

On January 17, U.S. Ambassador William Zimmermann instructed Milošević confidant Jović that although America supported Yugoslav unity, it would not tolerate the use of force by the federal army in Slovenia and Croatia. The EC offered the same contradictory council--simultaneous opposition to secession and to the only effective means to combat secession—in June 1991 on the eve of the Slovenian and Croatian declarations of disassociation.

Late in 1991, foreign pressure again forced everyone’s hands. As Nation explains (p. 138), Germany – the EC’s most powerful member, and one that was flexing diplomatic muscles for the first time since its reunification earlier that year – drove the European bloc to recognize the secessionist republics by January 15, 1992.

Just in case the Serbs didn’t get the message, Germany then “embarrassed its allies by moving to recognize Slovenia and Croatia unilaterally.” Bosnia-Herzegovina, a republic with a tenuous Muslim (Bosniak) plurality, and massive Serb and Croatian minorities, received encouraging messages too:

Bosnia-Herzegovina was urged to conduct a referendum on independence as a condition for eligibility. The rulings were legally disputable, but at this point political motives had become decisive… Macedonia, in deference to Greek protests (including threats from Athens to veto EC initiatives should its will be defied) was left in limbo.

Attempts to explain German haste rest upon a number of contradictory hypotheses, Nation writes: “aspirations to win advantage in an emerging central European economic zone, to assert a more dynamic foreign policy in the wake of unification, to make up for diplomatic passivity during the Gulf War and assume a stronger leadership role in Europe, to pursue a policy of revenge against an historic enemy, to respond to domestic pressures emerging from Catholic, Bavarian, and Croatian interest groups, or to stand up to destabilizing violence on Germany’s post-cold war eastern marches.” Regardless, Nation adds (p. 106):

Some combination of these factors will have to serve — what matters are the consequences of Bonn’s, and the EC’s, miscalculations. Slovenia and Croatia were recognized as sovereign states, and the dissolution of Yugoslavia sanctioned, without any provision being made to address the status of Croatia’s Serb minority, the prospects of the other constituent peoples of the Yugoslav federation, the legitimacy of federal instances, or the consequences for the Balkan region of Yugoslavia’s precipitous fragmentation. The decade of war that followed was at least in part a consequence of these miscalculations.

This mess was facilitated by the absence of any diplomatic counter-balance. The Soviet Union was in an accelerated process of dissolution of its own, with some countries later to star in international dramas of their own, like the Ukraine, holding referenda to gain independence in the latter half of 1991. In fact, as Nation notes (p. 144), the well-known coup of August that year against Mikhail Gorbachev, a last-ditch Communist attempt to revert the disintegration, “was informed by sympathy toward Serbia as Russia’s historic ally in the Balkans, but it ended as a fiasco.”

Luckily for the West, there was a pathological drunk they were able to push all the way to the presidency of the new Russian Federation: Boris Yeltsin, who worked with his Foreign Minister Andrei Kozyrev to align Russian Balkan policy with that of the Western democracies (p. 121):

In May 1992 Kozyrev visited all of the former Yugoslav republics, and signed accords establishing full diplomatic relations with Slovenia and Croatia. He also publicly asserted that responsibility for the conflict fell upon the “national-communist” leadership in Belgrade. The Russian Federation voted in favor of economic sanctions against Belgrade on May 30, 1992, on July 10 it approved Yugoslavia’s exclusion from the CSCE, and on September 22 supported UN Resolution No. 777 denying Belgrade the status of legal successor of Tito’s federation.

Yup, all of this from the supposed historical ally of Serbia. Nation keeps hammering on a point that should be more popular among Americans, given that they live in a country that stamped out a wildly popular secessionist movement by killing pretty much anyone who took up arms against the Federal government (p. 146):

The original justification for recognizing Slovenia and Croatia was the right of self-determination, but it was a dubious premise about which no one seemed to agree. The concept was coined by Woodrow Wilson as a means for coordinating the selective dismantling of the defeated European empires of World War I, but it has never been incorporated into the code of international law. There is no consensus in place over what the conditions that qualify any one of the more than 3,000 national communities that can be identified worldwide for such a privilege might be, or whether the principle of self-determination necessarily implies a right to independence and national sovereignty. In the case of Yugoslavia, the right of self-determination was often invoked but never consistently applied. The denial of an option for self-determination to the Serbs of Croatia and Bosnia, the Croats of Herzegovina, the Kosovar Albanians, and the Albanian population of Macedonia lay at the root of much of the violence that accompanied the country’s break-up. The sovereignty of the individual republics, and of inherited republican borders, was often cited as a limitation upon self-determination, but the most outspoken proponents of such perspectives were usually those with the most to gain.

Croatia was a very particular case: with a third of the national territory under occupation by the Serbs who lived there, who descended from people who had lived there for centuries, and who wanted no part of the new Croatian state, the argument put forward by Croatian diplomats was that boundaries between the Yugoslav republics were historically sanctioned, legal lines of division between sovereign entities. Nation points out (still p. 146), however:

In fact, however, administrative expediency accounted for much of the logic of the Yugoslav republican boundaries drawn up after the Second World War, which were never intended to serve as state frontiers. There was some incongruity in an international legal regime that sanctioned the dismemberment of Yugoslavia itself, while simultaneously holding up its internal boundaries as inviolable. “The country’s external borders were made of cotton, its internal and regional frontiers of cement,” as one disillusioned critic (Slobodan Despot in the postface to Vjekoslav Radovic's Spectres de la guerre: Chose vue par un Yougoslave privé de son pays, Lausanne: L’Age d’Homme, 1992, p. 216.) put it.

The argument that internal borders separating Yugoslav republics were sacrosanct and the basis for all future arrangement was particularly beloved by the only Yugoslav republican leader during the wars of the 1990s without a Communist background, the Muslim Alija Izetbegovic. He was briefly imprisoned in 1946 for his opposition to Titoist policies toward Bosnia’s Muslim community, and later became a respected lawyer and leader of the political opposition. In 1983 he was tried, together with twelve associates, for a purported attempt to transform Bosnia-Herzegovina into an Islamic Republic, and sentenced to a 14-year term, only 2 years of which were served.

Izetbegovic was terrified of a possible arrangement between the two largest ethnicities of Yugoslavia, Serbs and Croats, to divide Bosnia between themselves. He wasn’t paranoid: Tudjman and Milosevic, two former Communists with similar interests and views, had met several times and, in March 1991, they had outlined a common strategy based upon the partition of Bosnia-Herzegovina by exchanging multiple chunks of land with hard-to-spell names, leaving a small Bosniak state in the middle, as residue (p. 154):

Obsessed with his role in history, Tudjman kept a nearly complete file of recordings of confidential conversations with colleagues conducted in the presidential office. The portions of these tapes that have been made public reveal that the Croatian President repeatedly made reference to schemes for partitioning Bosnia-Herzegovina, notably in conversation with Mate Boban and Gojko Šušak on November 28, 1993, where he speaks of trading occupied areas along the Sava for territory in western Bosnia, and as late as April 1999, when Tudjman suggested exchanging the Prevlaka Peninsula and a point of access to the Adriatic to the Serbs in exchange for Banja Luka and the Bosanska Krajina.

In typical fashion, this revealing tapes have locally been described as “Croatia’s Watergate Tapes.” The existence of the tapes – a massive piece of evidence showing that Tudjman was more willing to negotiate than his Western partners and backers – was revealed following the HDZ’s electoral defeat in 1999, but only small excerpts have been published.

The Tudjman family unsuccessfully sued to have the tapes returned; in the summer of 2002, under pressure to surrender the tapes to the International Criminal Tribunal for Former Yugoslavia in The Hague, the Croatian government made the decision to restrict all access to the documents for a period of 30 years.

                                                  \*


You may be wondering why I care so much about the travails of this wild peoples who murdered themselves with so much abandon. After all, like I wrote before, this was mostly their fault. They had a little fire going on and all foreigners did was pour petrol on it. Yes, that didn’t help, but you definitely needed the fire to get the conflagration going.

I care because this was my first experience as a journalist. In the summer of 1994, on holidays from  J-School, I talked a few friends into doing a Eurorail train trip, dirt cheap, on a 300 euro budget that covered a whole month worth of accommodation, travel and food. The war in Yugoslavia was a big deal in the news, and I wanted to have a peek, so I took them into Croatia, telling them that, yes, the country was technically at war, but it wasn’t really.

That Croatia wasn’t really at war was a small exaggeration.

We spent a few eventful hours in Zagreb, the Croatian capital, where you could feel the war staring at you, and see the soldiers all over the place, blue UN vehicles and tents for displaced peoples. The kind owner of a establishment full of grizzled war veterans – who obviously were getting some rest before they were sent to the front – convinced us to take the first train to neighboring Slovenia, where there really was no war.

We ended up in a ramshackle, but pretty, beachfront hotel in Pula, close to Italy. The place was crammed with Croatian refugees from Mostar, an ethnically-divided Bosnian city where all sorts of horrors had occurred, before and after UN Spanish troops (members of the so-called UNPROFOR forces patrolling Bosnian enclaves) had arrived to separate the contending Croat and Muslim minorities.

When the refugees learned that me and my friends were Spanish, well, that wasn’t pretty. We were all in our early 20s, short-haired, in reasonable shape: we looked a lot like UN soldiers on vacation, and some of the refugees didn’t believe us when we explained – through a helpful translator – that we weren’t. One afternoon, as I was staring at the sea, bored, one of the refugees came close to physically attack me; luckily, the translator was nearby. He explained that these people had suffered much in Mostar and blamed the Spanish soldiers, fairly or unfairly, for siding with the Muslims.

I understood then. I understand even more now. It wasn’t even necessary that that poor man had personally been the victim of Bosniak violence: war propaganda, fuelled in the West to portray the Serbs as monsters (with the Muslims as sidekick monsters in Croatia), and directed in Serbia against Bosniaks and Croats, was all over European media. In Yugoslavia itself, as Nation writes, it was overwhelming. This is from p. 147:

It quickly became clear that all parties to the conflict were in the business of using atrocity rumors instrumentally in order to win the sympathy of a wider audience. Sorting out fact from fiction in the volatile circumstances of armed conflict is never easy. In the Yugoslav case, where efforts to demonize the enemy became a strategy of war pursued by professional public relations firms such as Ruder Finn Global Public Affairs, the challenge was particularly severe.

In p. 156, Nation recalls a Serbian acquaintance of his, the widow of a former Yugoslav diplomat from Croatia and owner of a home in Split and flat in Belgrade, who reported viewing a news broadcast in Belgrade during the autumn of 1991, including graphic images of mutilated cadavers, described as the Serb victims of Croat terror:

Upon returning to Split, she viewed the identical images on Croatian television, with the cadavers described as the Croat victims of Chetnik (Serb) terror. Such abusive use of the pornography of death for political purposes, without regard to circumstance or fact, was widespread.

Widely publicized images of the picturesque touristic town of Dubrovnik under assault (“to some extent engineered by Croatian defenders who used the city’s medieval towers as gun placements and allegedly burnt piles of tires to create photogenic smoke effects for the international media”) were also used to good effect to convey the impression of a barbaric Serb invader (p. 158). I recall they were all over the news reports, all the time.

The bombing of the Croat presidential palace in the heart of Zagreb’s old city, an action devoid of any apparent strategic logic, likewise cast discredit upon government forces (also p. 158). The destruction in Vukovar was much more representative (and a real enough example of Serbian brutality), but the quiet Slavonian city lacked the media appeal of an international tourist resort or the national capital.

In the midst of this mess, UNPROFOR troops like the ones the Mostar refugees hated became a byword for mission creep (p. 189). They had extremely limited mandates at first, including the monitoring of cease fires and the like, but big, foreign dreams.

When UNPROFOR commander Phillippe Morillon of France was temporarily detained by outraged citizens demanding protection during a visit to the Bosniak enclave of Srebrenica on March 11, 1993, he took the personal initiative of declaring the city a UN “Safe Area.” This meant that the whole UN now had, because of Morillon’s whim, responsibility to protect a thickly-populated town notorious among Serbs as a homebase for armed, murderous incursions by Muslim militias – including foreign jihadis that had been streaming into Bosnia for years, and would later form the backbone of European branches of Al Qaida (**) and the Islamic State.

In June, with UN approval, the designation was extended to Sarajevo, Gorazde, Srebrenica, Tuzla, Zepa, and Bihac, all Bosniak-controlled areas. Nation explains (still p. 189): “Unfortunately, the term safe area was a euphemism, used to describe what were in fact encircled and indefensible enclaves, teeming with displaced persons and with a combined population of over 1.2 million. In direct contravention of the safe area concept, several of the enclaves were used by Muslim forces as sanctuaries for launching raids against Serb-held territories.”

By assuming responsibility for their protection, Nation concludes, “UNPROFOR had saddled itself with a responsibility it was not prepared to honor and extended its mandate to the breaking point.”

Here one would be justified to stop and wonder: well, yes, this is a review of Craig Nation’s book, and you came up with all these direct quotations discussing stuff few people ever discuss about the war in Yugoslavia. But, how can we tell that he’s not a looney Serb-lover who is twisting facts to benefit, say, his secret Serb girlfriend with an axe to grind?

I’ve put the same question to myself, but the truth is that the published literature about the conflict mostly agrees with Nation’s interpretations. The problem here is not one of scholarly consensus versus looney Serb-lover, is one of “well, this was a long time ago anyway and nobody cares,” which is the most common response I come across when I point these facts out.

Take the memoirs of Richard Holbrooke, the top U.S. negotiator in Yugoslavia. There, we can read a detailed account of the negotiations leading up to the Dayton Agreement, the 1995 deal that ended the Bosnian war after the NATO air bombing campaign.

He makes it clear that the Bosniaks were the most obstinate party to the talks, and came closest to blowing up the negotiations for peace in Bosnia, while Serbia’s Milosevic made the most dramatic concessions. Holbrooke’s biographer, George Packer, concurs in his 2019 book “Our Man: Richard Holbrooke and the End of the American Century”:

Packer reveals that Holbrooke had all but given up towards the end of Dayton and it was Milosevic, desperate for a deal, who saved him by making last-minute concessions and selling out his Bosnian Serb allies.

Surprised? You shouldn’t be. In 1992, in very publicized talks, Bosnian leader Izetbegovic had foiled an earlier attempt to a treaty in Bosnia. The so-called “Lisbon Agreement,” a tri-ethnic solution partitioning the country into cantons, had been brokered by Portuguese diplomat José Cutileiro on behalf of the Conference of Europe.

The Bosniaks, Serbs, and Croats signed the federalization scheme in Lisbon but, as this article ponts out, after meeting in Sarajevo with U.S. Ambassador to Yugoslavia Warren Zimmerman, Izetbegovic reneged. He rightly concluded that time (and the U.S.) would deliver a better deal — even if it was only a slightly better deal.

“The Lisbon Agreement and the Dayton Accords are so similar,” observed Gordon Bardos, “the main difference is the death of over 100,000 people” between 1992 and 1995.

As Nation notes (p. 191), the Vance-Owen Peace Plan of 1993 was another missed chance. Nobody was ecstatic about it, but the Bosniaks quickly saw that the argument that it rewarded “Serbian aggression” was much appreciated by the U.S. administration, which was then in the process of trying new toys:

The alternative offered by the Clinton administration, still in the process of defining its approach to the Bosnian problem and torn by conflicting motives, became known as “Lift and Strike” — lifting the arms embargo against the Muslim party in order to allow it to organize a more effective defence (a policy that demanded collaboration with Croatia to ensure access for arms transfers) and selective air strikes under NATO auspices to punish Serb violations.

In his memoir of the war (“Balkan Odyssey,” 1996), the British peace envoy David Owen lambasted what he called a U.S. policy of “lift and pray” as “outrageous” and a “nightmare” intended to sabotage the mediation effort in order to cater to domestic interest groups.

Nation (p. 199) provides a specific example of this policy: in February-March 1994, building on the momentum of a Serb withdrawal from the outskirts of Sarajevo (the result, in part, of a massive media campaign involving the likes of Susan Sontag), Western pressure achieved the reopening of Tuzla Airport, with Russian observers brought in to monitor compliance:

Though justified as a means to facilitate the delivery of humanitarian aid, the gesture also had strategic significance — Tuzla was a bastion of support for a unified, multinational Bosnia-Herzegovina, and it would eventually become the focus of the U.S. military presence in the region. On February 27, in line with the strategic reappraisal underway, two NATO aircraft shot down four Yugoslav Jastreb jet fighters that had trespassed the no-fly zone near Banja Luka. This was the first combat action undertaken by the Alliance since its establishment in 1949, and a harbinger of things to come.

The same points are repeated and amplified in intelligence cables transmitted by UNPROFOR Canadian peacekeepers, declassified in 2022 and reviewed here by The Grayzone. As they put it, “received wisdom dictates the Americans were concerned that Brussels’ leading role in negotiations would weaken Washington’s international prestige, and assist in the soon-to-be European Union emerging as an independent power bloc following the collapse of Communism,” but the reality is much worse: “the UNPROFOR cables expose a much darker agenda at work. Washington wanted Yugoslavia reduced to rubble, and planned to bring the Serbs violently to heel by prolonging the war as long as possible. To the US, the Serbs were the ethnic group most determined to preserve the troublesome independent republic’s existence.”

And more: “These aims were very effectively served by Washington’s absolutist assistance to the Bosniaks. It was an article of faith in the Western mainstream at the time, and remains so today, that Serb intransigence in negotiations blocked the path to peace in Bosnia. Yet, the UNPROFOR cables make repeatedly clear this was not the case.”

By 1993, it was clear to Canadian peacekeepers that the US was encouraging Izetbegovic to provoke the Serbs into military escalation, so that the US could increase assistance to the Bosniaks and comprehensively defeat the Serbs. One cable explains: “Serious talks in Geneva will not occur as long as Izetbegovic believes that airstrikes will be flown against the Serbs. These airstrikes will greatly strengthen his position and likely make him less cooperative in negotiations.”

To support the Bosniaks, the US resorted — as the cables denounce — to its old tried-and-tested tactic of relying on jihadists. Same as in Afghanistan in the 1980s and 1990s and in Syria now, jihadists had joined the fight of their own volition and DC policymakers observed that they could be used against the American enemy of the day, the Serbs. This is has been known for a long time, but it’s another of those things that many prefer to forget. The use of Mujahedeen also helped to set up false flag incidents in which they fired against or shelled Muslim civilians to blame the Serbs.

A particularly beloved tactic of the Bosniak side was triggering such false flag incidents in Sarajevo, in full view of international media: “We know that the Muslims have fired on their own civilians and the airfield in the past in order to gain media attention,” a memo concluded. A later memo observes, “Muslim forces outside of Sarajevo have, in the past, planted high explosives in their own positions and then detonated them under the gaze of the media, claiming Serb bombardment. This has then been used as a pretext for Muslim ‘counter-fire’ and attacks on the Serbs.”

Please note that a Serb general was convicted in 2003 by an international tribunal, as responsible for the massacre cited in this cable as a false flag incident.

In 1999, the remaining rump of Yugoslavia (Serbia and Montenegro) was again on the receiving end of Western rage. Amid increasing tensions in Muslim-majority Kovoso, a region within the supposedly inviolable boundaries of Yugoslav republics, the local Kosovar mafia gained dominance.

The local separatist movement was but a very thin fig-leaf covering an organized crime takeover, as Danilo Mandic wrote in his 2021 book “Gangsters and other statesmen: Mafias, separatists, and torn states in a globalized world.” In Kosovo, Mandic added, this mafia “assumed the role of a divider and ruler” during the turbulent 1990s and then during an insurrection that he describes as a “narco-funded armed liberation.” What was the West’s response to this?  Belgrade was presented with the Rambouillet deal, a NATO plan that essentially represented a western takeover of the country.

This is, for example, the opinion of the brilliant Slovenian philosopher Slavoj Zizek, who nobody will mistake for a Serbian apologist (he ran for Slovenian president in 1991, and remains a remarkably noisy anti-Serb and anti-Russian to this day). Zizek wrote thus about Rambouillet in “From Myth to Symptom – The Case of Kosovo” (2013):

At the Rambouillet negotiations early in the Spring of 1999, the Western proposal put Yugoslavia in an untenable position, effectively stripping it of its sovereignty. It demanded that NATO have free access to the military facilities in ALL of Yugoslavia – not just in Kosovo – the free use of all transport facilities, exemption from being prosecuted by Yugoslav authorities for any crimes committed, etc.etc. In short, an effective occupation of Yugoslavia. Does this not raise the suspicion that, at least for the USA, the Rambouillet meeting was from the very beginning not considered a serious negotiation? It raises the idea that perhaps the goal was from, the very beginning, to place Serbs in a position of having to reject the non-negotiable Western proposal, thus providing latitude for the bombing, by putting the blame on the Milošević’s “stubborn rejection of the peace proposal.”

This was the meeting in which the Kosovar Albanians – the West’s ostensible allies – showed up with such a unsophisticated negotiating team, basically a group of rural criminals out of The Godfather Part II, that its members mistook U.S. Secretary of State Madeleine Albright for a cleaning lady (I also read this anecdote in the Spanish press at the time, but the correspondent falsely claimed it was the Serbs who made the mistake, obviously). Here’s Henry Kissinger, writing in The Daily Telegraph (1998) about the U.S. proposal presented during the event:

The Rambouillet text, which called on Serbia to admit NATO troops throughout Yugoslavia, was a provocation, an excuse to start bombing. Rambouillet is not a document that an angelic Serb could have accepted. It was a terrible diplomatic document that should never have been presented in that form.

About 2,000 Serbs were killed in NATO’s “surgical strikes” over the next few months. Over 200,000 Serbs were expelled from their homes in Kosovo, never to return.

This not coincidental, have a quick look of any map of the former Yugoslavia, and find out the places where the population that was ethnically cleansed during the wars of 1991-99 has never been allowed back.

There are only two such regions: Krajina, the Serb-majority region east of Zagreb, the Croatian capital, from which Serbs were forever expelled in 1995(***); and almost all of Kosovo, except for the northern enclaves around (parts of) Mitrovica, from where Serbs were pushed out in 1999 by the victorious, NATO-supported Albanians.

This makes perfect sense, considering that number one driver for foreign (German-led) hostility to the continued existence of Yugoslavia was anti-Serbian sentiment. Serbia, Czarist Russia’s closest ally for decades and a key reason for a series of wars that led to Germany losing its dominant position in Europe, had to be punished, and it was. Russia’s ally had to be shown how things stand now that Russia won’t protect you anymore.

Throughout Bosnia, where Muslims and Croats were often cleansed by Serbs, hundreds of thousands have been allowed to return to their former homes. In the Serbian Republic (the Serbian region of Bosnia) there are well over 100,000 Muslim residents as of the last census of 2013, out of a population of scarcely over one million. In Sarajevo, the Bosniak capital, finding beer in hotels and restaurants is becoming harder every day.

*The full exchange is shown at the very beginning of this wonderful, very comprehensive, four-and-a-half hour BBC documentary on the War in Yugoslavia.

**Amer Azizi, one such veteran who later joined Al Qaida, remains the main suspect for the role of organizer of the Madrid bombings of 2004, the largest terror attack in European history: https://www.urjc.es/todas-las-noticias-de-actualidad/7235-fernando-reinares-premiado-por-la-asociacion-11-m-afectados-del-terrorismo

***Serbs consistently represented well over 10% of Croatia’s population for centuries (17% of the population in 1900), and were 12% of the census in 1991; they are less than 5% now.




Wealth in Families, by Charles Collier

Wealth in Families, by Charles Collier, is not a typical self-help book. Self-help books are for people who struggle with habits, or relationships, or business. Wealth in Families is by definition not for people who are struggling with anything. Written in the early 2000’s, it is the final self-help book at the end of a road that most will never reach. It is 100 pages of advice for wealthy Harvard University donors on how best to distribute their money to their children and philanthropic ventures. It is quite comfortable in being, and candid in announcing, that it is not for everyone. The inside cover contains solely the title of the book and this jarring epigraph:

“This book has been produced by Harvard University. It is intended for the exclusive use of the Harvard Community.”

It is a rare book that so directly tells you not to read it. Apparently, there are simply things in this book that were not meant to be read by ordinary people. Collier, the Senior Philanthropic Advisor at Harvard University, needs to speak some plain truths to the wealthy among us and would rather get the filtering process done on page zero and start the real talk on page one. Consider some of this real talk:

“A number of wealthy families pay little estate tax. “How can that be?” you may ask.  The answer is that they plan ahead, defining an appropriate financial inheritance for their children and grandchildren. They use sophisticated techniques to transfer the financial wealth early, thereby maximizing the growth of financial assets in succeeding generations. Finally, they typically leave the residual of their estates to their private family foundation or various charities.”

This is a remarkably clear-eyed and non-apologetic account of the purpose of charitable family foundations. The fact that this discussion occurs on page three of Wealth in Families shows immense boldness – or rather casualness. When you are wealthy (as Collier is) no one can ever make you feel ashamed of anything.

The best reason for existence that can be imagined for this work – straddling the awkward zone between a book and a pamphlet – is as a sort of advertising copy for the Harvard Department of Generous Gifts. When a donor was visiting the grounds of The Campus, Mr. Collier might slip the thin Crimson paperback of Wealth in Families into their deep pockets as a parting gift, just to impart that the donor-donee relationship is bidirectional. That is, you give us the cash, and we will help you decipher the meaning of it.

The Meaning of Wealth

We talk a lot about the meaning of life. Life is given without asking, and for the most part we have to make a serious and creative effort to convince ourselves to enjoy it in full. We think little about the meaning of wealth. That is because for most of us, the meaning of wealth is readily apparent. Wealth allows us continued food and shelter, and if we suddenly lost our ability to gain wealth we would eventually wither into nothingness. The target demographic of Wealth in Families thinks a great deal about the meaning of wealth, presumably because they have so much of it.

This book is for a specific kind of Harvard donor: the entrepreneurial new money who have recently vaulted to the top of the early 2000’s meritocracy. Case studies abound with stories of founders and leaders of “internet companies” who simply don’t know how to make sense of their money. To clarify, these people don’t need help with the quantitatives behind their investments or spending strategies. What they are looking for is the meaning hidden underneath all of that money. They have more than they could ever really want. Of course, they went out and hunted for it, in the same way that their prehistoric ancestors gleefully hunted for mammoth. But now they are standing over their kill, tusk and all, at an impasse. Now what? For the economics minded – the question is one that could be phrased so that an undergraduate could understand it. “How can I keep my marginal utility with respect to the United States Dollar from going to zero?”

Collier’s message – in 100 pages – is that you need to focus on transforming your wealth into social capital. That is, creating a legacy for yourself and your family that is going to outlast you many times over. And you are not going to get there by the same techniques that got you rich in the first place. Elegantly phrased in Wealth in Families,

“The newer “dot-com entrepreneurs” – need to be careful not to be so busy making the money that they don’t take the time to transmit some level of knowledge to their family members.”

Collier prescribes a pathway to transform yourself from new money to old money. In Collier’s thinking, the challenges that the wealthy encounter are entirely orthogonal to the challenges that the middle-class deal with, and middle-class values are incompatible with wealth. Staying sane at the top requires a new outlook - adopting the values of the WASPs, America’s old aristocracy. Collier, a WASP himself, is our guide to this world.

A note on the structure of the book: a large fraction is taken up with citing, promoting, and interviewing other practitioners in the domain of wealth management. Apparently, it is an industry standard in the field to write books with painfully dull titles and cite all of your friends. And a note on style – since Charles Collier is making the crucial assumption that you are a successful 2000’s business magnate, the book is written in bland corporatisms that should have never been exported from the world of PowerPoint. The excerpt below demonstrates both points:

“Most families are only aware that they have one form of capital: financial capital,” says James E. (Jay) Hughes, Jr., an estate planning lawyer and family governance specialist in New York, author of Family Wealth: Keeping it in the Family_. Hughes is a proponent of the four forms of family wealth: “A family must know whether all of their forms of capital are growing. Rarely in my experience do families measure their human, intellectual, and social capital. Frequently, members do not even recognize that they own these forms of capital.”_

Managing the Family

The meat of the book is spent on discussions of raising children. The readers of this book probably liked their childhoods. They might even hope to recreate that childhood for their own children. But deep down they understand that for all the freedom that money gives, it closes off that option. Your kids are never going to grow up normal. Consider the dilemma presented in an interview with Dr. Lee Hausner, author of Children of Paradise: Successful Parenting for Prosperous Families.

“__Collier: Entrepreneurial parents have said to me, ‘I have a seven-year-old child, and we’re flying in our private jet to Jackson Hole. I’m worried about the message I’m sending my child. How do I raise children with a balanced view of our family wealth?’ ”

This (especially striking) example is emblematic of a running theme of Wealth in Families. In a society that values individualism, personal achievement, and starting from humble beginnings, generational wealth is an immense burden to place on children. They will squirm under its weight and ask pointed questions. The preferred strategy from Dr. Hausner is a brutal form of honesty that dismisses middle class pseudo-egalitarianism.

“__Hausner: This is a big challenge. What the parents might say is, ‘We happen to be extremely fortunate, and we have this jet that we can use on special occasions. Most people are not able to use this airplane, and we do not talk about it because it will make people feel unhappy or jealous. This is a luxury item that is available because your mom or your dad worked very hard.’”

Tell your sons and daughters: You are not like the other children. That is simply the way the world is, and it makes little sense to question or worry why. It is best to see the wealth your parents have created as a gift that gives you the freedom in life that others lack. If you don’t want to have it, you can give it all away when you have the authority. That is what freedom is all about. For now, you are flying private to Jackson Hole and you are going to like it.

Variations of these parental anxieties pop up throughout Wealth in Families whenever the realities of immense wealth come in conflict with middle-class taboos on discussing finances. Collier directs readers to be open with your children about how much money you have, what you spend it on, and how much you will give them. Inheritance is of course a fraught topic for any family, but especially the wealthy ones, since they have so much more to hand down. There is a danger associated with raising children in wealthy families. Wealthy people don’t need to do anything, and as a result may lack the industriousness required to keep the family wealth from evaporating after one generation. In Collier’s view there is a fairly mechanical solution to this problem: slowly drip-feed a predefined inheritance to your children over the course of their lives. Not so much that they will never work, but not so little that they will resent you. The following table summarizes Collier’s financial recommendations on how much to bequeath.






















	Publicly Traded Family Wealth	Amount to Give per Child
	$15-30 million	$1-2 million
	>$100 million	$10-15 million
	“really substantial”	“more”


Collier declines to prescribe exactly when to give your children this money, mostly because there is substantial academic disagreement between competing schools of thought. But beyond the mechanics of trusts, taxes, and generation skipping (which occupies a good chunk of Wealth in Families), Collier is seeking to impart a guiding philosophy for raising children in wealthy families.

In Collier’s view, a successful wealthy family has a stronger sense of collective identity than middle-class America typically allows for. A successful family only needs one trailblazing entrepreneur, but it needs everyone else to fall in line and see themselves as part of something larger than themselves. The most important aspect of this is making sure that your children see their inheritances not as theirs, but as the family’s, which they are merely responsible for safeguarding over the course of their lives. The problem is that money gives independence, and once each member of a family gets their share they are liable to scatter to the four winds and squander it. To combat this, in addition to the drip-feeding above, Collier outlines a set of “best practices” that include keeping inter-family connections strong, cultivating traditions within the family, and establishing mentor-like relationships. Ultimately these practices share one thing: they increase the social capital of the family.

A key message throughout Wealth in Families is that financial wealth is not the name of the game anymore. In short, a pathological obsession with money is what got you to this point, but it alone is not going to keep your family on top for more than a couple generations. If you want your descendants to pass on your gifts, you need to build a family that others respect and your children are proud to be a part of. You need a special set of values to maintain your family’s social capital and perpetuate your wealth and status after you are gone. And as a consequence, your family will need artists, socialites, and philanthropists to succeed just as much as it needs moneymakers.

Philanthropy

Philanthropy is not the same thing as charity. Charity is just giving away your money. The problem is that once you have given away your money, you don’t have it anymore. Philanthropy is the art of giving away your money while continuing to enjoy the gifts that wealth provides. If you give your money away slowly enough, it can become a lifelong vocation. After all, you can become a philanthropist, but you can’t become a charity-ist. To Collier, philanthropy is an elegant way of building social capital - instilling community in your family and transferring the right values to the next generation. In Collier’s writing, philanthropy is a communal activity that wealthy families partake in for a variety of reasons – with moral responsibility to your fellow man being just one of them. Collier advertises philanthropy with the kind of grab-bag language usually reserved for promoting youth debate teams:

“Family philanthropy… can be an effective parenting tool with many benefits. Including your children and grandchildren in charitable giving decisions – even with small amounts of money, can help them in developing the following skills: understanding financial concepts such as investment management, due diligence, and analytical evaluation; learning to work together, make joint decisions, and solve problems; and even public speaking.”

This kind of thinking – that philanthropy is just another sort of family game with the same stakes as croquet – is reflected in a series of candid and unapologetic case studies from Collier’s friends. Jennifer, an heiress and director of oncology at a local hospital, writes,

“Our family foundation gets us together and keeps us connected, even if only by speakerphone! … My siblings and I are trying to assess the effectiveness of the gifts to a variety of causes – from providing access to Outward Bound to funding research on Lou Gehrig’s disease. … We often disagree on the best strategy to leverage our family giving. Will a large gift to a charter school be effective? How does it help society?”

Another alumnus, Carl H. Pforzheimer III, writes,

“Our core giving has been to Harvard, the New York Public Library, and Mount Sinai Hospital, among others… Concert Artist Guild, Careers through Culinary Arts, the Dance Theater of Harlem, Pace University, Teach for America, the Henry Street Settlement, Horace Mann School, The Morgan Library, White Plains Hospital, and the South Street Seaport.”

Bob Barker (a Wall Street executive, not the famous one), is the one case study that commits wealth anywhere resembling the developing world:

“We’ve put up money to research specific problems in Central America, for example, to help preserve the rainforest in the Amazon Basin, and to start a telecommunications program in Eritrea.”

But ultimately it seems that this kind of giving is a small slice of a larger picture.

“Besides the colleges, schools, and museums we care about, we have, for example, supported the following: the North Atlantic Salmon Federation; Jackson Laboratories; Americares; Life Span Systems; Prep for Prep; the Vermont Land Trust; Tibetan U.S. Resettlement; and the original planning for modernizing Grand Central Terminal.”

From Andrea, Harvard alumnus:

“I give to Harvard, Winsor, East Side Prep, Sacred Heart, St. Joseph’s, San Francisco Opera, the Boys and Girls Club of San Francisco, and a number of health-related causes. Our focus is on education and children, but we give to a broad array of organizations. It’s very rewarding.”

Consider Gregory, tech entrepreneur and alumnus. Gregory’s main charitable venture was an $18 million gift to The JFK School of Government at Harvard.

“I care deeply about human rights, the environment, and the arts, and that is where I am going to make a difference… It’s great fun to be passionate about these areas and make something happen.”

And of course, there is Collier himself. By all accounts, he chose to become the Senior Philanthropic Advisor at Harvard not for the paycheck, but simply because he loves giving to Harvard so much.

The flow of Collier’s subject’s wealth seems to be biased toward prestigious institutions, local causes, and above all else, interesting sounding topics that are fun to talk about at parties. This is not happening because these philanthropists are soft minded. Collier’s case studies made their fortunes by being sharp at making distinctions of small degrees – both Wall Street executives and tech entrepreneurs are comfortable with thinking about the world in terms of fractions of percents. They are familiar with the concept of balancing costs and benefits. And they are very comfortable with the concept of maximizing benefits and minimizing losses.

In Collier’s writing, philanthropy is the process of exploring, defining, and spreading your values. The benefits of philanthropy in Wealth in Families are phrased in terms of what the act of philanthropy can do for you and your family’s social capital. From this perspective, giving to interesting, local, and already well-funded causes is an excellent move. It builds a reputation and network for your family that shipping your money across the ocean could never do. When alumnus John Keane set up a family foundation, he wrote a mission statement to guide future generations, including the command:

“In order to maximize the impact of its resources, the Foundation is limiting grants to youth in the communities in which we live.”

Pforzheimer III, from before, comments on his own philosophy:

“Our first priority is to give where foundation trustees and family members are deeply involved.”

These are smart people. And they know that giving to local, established, and interesting causes is the best way to strengthen the social capital of their families.

Conclusion

Lost in sneering, oft repeated, and somewhat misinformed discussions of the WASPs – their dullness, their love of strange hobbies, building connections and self-serving philanthropy, is that they were (and are) reasonable people doing the best they can to succeed in the world that they occupy. It’s just that the rules and currencies are different where they come from. Be careful in assuming that you could do better. The world of philanthropy that Collier describes is a cautionary tale for anyone interested in making charitable giving more efficient and effective. Philanthropy is subject to a perverse and cynical iron law – givers are often subtly incentivized to give toward causes that enhance their social capital within the societies they live in. The examples that Collier promotes are an extreme example of a philanthropic society left to its own devices over a long period of time. Collier’s friends wore the causes that they donated to not just as status symbols, but as expressions of their interests and personalities. Indeed, philanthropy as primarily an act of self-expression and social capital building is central to Collier’s description. Can we confidently say that we have moved on?




Why Does He Do That?


Your abusive partner doesn’t have a problem with his anger; he has a problem with your anger.

One of the basic human rights he takes away from you is the right to be angry with him. No matter how badly he treats you, he believes that your voice shouldn’t rise and your blood shouldn’t boil. The privilege of rage is reserved for him alone. When your anger does jump out of you - as will happen to any abused woman from time to time - he is likely to try to jam it back down your throat as quickly as he can. Then he uses your anger against you to prove what an irrational person you are… Why does your partner react so strongly to your anger? One reason may be that he considers himself above reproach, as I discussed above. The second is that he senses - though not necessarily consciously - that there is power in your anger__.



I call this the Anger Litany, and reading it allowed me to understand for the first time the nature of a relationship that I had just narrowly gotten out of. I remember that relationship mostly in terms of the arguments, which would come as abruptly as a lightning bolt- something I’d done or said would set him off, and I would know I was in for an hour or more of having my efforts sneered at, my competence mocked, my words interrupted mid-thought, and my statements twisted around, then flung back at me in unrecognizable new forms. My attempts to defend myself would go ignored unless I criticized him; but if I did that, I quickly learned, it would only intensify and prolong the anger. Later, I’d get an “apology” somewhere along the lines of “Yeah, when that happens I kinda lose it” or “I guess what you said really touched a nerve, huh?” or “Look, I’ve had some bad experiences, alright? You should know by now how sensitive I am!” - always with the implication, “now you know what to avoid, so we’ll be fine as long as you tread more carefully”. If I’d gotten heated, that apology would be replaced with “Well, you said some pretty hurtful things yourself”; the implication became “whatever else you do, don’t forget; only my anger is justified.”

When I read these words, I felt as though the author had finally described how I felt about this anger that I was expected to tolerate but never return. As soon as I could, I read the book it was excerpted from, and recognized other characteristics of his, spelled out again and again, page after page. But also, I found reassurance that there were reasons why this was happening, clear explanations of what he was getting out of this song and dance, examinations of the things I was trying to prevent the next blow-up (and why they never worked), and finally, some solid advice on how to get away from the situation once and for all. The question this book answered for me is found in its title: Why Does He Do That?

HISTORY

Why Does He Do That? was the first book written by Lundy Bancroft, an American counselor who specializes in treating, preventing, and investigating domestic abuse. In 1987, Bancroft began work with a counseling program that focused on helping abusive men change their behavior towards their partners, the first of its kind to do so. A key innovation in their approach was the format: while Bancroft and other counselors would be working with the abusers in weekly group sessions, they would insist on also speaking regularly with the partners and getting their unfiltered perspective on the state of the relationship, both before and during the program. Bancroft credits this dual viewpoint, hearing both the abusers’ self-reported progress and their victims’ assessment, with clueing him in to when and where the abusers weren’t giving him the whole story - and the ways that how they saw the world diverged from the realities.

While Bancroft describes early attendees as voluntary, most of them had partners who had either declared their intent to leave the relationship or already taken steps to end it; the number of participants who entered the program without significant external pressure was so small as to be negligible, and would remain so throughout his career. In the early 90s, this pressure would take on a new form as legal courts became more aware of programs like Bancroft’s, and began to issue mandates requiring convicted domestic abusers to attend such a program. While this demographic shift changed the specific abusive behaviors Bancroft was trying to curb - fewer verbally and psychologically abusive attendees, and more direct physical assault - what struck Bancroft was the common threads, in attitudes and thinking, between all the varieties of abuser he was encountering. Why Does He Do That?, first published in 2002, represents Bancroft’s literary attempt to illustrate and illuminate these common factors, in the hopes that learning to recognize them will make abuse easier to combat.

Before we get into those commonalities, though, it’s worth looking at his definition of abuse, and what does or does not fit that label. Bancroft describes abuser as a shorthand for “men who chronically make their partners feel mistreated or devalued”. You may notice that this definition doesn’t list any specific behavior at all; Bancroft deliberately refuses to draw a line in the sand and say “This is where Abuse starts; everything before this point is Not Abuse”. He explains that for every imaginable behavior-based definition, he has seen people who haven’t gone quite that far yet tell him, and themselves, that this proves they aren’t “really” abusive: “I’ve yelled at her but I never laid a hand on her, I’ve shoved her but I’ve never hit her, I’ve hit her a couple of times but never anything worse than a bruise” - all the way up to the man who insisted that beating his wife so badly that she needed hospitalization didn’t count as abuse, because he’s also the one who drove her to the hospital.

Bancroft’s definition of abuse covers such physical attacks. However, he’s also seen abuse be purely verbal, or focused around sexual coercion, or various kinds of psychological campaigns that wear their victim down without ever leaving a physical injury on her. (Bancroft is careful, though, to state that criticizing a partner, becoming angry with them, or even having fights does not automatically make a relationship abusive.) Bancroft’s key insight was that all these forms of abuse - physical, verbal, sexual, psychological - arose from the same underlying core set of beliefs, and that focusing too much on the behaviors was so much hacking at branches; understanding these core beliefs, and challenging them, was the only way to strike at the root.

(A quick note on gender demographics: the overwhelming majority of the abusers Bancroft treated were male with female partners, and throughout the book, Bancroft refers to abusers with male pronouns and their targets with female ones. He is very specific not to imply that all men are abusive or that women are incapable of abuse, but he does see it as primarily a male-on-female problem, and gives his informed opinion on why that is the case. His thoughts on this, as well as mine, later in the review.)

WHY DOES HE DO THAT?

Why Does He Do That? states that its primary goal is to be a resource for women seeking to understand and escape the patterns of abuse, but that’s not the only objective it sets out. It also serves as a debunking of many misconceptions about the origins of abuse, a psychological examination of what abusers actually get out of their actions, a historical cross-section of the situations and stories Bancroft has witnessed, and a call to action for cultural shifts intended to prevent people from becoming abusive in the first place. Despite this, and the heavy subject matter, it is a remarkably accessible read. Bancroft divides it into mostly self-contained sections, with the most common questions he is asked highlighted, and encourages the reader to skim sections not immediately relevant to them or jump directly to the most pressing questions they want answered. His writing style avoids technical terms, employs a gentle and even humorous tone where it’s appropriate, and manages to instruct and warn while leaving the reader to choose a course of action for themselves.

Something else that struck me about the book is how candid Bancroft is. First, on the history of his program: as said, it represented a new way of dealing with the problem of abuse, and in some cases Bancroft has the unpleasant job of having to warn us against something by telling us what happened when his team tried it. Bancroft tells the cautionary tales as well as the success stories. The abuser who tried to butter him up every week in group sessions by gushing about how much he was learning, before going home, telling his girlfriend that the whole thing was “bullshit”, and continuing to batter her. The abuser who told Bancroft that his partner felt neglected, and drew up a plan of action that included “Spend more time with her”; his partner had actually told him that she needed a break from the relationship entirely, only for him to show up waving the plan and claiming that he was now under counselor’s orders to spend more time with her, not less. The abuser who seemed like a model patient, making steady progress in sessions and at home, until a crucial court appearance where he was ruled low-risk, at which point he dropped the pretense, went back to abusing, and stopped attending overnight. Bancroft doesn’t come across as reckless or an easy mark, but simply as someone who’s working with dangerously amoral people who have a lot of practice manipulating those around them. When the book was published, he’d already spent fifteen years refining his methods and revising the rules to make the programs he ran less vulnerable to such exploitations; sadly, some of those rules are written in blood.

On how likely his program or others of its kind are to “cure” an abuser, Bancroft is again up front: the odds of this are always low. Bancroft has seen it happen, but he’s also seen abusers make apparent progress only to backslide into the old ways, or make superficial changes that don’t satisfy anyone but themselves, or not change at all, or become worse - Bancroft notes that it takes skill on the part of the counselors to steer the sessions to challenging abusive mindsets rather than reinforcing them, and a poorly run abuser program can quickly become a symposium where abusers swap tips on how to make their abuse more effective and less perceptible.

While Bancroft takes steps to avoid enabling such a disaster in his own programs, by and large he doesn’t expect that any given attendee will make lasting change unless they decide to put the work in, which most of them won’t. Bancroft doesn’t see this as a failing of the program, however, but a misplaced definition of success. In Bancroft’s mind, the primary client whose needs he is serving is not the abuser, but the target (or targets) of his abuse, and their situation frequently improves whether the abuser successfully changes his ways or not. The program enables them to find resources or other groups that can help them, learn to advocate more effectively for themselves, or regain enough sense of self to get out of the relationship entirely. Even just having the clarity of knowing that what’s happened to them is not normal and not their fault can be immensely empowering as they go forward.

WHAT AN ABUSER IS(N’T)

Before Bancroft explains the core beliefs that define an abusive mindset, he devotes a considerable portion of the book to debunking common ideas of what causes abuse. He describes these ideas as so pervasive that most people unwittingly harbor several of them, and indeed there were ones that I was surprised to see on the list of myths. Also surprisingly, while some of the myths have retained their popularity more than others, none of the ones he lists have fallen off the radar in the two decades since the book’s publication; I’ve heard literally every single one.

Many of the things that people think of as the root causes of abuse are problems that have well-established solutions, and Bancroft is obligated to repeat the same cautionary note several times in slightly different permutations: since this or that problem in his life is not actually the cause of the abuse, fixing it will not stop the abuse, and may in fact make it worse:


	
“He says his mom beat him when he was a kid, so now he doesn’t know what a healthy relationship looks like, what if he goes to therapy?” Well, you’ll get a more confident, centered, and psychologically resilient spouse who still screams and throws things, but now when you tell him to stop, he’s picked up enough therapy-speak to armchair-analyze your behavior and explain how you’re actually the one provoking his outbursts (“Well, if you practiced active listening instead of making me bottle up my feelings, my anxiety issues wouldn’t be causing me so much stress!”).



	
“He has these really misogynistic attitudes, so surely the solution is making him learn more about feminism!” You can certainly try that, if you want a partner who will tell your friends all about his newfound admiration and respect for women, then call you a fat bitch on the drive home- and good luck convincing your friends that he did that, because they’ve just seen how in touch with his emotions and knowledgeable about social justice he is. Everyone knows abusers don’t look like that. You know, he was saying you throw the word abuser around a little too freely…



	
“He’s meanest when he’s been drinking, so if he stops abusing alcohol, will he stop abusing me?” Unfortunately not; attaining sobriety (or getting clean from other drugs) often just means that the abuser has more energy for abusing, and more of his wits about him to do it in subtler ways. The stereotype that recovering alcoholics end up being judgemental about other people’s drinking is in most cases unfair and unfounded; an abuser on the wagon, however, can absolutely be expected to live up to this where his partner is concerned, often demanding that she also abstain “in support”. He even has a new weapon to guilt you into carrying out his will; if you put him under too much stress, he says, he’ll start drinking again and it will be your fault! (Incredibly, this is not hyperbole: Bancroft describes one abuser who ended both an argument with his wife and a nine-month stretch of sobriety by ordering several cocktails, then downing them without breaking eye contact with her.)





Per Bancroft, most mythical explanations for abuse are seized upon and popularized by the abusers themselves; they try whichever ones they think will garner sympathy or deflect blame, and cycle them out as needed. Any explanation for abuse that goes “I do this because of this problem I have; help me solve the problem, and the abuse will stop” is an evasion; the abuser gets to have you spend time and effort on their issue, while also feeling justified continuing the abuse as long as it hasn’t been fixed to their satisfaction.

Several also take the form of “I do this because of [trait that I can’t possibly change]”, whether that’s a physical or mental condition, a sob-story past, or some other form of special appeal to extenuating circumstances. Bancroft notes that they usually have little trouble controlling these issues in circumstances outside of the abusive relationship, or in situations that might have unwanted consequences for them: the man who claims a bad relationship left him with “issues trusting women” frequently hooks up with other girls in absurdly risky ways, the “uncontrollable rageaholic” never has a blowup at work or in public, or the man who claimed he would go “completely out of his head” and smash random things around his house; in this case, his wife eventually noticed that nothing he destroyed on these allegedly irrational rampages ever belonged to him, only her.

Also, the signs of abuse are often completely absent early in a relationship, and abusers can be extremely charming at first; this stands to reason, as very few people will become invested in a relationship that is obviously rotten from the outset. Abusers early in a relationship will paint rosy pictures of the couple’s future together, talk about how great they’re going to be for each other, and generally lay on the charm as thick as they possibly can. The specifics vary: some perform elaborate gestures of self-sacrifice (which makes the victims feel indebted, and reluctant to back out later), some sprinkle in references to their tragic backstory of choice, others just stick to promises about the future, writing emotional cheques the victim will only find out later are uncashable. This is another key insight about abusers; most are not abusive all the time. Things will start out great, slide into the horror show, and often - especially if the victim starts showing signs of leaving - suddenly return to bursts of generosity, extravagant kindness, and promises that this time it’ll last, though it never does. But this, too, makes clear the flaws of the idea that the abuser is somehow fundamentally incapable of behaving differently.

In fact, Bancroft says, the abuser generally can behave differently. It’s just extremely difficult to create a situation where he feels he has to. Appeals to conscience won’t work, because however erratic or out-of-control their behavior may seem, abusers hardly ever do anything that seems wrong to them. Bancroft says this was something he noticed nearly immediately:


A critical insight seeped into me from working with my first few dozen clients: An abuser almost never does anything that he himself considers morally unacceptable. He may hide what he does because he thinks other people would disagree with it, but he feels justified inside… He invariably has a reason that he considers good enough. In short, an abuser’s core problem is that he has a distorted sense of right and wrong.



Internally, abusers don’t think of themselves as having done something wrong; they certainly don’t think of themselves as abusers. This belief - “my actions are justified” - becomes something like a trapped prior; all incoming information is filtered through the lens of “I only did what I had to do”, and no amount of evidence will cause them to consider that they could be in the wrong. Injuries they inflict are downplayed; grievances they suffer are nursed and exaggerated. Their anger is a natural response to the horrendous injustice they’ve endured - which injustice? Don’t worry, they’ll come up with one. More than one, if the first one finds no takers. Meanwhile, other people’s anger at them is irrational, crazy, after all, they’ve done nothing wrong.

The worldview becomes as warped as it has to be to not conflict with “I was in the right all along”; people who demand that the abuser own up to his shortcomings are perceived as holier-than-thous trying to hold a basically good man to a totally unreasonable standard. Friends who the abuser suspects will see their actions as genuinely morally wrong will be lied to, or replaced with more pliable ones. And anyone who describes them as an abuser has to be discredited, immediately and decisively. After all, abuse is evil, totally unjustified. But everything they do is justified. Ergo, what they are doing is not abuse. This sounds like it should produce too much cognitive dissonance to be maintained, but Bancroft reports that most abusers don’t decide that abuse is OK (in fact, many describe themselves as victims of abuse, past and present). Instead, as mentioned before, they maintain the position that abuse is unacceptable, but define abuse in a way that conveniently doesn’t include them. Even in a program for abusive men, Bancroft saw men who happily tore into the other group members with harsh criticism of their actions, each one confident that the others were exactly the kind of scum this program was for - but each one equally confident that he wasn’t.

And they have a buffet menu of definitions to pick from: Bancroft outlines a number of different archetypes of abuse, and I want to give him kudos here for clearly and carefully differentiating between the actual abuse and the stereotypes around who can or cannot commit abuse. Not every strong guy is a violent meathead (but some are), not every intelligent person is a condescending manipulator (but some are), and not every emotionally sensitive partner is playing up their easily wounded feelings to elicit pity and avoid accountability (but, yes, some are!).

Going through these archetypes, a reader will soon see why Bancroft earlier declined to offer a behavioral description of abuse: his “Drill Sergeant” who micromanages every aspect of his household has little in common behaviorally with his “Water Torturer” who wears down his family one individually unremarkable, plausibly-deniable verbal jab at a time, or his “Player” who develops steamy relationships with multiple women, then sets them against each other. I’m sure every one of them can come up with a definition of abuse that encircles enough of the others to sound plausible, but just so happens to leave them in the clear. Emotionally, though, all of their partners are being put through the wringer in different ways.

THE RELATIONSHIP

OK, so abusers are convinced of their own innocence. Why does this become so particularly destructive in a long-term romantic partnership, and why do so many abusers end up in one regardless? Bancroft says that most of the abusive men he sees, some knowingly and some unwittingly, picture a relationship where:


The woman meets all of his needs, is beautiful and sexy at all times of the day and night, has no needs of her own, and is in awe of his brilliance and charm. He desires a woman who will cater to him and never complain about anything he does or darken his day with frustrations or unhappiness about her own life.



When an actual, flesh-and-blood person is compared to these expectations, she’s inevitably going to come up short; basically any part of her existence that doesn’t serve him is going to register as a disappointment. She probably doesn’t realize that this is the standard by which she’s being passed or failed; it’s possible that even he doesn’t.

But now we have a powder keg. The moment there’s a discrepancy between the basically-superhuman figure the abuser expects and the standard-issue human being he actually gets, “This is not what I expected from this relationship” runs into “I’m doing everything right and my conscience is clear”, and returns the result “This is somebody else’s fault”. Unfortunately, there’s somebody else right there, conspicuously not being perfect, and becoming an increasingly easy target for blame.

At this point, why doesn’t he just cut his losses and leave? For that matter, why doesn’t she? Well, this started out pretty great, and even though most (though not all) people know better than to expect new-relationship energy to last forever, that strong start is enough for both of them to unconsciously set a high benchmark for the relationship. The victim perceives early warning signs as a deviation from an otherwise satisfactory norm; if her partner has generally been amazing so far, she’ll feel silly for thinking about bailing at the first sign of trouble. After all, every relationship has rough patches, right? It will be some time, or never, before she realizes that this is the norm and the good times were the deviation; that she’s in for less of a happy relationship with some rough patches in it, and more of a long rough patch with some moments of relative peace.

The abuser also operates under the assumption that how things started is more-or-less how they’ll go on, but he also has his priors singing “You’re doing everything right, this is not your fault, you’re a great boyfriend and she’s lucky to have you” in his ear. But if it can’t be him not holding up his end of the bargain, the deteriorating relationship must be her fault, and he tells himself and her that he’s just acting to preserve and restore the relationship. He doesn’t like having to be the bad guy, but he has no choice, and he’ll drop it once things go back to “normal”. Basically, he grants himself the relationship equivalent of emergency powers.

His goal now is to make the relationship conform to his expectations, but his view of it is increasingly distorted by his convictions that things are supposed to be perfect, and he can’t be the reason they’re not. He just needs to convince her of it. This is made easier the more central he becomes in her life. Ups and downs get filtered in his memory. The times when he’s relatively well-behaved match his “husband of the year” priors and get accentuated; bad times crash into the “did what I had to do” priors and get excused away or forgotten outright. The abuser is helped in this by the fact that his partner also doesn’t want to view the relationship as abusive; especially if she has the very common misconception that only the gullible or weak-willed can be drawn into a toxic relationship, her own priors are telling her (albeit less intensely) that she’d never “fall for” a partner capable of seriously abusing her.

If the abuser can convincingly act like a model partner in front of others (most can, at least in short stints), soon she’s hearing how lucky she is to have landed such a catch, further reinforcing the message that even if something is wrong, it’s not something wrong with him. And even if he slips up and someone catches on, they’re easily dealt with. Anyone who warns her or confronts him about his behavior is dismissed as a jealous snake in the garden “trying to turn you against me”, and he finds reasons to limit their interactions. Whether it’s his intention or not, all those unpredictable outside perspectives get gradually banished, starting with the ones most likely to call his actions abusive. Oh, and if they have kids, he’s one of the first people to teach them how to think; they may or may not buy his claims of blamelessness, but it’s very hard for them not to pick up his increasing disdain for their mother.

Along the way, other things start happening. The touchy subjects that “set him off” magically stop coming up; she’s learned that addressing them isn’t worth the resulting explosion. She’s paying more attention to him than she used to; he doesn’t particularly care that it’s the same kind of attention that geologists pay to Yellowstone. She stops complaining so much about her needs: it never helps, so why would she bother? From his perspective, things are only getting better, and he still hasn’t done anything wrong. Any remaining objections to his own actions grow quieter and quieter as long as the perks keep coming in. And now he has yet another justification to throw on the pile: “Hey, this is working.”

This is why appeals to an abuser’s self-interest don’t work: his self-interest is to continue the abuse and reap the rewards. You’re asking him to give up constant attention to his wants and whims, an infinite-use “I win the argument” button, the ability to act on his impulses with impunity, and a live-in servant to whom he feels as little obligation as a cat feels to a scratching post. In exchange, what can you offer him? A genuinely close relationship with his partner? He likes the benefits of the sham one just fine. The satisfaction of being a good partner for her? By his evaluation, he already is; she doesn’t know how good she has it, the unappreciative bitch. The ability to sleep soundly at night, without the guilt of hurting the people closest to him hanging over his head? That guilt isn’t there in the first place; it sounds like you’re the one who wants him to feel guilty. He may not be consciously weighing the pros and cons, but on some level he’s doing the cost-benefit analysis, and you are on the wrong side of it.

Appeals to conscience are dangerous for another reason: his conscience is still telling him, unswervingly, that he’s fine and right and this isn’t his fault. But he does probably still feel guilt and shame if someone confronts him with the idea that his grievances against his partner are not enough to justify his actions. The desired message of “my actions weren’t justified”, though, has been rendered almost literally unthinkable. To balance the emotional equation, he needs to find a different way to square the circle. He may downplay the severity of his actions (“People call every little thing abuse these days…”) or discredit the accuser’s judgment (“Nobody appreciates what I put up with…”), but another option exists: if he can convince himself that the victim is even worse than he thought, then he can convince himself that she deserved it. Thus, well-intentioned attempts to put the abuse in perspective can meet with the abuser adopting an expression of wounded disbelief (“Wait, you’re really taking her side?”) as he instead doubles down on the idea that he’s single-handedly saving the relationship and she’s to blame for it needing to be saved.

The only place Bancroft sees even a slim hope of lasting change on the part of the abuser is if the question is shifted from engaging with his justifications to enforcing unavoidable, non-negotiable consequences. Someone needs to disregard the excuses, see through the deflections and distortions, and keep a laser focus on the abuser’s accountability: “You are being abusive, and this is not acceptable; you can stop it, only you can stop it, and if you don’t stop it, the relationship will end.” In his program, he and others like him aim to be that person. Abusers make them work for it.

The ones who can successfully get trained therapists to rubber-stamp their opinion that their wives are the crazy ones regularly try the same trick on Bancroft; another reason he insists on talking to both partners separately is that having a second vantage point makes him less vulnerable to this scheme. Abusers try to plea-bargain: he only engages in this or that abusive behavior because she does something that makes him so very, very mad, so if she gives that up he’ll stop the corresponding abuse. Bancroft points out that “I’ll stop the abuse if you stop pissing me off” was already the dubious bargain they were offering, just less spelled out, and recommends rejecting it outright. Other abusers hope to learn subtler kinds of abuse - “I really see now that it’s wrong when I hit my wife to get her to do what I want. Can you teach me to use my words to get her to do what I want?” - or agree that they’ll make the abuse less frequent. Here, an interventionist has to keep the core attitudes causing the abuse in the crosshairs, not negotiate whether the guy can have a little emotional sabotage now and then, as a treat. And then there are the ones who claim that they’ve suddenly seen the light, their hearts have grown three sizes, and they’ll never abuse again, no really, no need to follow up on them, just convince their exes to take them back and then leave them both alone. At that point it’s up to the abused person; she’ll be the judge of that, and if the program is well run, she’ll have learned what to watch for and be much harder to fool.

In the end, many abusers, if they find that the program is too tamper-proof for them to monkey with, will just leave. They stop attending, or wait out their court mandates without putting in the work. Maybe they make a last-ditch effort to talk their partners into giving them one more shot, or maybe they just slink off in search of easier prey. As said, curing the abuser is actually the long shot; he’s generally in the program to begin with only because he’s facing his partner actually leaving him or a court ordering him to shape up. Concrete consequences like that are the first thing in a long time that’s gotten deep enough to jostle his priors of “It’s okay to do something as long as I feel okay about it” and “My wife should exist for my sole benefit and be happy about it”; everything he’s done has only entrenched them further. It’s all too easy for those priors to settle back into position as if nothing ever happened, and anyway most of them are too attached to the perks. But hey, about those priors…

WHERE ARE THESE ATTITUDES COMING FROM?

Bancroft lays it out pretty plain: the attitudes that fester into abuse are planted early in life. What we see in our family is the primary source, especially in the very early years; for a toddler with no other reference pool, “how dad treats mom” generally becomes the assumed normal for “how dads treat moms”. That remains formative and powerful throughout our lives, but we also absorb messages from our friends, role models, and media. Bancroft carefully avoids offering one-note “monkey-see-monkey-do” explanations; he points out that abused children can learn that abuse is normal, but they can just as easily learn that receiving abuse is a terrible experience that they don’t want to inflict, though only if they have some other model to compare it against and emulate.

Nevertheless, I think this is a weakish point of the book, but for reasons that have little to do with Bancroft. The discussion of media influences, especially, will feel more than a little dated to a modern reader, and not just because his examples include Eminem winning a Grammy. It’s simply going to be hard to ignore the feeling that you’ve heard this rhetoric before, from someone on Tumblr who’s prepared to block you on sight based on which cartoons you watch. To his credit, Bancroft is more nuanced and thoughtful than a lot of those that came after him, and he can scarcely be blamed for the directions that other people took these arguments once he was done with them. His argument is less that watching media featuring abusers will transform innocent viewers into abusers, and more that viewers who already have proto-abusive mindsets will take what they see as further evidence that those mindsets are acceptable and tacitly endorsed in society. Just don’t expect, say, Bancroft’s take on Beauty and the Beast to give you any new information you haven’t already rolled your eyes at in a Buzzfeed listicle with the word “problematic” in the title.

(In a twist that I’m sure Bancroft must find especially irritating to deal with, some abusers even learn to take his own explanation of where their attitudes came from, and turn it into yet another excuse for why they can’t be held responsible for those attitudes: “Oh gosh oh geez, I can’t help it, you know, I learned all these bad lessons from the rap music and the Disney movies”. It seems like there is nothing they won’t at least try to spin in their favor.)

Also, alas, this is the point where I need to talk about the gender thing. Bancroft’s abusive men are being blindsided by the fact that their girlfriends have annoying traits like “needs of their own” and “an inner life”. Are there also women who harbor unrealistic standards for husbands? Sure! That’s hardly gender exclusive; if you want love, lower your expectations a few. But Bancroft isn’t seeing women who abuse men at anywhere near the rate he sees men who abuse women. As he describes it, women with unreasonably high relationship goals still tend to think of their hypothetical partner as a person, whereas men get this idea that their partner will essentially be an object. Or a possession, even. There’s this system, you see, that has different expectations for men than it does for women. And it encourages men to think that they’re entitled to… look, I’ll drop the act, it’s patriarchy. He’s describing patriarchy. He doesn’t use the word patriarchy, but if you’ve been on the internet and had a gender in the last decade, you’ll recognize his description, and much like his choices of media examples, you’re going to have a hard time reading what he says about it without filling in the gaps from your own preconceived opinions.

I did try to do that, though, and honestly, I do think it’s convincing. In advising women how to navigate a world that includes an abusive partner, Bancroft also provides a detailed overview of the state of women’s rights in the 90s, and the cultural expectations they were dealing with. It sounds pretty dismal. At one point, Bancroft has to explain that spouses can in fact refuse to consent to sex. Spousal battery was only sporadically prosecuted until the mid-90s; it seems like it was one of the reasons for the demographic change that led to more physically violent offenders in Bancroft’s workshops, as courts decided they were going to start taking it at least somewhat seriously after decades of laxity. Authorities, from churches and other religious organizations to actual trained therapists, felt completely comfortable telling abuse victims that if they just toughed it out eventually their love would change him. The stigma against divorce was also noticeably stronger; an abuser who could maneuver his victim into a marriage could count on her facing immense social pressure not to leave him, especially if kids entered the picture. You can argue about the state of gender relations now if you really want to (I really don’t), but it seems hard to argue that things were already hunky-dory in the 90s.

All this creates one hell of an exploitable mechanic for a male abuser while increasing the pressure on them. “Here kid, have this system that gives you an inherent position of power over your partner, societal expectations of control over your household, and constant reminders that your success or failure is what defines you. Now be sure that your wife doesn’t do anything that embarrasses you, or overshadows you, or indicates that she would be fine without you. If that happens, it’ll reflect badly on you and people will doubt your masculinity, which, by the way, is the thing that gives you the right to do any of this. Well, have fun!” Every man who already feels like he deserves to be the king of the castle hears that he’s right, and any man whose wife turns out not to be fine with becoming a vestigial component of his existence hears that the situation is horribly out of hand and he needs to solve it by any means necessary; some men are going to take those lessons to heart.

Some more insight into how Bancroft feels about gender comes from a surprising place, one I was frankly a bit shocked to see handled so evenly in a book of this vintage: Bancroft’s thoughts about gay and lesbian couples. Remember that this book came out two full years before any US state legally recognized same-sex marriage. And while Bancroft is skeptical of accounts of women abusing men, he freely admits that he’s already seeing men who abuse men and women who abuse women at sufficient rates to make him take notice. But obviously, patriarchy is harder to use to your advantage when you and your partner both have, or lack, male privilege. What’s to be done? Bancroft gives a few examples of the ways he sees gay and lesbian abusers pick up the slack.

First, he says, queer abusers were even more confident than straight ones that they were categorically disqualified from accusations of abuse; men abusing men told themselves that men can’t be abused, women abusing women told themselves that women can’t be abusive, and both groups told everyone that abuse is purely a straight people problem. Secondly, abusers exploited homophobia. Closeted relationships were (unsurprisingly) more common when the stigma was stronger and the relationship was illegal; threatening to out a partner to their parents, friends, or employers was a threat that packed even more of a punch, and asking other people in queer communities to hush up abuse was easier when those communities were less visible and more vulnerable. Thirdly, abusers exploited the lack of a preconception of who the abuser was. While a straight male claiming his wife was an abuser lacked some credibility (whether you think that skepticism was justified or no), same-sex couples didn’t come with such easy stereotypes, and it apparently wasn’t uncommon for abusers to deflect the allegations of abuse onto their partners, even to the point of getting their victimized significant others enrolled in abuse programs as the perpetrators! Being prevented from wielding the big guns of patriarchy didn’t stop would–be abusers; it just made them more creative.

With all this in mind, it’s clear that Bancroft isn’t so naive as to say “all abuse comes from patriarchy, nuff said”. If he thought “men can’t be abused, and women can’t be abusive” was true, he wouldn’t consider it a sham excuse from gay and lesbian abusers. And he was prepared to consider whether the couple’s account of who was abusing who could be wrong. However, he did view the advantages a straight male abuser has as placing him in a category of his own; there were more of them, they were more culturally secure, and they tended to be more dangerous. Hence, Bancroft chose his priorities, focused his attention on the largest group doing the most obvious damage, and settled on a heuristic that almost always works.

At one point in the book, when talking about the (lack of) overlap between substance abuse and partner abuse, and the people who expect his program to treat both, Bancroft uses the metaphor of asking a doctor to perform both neurosurgery and skeletal reconstruction, and says that while someone could possibly become skilled at both, nobody would reasonably expect that person to operate on a patient’s brain and replace their hip in the same procedure. This, too, appears to be how he feels about counseling male abusers of women and female abusers of men at the same time: two problems with enough distance between them that they should never be handled and treated simultaneously.

And yet, gay and lesbian abusers were admitted into his programs alongside heterosexual ones. It seems he makes a concession for gay and lesbian abuse victims because there are too many to ignore but not enough to comprise their own group; giving them their own group, separate from the straight one, with an eye to handling the specific dynamics that crop up in that context, would be his ideal solution. But when it comes to male victims of women, he doesn’t seem to feel that there are too many to ignore.

(If you’re wondering “hey, what about transgender/nonbinary people? Can they be abused? Can they be abusive?” this is as good a place as any to tell you that it never once comes up in the book, which is a really frustrating omission. Partly this is because of how much what Bancroft says about gay and lesbian couples tells us about how he views heterosexual ones. But also, my gut feeling is that the trans experience of domestic abuse, like the trans experience of a lot of things, is “everything is worse and more complicated, for reasons that run the gamut from self-evident to surprising to heartbreaking” and if so, they could really use the advice. That having been said, it does feel somewhat churlish to treat “doesn’t cover trans identities” as a genuine mark against a book from 2002, and this definitely seems more like a thing I assume he’s encountered in the intervening years and would have some insight on now, than a thing he’s deliberately omitting.)

How do I feel about this? In a word, disappointed. I know men whose accounts of abuse by female romantic partners I find absolutely credible; I know that among the difficulties they face coming forward, even now, are the perception that they don’t exist, that they must be lying, or that they’re covering for abuse of their own. The hardest parts of this book for me to read weren’t anything that related to my own experiences, but the bits that I know are all too easily turned into weapons of abuse themselves. Remember, every abuser wants to draw the lines of abuse in a way that places them out of bounds, and it’s immensely disheartening to see Bancroft handing any of them a metaphorical piece of chalk; it seems like he of all people should know better. He had all the pieces of information he needed; he even put them together correctly when it came to the needs of queer abuse survivors, in ways that were years ahead of his time. But this makes his failure to do the same for men abused by women all the more pronounced.

That having been said - I don’t think Bancroft is being dishonest, or acting on some misguided chivalry. I think he is accurately presenting his findings drawn from fifteen years of running programs, observing over two thousand real-world examples of abusive relationships, in the North America of the late-80s-to-early-00s. I think he’s more familiar with the dark spots of that era, certainly than I am, probably than anyone should need to be. I think he’s borne witness to orders of magnitude more pain than I have. Bancroft made the decisions he made, I imagine, with that pain in mind, and the aim of alleviating as much of it as he could. For various reasons, I am glad not to live in a world that thinks as it did in 2002, but we’re by no means out of the woods yet. That does, though, bring us to the question:

ARE THINGS DIFFERENT NOW?

One of Bancroft’s explicit goals is cultural change; with Why Does He Do That?, he aims to create a social context that knows how to spot abusers and denies them the easy pickings he saw them enjoying. Part of what makes his job so difficult is that every abuser feels, deep down, that what they’re doing really isn’t wrong; a culture that turns a blind eye to their actions reinforces the belief that it’s their victims, their accusers, and people like Bancroft, who are out of step with reality. To this end, he recommends more education on the effects of abuse on women and their communities, more open discussion about it and condemnation of it, more and better role models for non-abusive relationships, and more support for the women who face abuse and choose to do something about it. Has this happened? Some things I noticed:


	
As I was writing this, Youtube started recommending me a movie trailer that opens with a man bursting into a support meeting and asking for help getting out of a “toxic relationship”. As the trailer goes on, other group members nod knowingly, saying things like “You can’t get him out of your head” and “You feel like he could destroy you with a snap of his fingers”, before the group leader encourages him to think through what would happen “if you were to stop focusing on his needs”, using terminology nearly identical to Bancroft’s. The joke of the movie, of course, is that the abuser he’s describing is literally Count Dracula. Which will complicate the matter of standing up to him, y’see! (The final trailer makes this connection even more explicit, with the protagonist telling Dracula to his face that he will “no longer tolerate abuse”; the group’s affirmations are repurposed as a battle cry).



	
One of last year’s biggest budget and best selling video games was God of War: Ragnarok, the latest in a series almost as old as the book being reviewed. The main villain of the game, based on Odin of Norse mythology, is portrayed as about as textbook a narcissistic abuser as can be asked for. He alternates between jokes, put-downs, promises and threats at breakneck speeds; in one scene he stabs someone for talking too much, taunts his estranged wife Freyja, then stalks out of the room while snarling “I am in control here!” Considerable narrative room is devoted to his deeply unhealthy relationship with Freyja, as well as his sons and grandchildren; by the end of the game, most of them have turned on Odin and joined with the game’s protagonist Kratos, despite him having murdered members of their family in both the previous game and this one.



	
Why Does He Do That? was written two years before the founding of that hip new social media platform, Facebook; in the time since the book was written, the landscape of social media has been basically completely reinvented. Bancroft mentioned the importance of reaching out to someone who can provide you with an outside perspective on your situation, and reassure you that it’s reasonable not to hold yourself responsible for your abuser’s wrath; well, on Reddit, entire communities exist to offer anonymous relationship advice, with one of the most popular explicitly offering a place to describe a specific personal conflict before asking, “Am I The Asshole?”





Hopeful signs, right? Surely things have gotten better, everyone can spot an abuser a mile away, and they have nowhere left to hide? Ha. Ha. Ha. Even in the book, Bancroft warns that the people who don’t know much about abuse can be harmful, but the people who think they know a great deal and are wrong can be much worse. Remember that Bancroft doesn’t view his starting point as an empty void of ignorance that he simply needs to fill up with the facts, but as a veritable thicket of misconceptions and half-truths that he’s obliged to clear away before he has enough conceptual space to get any work done. Remember also that of his list of myths, some have mutated over time, but none of them - not one - has died outright. Pop culture can assume enough audience familiarity with concepts like toxic partners and generational trauma to use them as flavoring in comedy movies and video games, but by no means does that guarantee that those concepts are actually correctly understood.

At one point in the book, I’m pretty sure Bancroft describes gaslighting; he doesn’t use the word, because he’s avoiding unnecessary jargon and at the time nobody outside of a psychology conference would have heard of it. Using the word gaslighting now is a bad idea because everyone’s heard of it, but nobody can agree on what it means, and a pretty substantial portion of people just use it as a fancier word for “lying” or a more negatively charged word for “disagreeing with me”.

Reddit’s relationship advice is notoriously weird: commenters frequently assume the worst, treat isolated incidents as chronic patterns, and voice their shock that the original poster hasn’t already fled the relationship (through divorce if necessary). To be fair to these commenters, they often have nothing to go on but a single description of a couple’s first stupid fight in an otherwise happy five-year marriage; the same framing effect that tells couples that their whole relationship will feel the way it did at the start now works in reverse as they extrapolate a whole relationship from its most pressing point of contention. These commenters are generally well-meaning, but limited by their context, and by the distancing effects of the internet; they offer advice that feels right to them, based on a snapshot of the situation, and unlike someone like Bancroft, will mostly never have to look at any of the consequences of someone following that advice.

Ubiquitous social media in general is another thing I’m not sure Bancroft could have seen coming. I can think of positives (Tell your story on a platform with worldwide reach! Access information resources of every kind! Every vulnerable woman has access to supportive communities of her choosing on a device she’s already carrying in her pocket!), but I can much more easily think of negatives (Brigading! Cyberstalking! Device surveillance! Fake news! Every teenager now knows how to curate their online profile to emphasize traits they want people to see and hide ones they don’t! Every abusive man has access to supportive communities of his choosing on a device he’s already carrying in his pocket!). I expect abusers to capitalize on the opportunities new technology affords, stacking the deck even further against their targets. In any case, I can’t imagine a situation where the dynamics of abuse aren’t affected by a massive upheaval in how we communicate and who we communicate with.

It’s common to say that our society is increasingly polarizing or even fracturing. Is the kind of abuser Bancroft describes, formerly happy to cash in on his male privilege, now losing his natural habitat (which makes me picture a polar bear looking forlornly at a shrinking ice floe before calling a nearby harp seal a bitch)? I suspect the answer depends a lot on where you look. But it matters less than it would if abusers weren’t so teeth-grindingly versatile. I’m not going to single out any specific communities where I think abuse will be able to take root, partly for the sake of not making the comments section any more of a war zone than it already will be, but mostly because I don’t think it’s productive; practically all of them are up for grabs. Remember, we’re talking about people who will weaponize an AA medallion, deliberately expose themselves to 90s-level homophobia, or co-opt a program specifically designed to stymie them. To paraphrase Jeff Goldblum, abuse, uh, finds a way.

The book seems very, very good at helping women who are facing abuse from their male romantic partners. In an environment where patriarchy is the undisputed 800-pound gorilla of ideologies, that’s going to cover a pretty wide swath of abuse situations. Regardless of where you think that gorilla weighs in these days, I expect it’s going to produce enough “classic style” abusers (male, heterosexual, and mostly confining their abuse to their wife and kids) to keep Bancroft and his colleagues busy for as long as they can stand to keep at it. But even writing from 2002, Bancroft is already seeing abusers adapt to contexts where they can’t reliably use it as a tool, and thrive there. Other cultural shifts - from a world where people are mostly unfamiliar with the concepts Bancroft discusses to a world where everyone incorrectly counts themselves as experts, from a world where physical distance still matters to a world where it is constantly bypassed by the digital - seem to threaten the relevance of this book outside of its specific niche. Is it a relic of its time? Or can it, too, adapt to new contexts?

OTHER KINDS OF ABUSE

Well, this is where I admit to misleading you in the introduction to this review: I’ve never had an abusive romantic partner. The relationship I recognized staring back at me in the Anger Litany, was a “friend” of mine that had just gotten himself kicked from my online Dungeons & Dragons game, when I got tired of him leaving a multi-page tirade in the chat if I didn’t let him roll a saving throw. I was never in any physical danger, and when I realized I’d had enough of the verbal abuse, ending it was as simple as hitting a Block button. I am absolutely not the intended audience for Why Does He Do That?, and the use I made of it is decidedly “off-label”. It would be thoroughly disingenuous of me to claim that my experiences are equivalent with those of a woman who’s had her independence crushed, her children trained to hate her, or her bones broken. The treatment I went through came from the same source, but at only a fraction of the intensity.

And yet… that was bad enough. One of my friends in the group once saw me check a chat notification, and correctly guessed who had sent it by how visibly and instantly I deflated. D&D has always been something I found satisfying, and at times in my life, literally the only thing I looked forward to; for the first time, it became something I had to force myself through. I was regularly asking my other players to tell me what I was doing wrong, because I was beginning to believe that only a catastrophic blunder on my part would explain the blowback I was getting; the replies I was getting back told me they were equally baffled. And even after a table ban put an end to the direct problem, it didn’t get him out of my head; I was left trying to figure out why things had gotten quite so bad, and whether I was somehow responsible for them getting that way. I was also asking, “Why does he do that?” And the only place I found the explanations I was looking for was in this book. I cannot stress enough how lucky I was to have this remain mostly confined to a hobby where, even if I get quite invested, I could have ultimately walked away from the table and lost next to nothing; again, that experience was bad enough. Having something as pivotal and life-altering as a marriage and a family despoiled in this way would be almost more painful than I can comprehend.

But I don’t think I’m being flippant, either, in saying that the dynamics I saw in a fantasy game are a microcosm of the ones present in domestic abuse; I think Bancroft would agree. He points out that abuse shares common dynamics in whatever context it crops up. Abusive households have much in common with abusive workplaces, friend circles, governments, and other social structures. Bancroft compares a husband looking for any excuse to go off at his wife, to a boss aggressively micromanaging his employees, or a man who makes his girlfriend think she’d be helpless without him, to a dictator telling his people he is the only leader with the strength to protect them. The same poisonous attitudes that lead a married man to view his wife as a mere extension of himself can lead an overbearing parent to demand control over the lives and decisions of her children well into adulthood, or the leader of an online community to insist on ideological lockstep from its members. Bancroft points out that abusers of all stripes are meticulous about public perception because the image matters more to them than the reality. And from a billionaire to a batterer, it all feeds back into the same issue: as long as the benefits of hurting others outweigh the consequences for doing so, it is going to continue.

In a weird way, though, this gives me hope. If all these forms of abuse of power are linked together, then the lessons learned from standing up to one will be in some sense applicable to another. And while demanding better from a national government or a billion-dollar company can feel like screaming into a hurricane, maybe we can learn something from starting in our homes, with people who already know who we are and are supposed to care about our well-being at least a little. Recognizing the patterns of abuse on a small scale allows us to more easily recognize them on a large one.

Naturally this recognition can go too far the other way into seeing it everywhere - Reddit provides a salient example, along with all the red flag emojis you’ll ever need and a ringing endorsement of the most dramatic and bridge-burning course of action available. But I’d be remiss not to point out that I first saw the Anger Litany on a Reddit post, which also directed me to the book itself. I wish I was more sure that people know better than to use social media as a substitute for professional help, but I don’t dismiss the ability of social media to point the way to better resources when a situation goes beyond what it can handle. And just because people aren’t answering a question well doesn’t mean it wasn’t worth asking. People answered “Why does he do that?” with “oh, he’s just like that”, or “you’re not trying hard enough”, or “he’s a complete monster and you’re doomed to suffer”, until Bancroft pointed out, “Well, it looks to me like he’s getting a lot of your time and attention with minimal effort and next to no cost, of course he’s going to keep doing whatever keeps that going. Let’s find some ways to cut off that easy supply.”

CONCLUSION

I’m extremely glad for the existence of Why Does He Do That?, and grateful to Bancroft for laying so much groundwork in this area, then leaving us such a meticulous guide to what he found there and how to go forward. For its intended audience at the time of release, this would have been an invaluable and unparalleled resource. Some parts of it have certainly declined in usefulness, or been rendered into cliche, between that time and now. But there is a lot still relevant and worth examining, and a solid set of tools for dealing with a problem that remains as yet rampant. It’s worth mentioning that every search I did for this book turned up new people saying it helped them identify their abusers and get their lives back from them; not many books can claim to have done so much good for so many people in such a vulnerable situation. Maybe a genuine and widespread understanding of the principles laid out in it would still have the power to effect notable societal change for the better. In the meantime, I can report outstanding results using it to figure out why pretending to be a gnome for four hours a week was getting less fun.
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Why Fish Don’t Exist

I. The Categories

In one of my all-time favorite Slate Star Codex posts, “The categories are made for man, not man for the categories”, Scott Alexander uses the example of whales and fish to show the futility of insisting on a single system of categorization in all contexts:


Suppose you travel back in time to ancient Israel and try to explain to King Solomon that whales are a kind of mammal and not a kind of fish. Your translator isn’t very good, so you pause to explain “fish” and “mammal” to Solomon. You tell him that fish is “the sort of thing herring, bass, and salmon are” and mammal is “the sort of thing cows, sheep, and pigs are”. Solomon tells you that your word “fish” is Hebrew dag and your word “mammal” is Hebrew behemah.

…

In fact, the only thing Solomon cares about is whether responsibilities for his kingdom’s production of blubber and whale oil should go under his Ministry of Dag or Ministry of Behemah. The Ministry of Dag is based on the coast and has a lot of people who work on ships. The Ministry of Behemah has a strong presence inland and lots of people who hunt on horseback. So please (he continues) keep going about how whales have little tiny hairs.



In this example, whales are not fish biologically, but it makes practical sense to consider them as fish. Categories can, and should, be re-interpreted to fit people’s needs in different contexts.

It’s a great example, so it’s such a shame that it’s wrong.

Why Fish Don’t Exist is a book about categorization and its flaws, so it is therefore fitting that the book itself defies categorization. The best I can say is that it’s partly a biography of David Starr Jordan (taxonomist of fishes and founding president of Stanford University), partly an overview of the history of taxonomy and eugenics, and partly an account of the author Lulu Miller’s personal journey as a science writer and human being. These themes are interleaved to tell a story about how we define categories, and how they can define us.

II. A Rising Starr

The story begins in media res: the life’s work of David Starr Jordan – his fish collection – has just been smashed by the Great San Francisco Earthquake of 1906. Although much was destroyed, Jordan remained undaunted. As he picked each fish up from the floor, he stitched a tag onto it to ensure that it would remain properly categorized, even if the chaos of the world again commingled it with the others.

On an orchard in upstate New York, a boy named David was born to farmers Hiram and Huldah Jordan in 1851. As a child, David Jordan displayed an early knack for learning the names of things: stars, countries, flowers. He chose his middle name, Starr, for himself after memorizing all the stars in the night sky. But in rural New York, there were few who cared for taxonomy – especially not his Puritan parents.[1]

After studying at Cornell University from 1869–1872 (which the book glosses over in a single sentence), Jordan taught science at several Midwestern high schools and small colleges, but he was unsatisfied with this work. Thus, he eagerly took the opportunity to attend a training camp hosted by the renowned naturalist Louis Agassiz in the summer of 1873. The camp was on Penikese Island, off the coast of Massachusetts, and it was here that Jordan’s love for fishes began. Here too, Jordan fell in love with Susan Bowen, his first wife.[2]

Like Jordan, Louis Agassiz saw the importance of taxonomy. For him, taxonomy was not only a science, but a means of understanding God’s will: “hiding in nature was a divine hierarchy of God’s creations that, if gleaned, would provide moral instruction”. For example, lizards “score higher than fish because they bestow greater care upon their offspring”. The overall idea was basically to provide scientific proof for the Great Chain of Being, a concept from medieval philosophy that ranked God’s creations. Agassiz also strongly supported polygenism, the idea that different races of humans were created separately and existed in a fixed biological hierarchy. Notably, Agassiz never accepted Darwin’s theory of evolution, and when he died in December 1873, he was still an ardent creationist. As the truth of evolution became clearer, Agassiz fell out of favor with the scientific community.[3] But at the time, he was as well-regarded as David Attenborough today.

Attending Agassiz’s camp marked a transition in Jordan’s life. Although he was still an itinerant science teacher, his new passion for fishes drove him to catalog the contents of local lakes and rivers everywhere he went. He soon gained the attention of the U.S. government and was asked to lead taxonomic surveys of the fishes of America. In 1879 Jordan became a professor at Indiana University, and rose to the rank of president in 1885, at the young age of 34. In 1891, Jordan was recruited by Leland and Jane Stanford as the founding president of Stanford University, which opened that year.

III. The Author

Compared with David Starr Jordan, the author’s life is less interesting, but a few things are noteworthy. Her father, a biochemist, was her first philosophical influence. He explained the fundamentally uncaring nature of the universe: “as special as you might feel, you are no different than an ant. A bit bigger, maybe, but no more significant”. Although he believed that life lacks inherent meaning, he was nonetheless determined to make the most of it, and the author “strived [her] whole life to follow in his nihilistic, clown-shoed footsteps”.

However, she found such an outlook can be demoralizing, and that a small amount of “positive illusions” can work wonders for motivation.[4] In Chapter 8, the author explores the delicate balance between realism and self-deception, noting that David Starr Jordan, always rational in his scientific writing, framed many of his failures as accomplishments in his memoirs. In her own life, the author tried to find this balance, acknowledging the indifference of the universe and its relentless slide towards entropy, while not giving up hope.

Finally, the author’s bisexuality shaped how she viewed categories as confining. After being lonely and depressed in high school (even to the point of attempting suicide), she fell in love with a man in college. However, she later cheated on him with a woman, which destroyed their relationship. After several years of soul-searching, she eventually came to terms with her sexuality and married a woman, who helped her to see “the world for what it is, a place of infinite possibility. All categories, imaginary.”

As the author sees it, categorization is an attempt to control the Chaos of the universe. Chaos, we all know, is the thing that will inevitably destroy everything and everyone we love. It strikes suddenly as an earthquake, or creeps slowly as a cancer. But for all the trouble Chaos causes, it is also a source of creativity, and sometimes even beauty. Categorization is beneficial when used to tame Chaos in limited contexts. Nonetheless, attempting to impose a perfect categorization on all the Chaos of the world is worse than futile, it’s a mistake.

IV. Jordan at Stanford

David Starr Jordan’s appointment as the first president of Stanford gave him great power to lead scientific advances, but also the temptation to abuse this power. Jordan’s first move was to hire his friends to fill out the faculty, order the construction of a marine research facility, and erect a statue of his hero Louis Agassiz above its entryway.

[image: ]

The statue was toppled by the earthquake of 1906, and its replacement

was removed in 2020 following protests.

He also took full advantage of the financial resources provided by the Stanfords, commissioning fish-finding expeditions across all the waters of the world. His research group would eventually catalog over 2500 species of fishes, making up a fifth of all known species at the time.

However, tension soon grew between him and Jane Stanford. He had a profound distaste for pseudoscience and criticized her interest in spiritualism. She thought he was wasting money chasing exotic fishes. In 1901, Jordan covered up an affair between a professor and a student by threatening the librarian who discovered it. However, the scandal was discovered by another professor, Julius Goebel, who reported it to Jane Stanford. Goebel also accused Jordan of nepotism, and of running the university like a gang. By 1904, Jane Stanford was preparing to replace Jordan, denouncing his “moral shortcomings” in a letter to the university trustees.

Conveniently for Jordan, Jane Stanford died under mysterious circumstances in early 1905 while on vacation in Hawaii. Although the coroner ruled that she was poisoned by strychnine (based on considerable evidence, including finding strychnine in her baking soda), Jordan fiercely promoted the alternate theory that she died of heart failure triggered by excessive food consumption at a picnic. Although Jordan may not have been behind the poisoning, he certainly did his best to cover it up. Shortly afterwards, Jordan fired Julius Goebel, the professor who had denounced him. This, however, was a step too far. The university trustees soon rescinded his power to fire faculty, and would later remove him from the position of president in 1913.

From the end of his Stanford presidency until his death in 1931, Jordan became one of America’s most fervent proponents of eugenics. He published books: The Human Harvest, The Blood of the Nation, Your Family Tree, and went on speaking tours. Jordan was also an ardent pacifist, because he believed that war killed the strongest men, leaving the less fit to reproduce.

V. On Eugenics

Why Fish Don’t Exist presents eugenics as bad science and bad policy, and the eugenicists as thoroughly immoral. However, this view avoids answering an interesting question, one that is relevant even today. The eugenicists of the early 20th century firmly believed they were doing the right thing, so what led them so far astray?

Certainly, they had a flawed understanding of human genetics. They incorrectly believed that undesirable traits could be explained by a few recessive Mendelian variants, and worse, they allowed racism to dominate science. Was the “feeblemindedness” of immigrants really genetic, or because they struggled in a culturally and linguistically unwelcoming educational system? However, over the past few decades, research has conclusively shown that many socially important traits, including intelligence, are indeed heritable to a large extent.[5] Therefore, applying selection pressure with respect to these traits would shift their distribution in the population over time. A eugenicist would select humans in the same way dairy farmers have selected cattle for better milk production.

[image: ]

Source. Since the publication of that graph, even more progress has taken place.

Thus, I consider that the errors of the eugenicists were primarily ethical, rather than scientific. It is easy to speak of “applying selection pressure” while ignoring its human cost. For the record, I believe that any coercive interference with reproductive choice, such as involuntary sterilization, is morally abhorrent. It is wrong today, and it was wrong then.

But there’s no avoiding an ugly truth: I am quite confident that, had I lived 100 years ago, I would have supported the eugenics movement. Not only was it backed by the cutting-edge science of the time, it also promised to achieve a noble goal: the permanent improvement of humanity’s genetic heritage. It is only modern technology that offers a more humane way to reach this goal, without recourse to mass sterilizations.

Although I may have been uneasy about the means employed, I probably would have been convinced by the same arguments that convinced others, including top scientists and progressive politicians:


	“These people don’t really want to have kids anyway, and couldn’t properly take care of them if they did.”

	“A glorious future is worth a temporary sacrifice”[6]

	“Three generations of imbeciles is enough”



Therefore, I cannot really blame David Starr Jordan for believing in, and advocating for, eugenics as a means to improve humanity. His main fault here was overlooking the tragic cost of forced sterilizations, which was easy to ignore once he categorized certain humans as “unfit”.

Why Fish Don’t Exist suggests that David Starr Jordan’s obsession with taxonomy was what led him to support eugenics. Classifying and ordering the natural world according to a scala naturae[7] running from “lower” to “higher” organisms may have led Jordan to think in a similar way about people. In my opinion, this explanation is probably too simplistic – after all, many scientists who weren’t taxonomists supported eugenics. But I agree that categorization of humans into “fit” and “unfit”, one of the key concepts of the eugenics movement, was inspired by taxonomic categorization of the natural world. And as I mentioned above, once people were labeled “unfit”, it was much easier to justify sterilizing them.

To better understand the pain and injustice caused by forced sterilizations, the author visited the ruins of the notorious Virginia State Colony for Epileptics and Feebleminded, and interviewed two of its survivors, Anna and Mary. Anna was interned in 1955 at age seven, horrifically abused for the following twelve years, then sterilized and released at age nineteen. Mary also spent much of her childhood institutionalized alongside Anna, although she managed to avoid sterilization. Anna and Mary supported and protected each other as best they could, and even today remain close friends, living together in an apartment just a few miles from the old Colony. Although Anna’s dream of having children was stolen from her, she carries a doll, “Little Mary”, everywhere she goes. I get the impression that Anna and Mary, if ranked on a list of Contributors to Society, wouldn’t be near the top, but their lives are still very much worth living. In fact, their heartfelt friendship for each other should be an example for the rest of us.

VI. Giving up the fish

If categorization leads to injustice, then what is the alternative?

Trenton Merricks, a philosopher whom the author interviewed, rejects the concept of categories entirely. To him, for example, there’s no such thing as a “chair”, merely a set of atoms. But for most people, this is going too far. Even if no system of categorization can fully capture the chaotic complexity of the universe, categories are still powerful tools for thinking and communicating.

But which categorizations should we use?

Here we return to David Starr Jordan and the taxonomy of fishes. Jordan and his subordinates discovered over 2500 species of fish, and it was his life’s work to name and categorize them. Little did he know that taxonomically, fish don’t exist.

Taxonomy has progressed quite a long way since the days of Linnaeus and the scala naturae. Although taxonomists since Darwin had tried to group organisms by common descent, as molecular biology became more advanced, it was clear that many of the traditional groupings were incorrect. By the 1980s, biologists had settled on a rigorous definition of taxonomy in terms of clades, which are all the descendants of a single particular ancestor.
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A phylogenetic tree of vertebrates (source)

But, as shown in the phylogenetic tree above, “fish” are not a clade. Any valid clade that encompassed all “fish” would also have to include pigeons, wombats, and yes, whales.[8] “Fish” is similar to “tree” in that the term describes a particular shape of organism, not a group descended from a common ancestor.

Why Fish Don’t Exist explains:


Still confused? Picture it another way. Imagine that for millennia we silly humans incorrectly believed that all creatures that lived on mountaintops were members of the same evolutionary group, called "mish." The fish of the mountain. Mish. Okay. So mish includes mountain goats, and mountain toads, and mountain eagles, and mountain men-burly and bearded and enjoying their whiskey. Now let's just pretend that, even though all these creatures are incredibly different from one another, they all happened to evolve a similar protective outerwear to survive at that altitude. Let's imagine that outerwear is not scales but plaid. They are all plaid. Plaid eagles. Plaid toads. Plaid men. Such that they appear, what with their habitat (mountaintop) and their skin type (plaid), to be the same kind of creature. They are mish. We falsely believed them to be all of a kind. We have done the same thing with fish — subjugated a world of nuance down into the word "fish."



In taxonomic terms, the category “fish” is paraphyletic, meaning that it’s missing some of its members. It’s possible to carve up “fish” into several valid clades, but grouping all fishes together is taxonomically incorrect. “Fish” might be a valid category for a fisherman or a government minister, but not for a scientist.

Why Fish Don’t Exist uses “giving up the fish” as a metaphor for looking beyond a comfortable categorization of the world and seeing its underlying complexity. Even though the category “fish” seems natural and reasonable, as the author puts it, “a category is at best a proxy; at worst, a shackle.” Although it’s inevitable for people to place the world into categories, trading an ill-fitting categorization for a better, more nuanced one can lead to important insights.

“Giving up the fish” can mean different things for different people. For taxonomists, it led to new insights and a sense of purpose. For the author, it led to a better understanding of her own sexuality, as well as personal growth. For a certain psychiatrist, it led to a pragmatic treatment for a woman’s OCD.

So, what will you get when you give up the fish?


Notes


[1]

Jordan’s own score on the Puritan checklist is a respectable 27, by my count. +1 for upstate NY, +1 for four siblings, +2 for weird Biblical names in family, +3 for achievements in diverse

fields, +3 Wrote a book about heterodox religious views, +3 for really weird books, +3 Social reformer, +3 Supported Prohibition, +3 Founded their own school (I’m going to count Stanford), +3 Ideals that were utopian yet racist, +1 Pacifist yet war supporter (though not “rabidly”, so doesn’t earn +3). +1 for moderately weird hair.



[2]

She died of pneumonia in 1885; in 1887, Jordan re-married, to a 21-year old student at Indiana University



[3]

And today there’s a strong push to remove Agassiz’s name from things, for example from a neighborhood in Cambridge MA.



[4]

Crucially, a small amount. Here, the author takes some humorous jabs at Angela Duckworth’s concept that “grit” and self-esteem can overcome anything.



[5]

For a good review of the science and its social implications, see The Genetic Lottery, a recent book by Kathryn Paige Harden.



[6]

I was convinced to support longtermism by a similar argument.



[7]

Latin: “ladder of nature”. Is the Tierzoo Youtube channel, which I have greatly enjoyed, a slippery slope towards eugenics?



[8]

But not bees. Sorry, California.






Why Liberalism Failed

Political philosophers are often remembered for their catchphrases: ‘From each according to his abilities, to each according to his needs’; ‘The greatest happiness of the greatest number’; ‘Monopoly of the legitimate use of physical force’. The catchphrase of Patrick Deneen, Professor of Political Science at the University of Notre Dame, is: “Liberalism failed – not because it fell short, but because it was true to itself.”

By this, he means: the problem isn’t that real liberalism has never been tried, or that liberalism has been unable to defend itself in the face of its enemies. (And to clear up the obvious misconception, ‘liberalism’ here doesn’t just mean the politics of the left of the Democratic Party, but rather the wider ideology of a free society.) Instead, the root of the problem is within liberalism itself. Deneen claims that it is not a self-sustaining political system: liberalism relies upon a pre-liberal inheritance of cultural norms, values, customs and traditions that sustain it, but the energy of the liberal project is devoted to attacking those things. It draws down its reserves of social capital, and doesn’t replenish them.

Why does it do this? For Deneen, it comes back to the meaning of the word ‘freedom’. A free person, in the liberal understanding of freedom, should be subjected to as few external restraints as possible: liberal citizens should be allowed to choose their own destinies. It is the philosophy of individual independence.

But every early liberal thinker knew that, for a liberal society to work, people have to use their freedom responsibly. The liberal citizen has to be, for want of a better word, virtuous: when exercising their freedom, they should have an eye on the consequences for others. They have to be aware that their choices do not take place in a vacuum, but instead in the context of wider society.

Deneen’s argument is that there is a contradiction in liberalism. Liberalism relies on virtue, while simultaneously critiquing it: an expectation of virtue would be precisely the sort of unchosen, illegitimate, external restraint, which the liberal project says is stifling to the individual.

To put it more concretely: Factory-owners who are free to pollute rivers, fathers who are free to abandon their children, may have the right to do so – but it is best for society that they do not. And yet every factory-owner and every father has a little liberal voice whispering in their ear, saying, ‘Do as you want! You are free!’ And it is all too easy for that voice to be unimpeded by a clear understanding of whether it is Good or Bad to pollute rivers or abandon children; and that voice often speaks with the full support of the State, when it decides that its explicit aim is to establish markets that are as free as possible, or when it changes its laws to make divorce as easy as possible.

But in practice, we tolerate neither pollution nor family breakdown, nor their second-order consequences. The State has to step in, setting up ever more powerful environmental agencies and ever more intrusive social service bureaux. Deneen therefore describes a cycle, which works like this: The State makes liberal reforms, and society and culture both liberalise. But citizens do not use their freedom in a way that is beneficial for society; and when the consequences become intolerable, the State has no choice but to act.

This happens in spite of the fact that neither of our political parties want things this way. To put it crudely, today’s ‘Right’ is committed to economic liberalism and often to social conservatism, while the ‘Left’ is committed to both economic statism and social liberalism – but in practice we find ourselves with economically and socially liberal policies, and a large State into the bargain. For whatever reason, the Left has singularly failed to tame capitalism, and the Right has barely tried to prevent the expansion of the permissive society. In Deneen’s telling, the only idea that wins is liberal individualism – and the State.

Deneen’s book was written in 2016, and published in 2018. If it had been written in 2006, and published in 2008, I am sure it wouldn’t have sold so well. But when it came out, for many people, it seemed to provide an explanation of the Trump Moment: as Obama wrote on the blurb, it “offers cogent insights into the loss of meaning and community that many in the West feel, issues that liberal democracies ignore at their own peril.”

Deneen’s ambition, however, is much greater than just explaining why Donald Trump was elected. His book is written as an explanation of the ‘inner logic’ of the liberal order: its intellectual underpinnings, and how it works in practice. His bold claim is that he’s found a contradiction in the liberal regime: liberal society will evolve into a collection of disconnected, hyper-autonomous individuals, who are ruled over by a controlling State. We are heading for a despotism that has clearly evolved from liberalism, but which is liberal in name only.

Because Deneen’s scope is so wide, it can sometimes feel like the term ‘liberalism’ is being used to mean ‘things Patrick Deneen does not like’.

I think that using ‘liberalism’ as a term of art is broadly justifiable. Deneen uses the word ‘liberalism’ both to mean a 400-year-old tradition of extremely diverse political thought, as well as the current conditions that we live in. Doing so is imprecise, but it is hard to be precise, when the target of your critique is so large. This means that Deneen shouldn’t be taken overly-literally: he is not saying that John Locke literally caused all of our current social problems. Nor should the book be taken as trying to determine exact causality: he is writing about politics, not natural science. Instead, his argument is that you can draw a long, meandering, shaky black line, joined by many other lines of different colours of ink, from the thought of Locke, via Rousseau and Mill and Rawls, all the way through to the conditions of today.

It is also important to remember that liberalism’s sins are sometimes acts of commission, and sometimes acts of omission. On the commission side, it would be fair to blame liberalism for modern economic conditions, because capitalism and liberalism are so closely linked that it would be splitting hairs to try to separate them. On the omission side, we could easily ascribe blame for many of the other things that Deneen complains about to the decline of religion, in which liberalism plays a more passive role. Liberalism did not cause us to become atheists, but equally the secular liberal regime has not provided any pushback. Liberalism did not cause the roof to leak, but it isn’t fixing it either.

The point of the book is not a precise intellectual history, nor a precise exploration of modern conditions. It is written in a form of the passive voice: “liberalism does such-and-such” rather than “liberal agents do this”. It is unlikely to convince the extreme sceptic, who wants an exact definition of the causal mechanism. Instead, the point is to explore how modern, liberal society is running itself down.

The liberal regime

Everybody who writes about liberalism has to spend far too long defining what they mean by it. Doing so is notoriously tricky, partly because of the sheer variety of different types of liberalism. An ideology that includes Rousseau and Burke, Hayek and Keynes, and Rawls and Nozick, is a tent so big that it is hard to see what its adherents all have in common.

But liberals have the luxury of not having to nail their colours to the mast, because we live under a liberal regime. Two hundred years ago, liberalism was a radical idea that undermined the rights of kings and aristocrats, which had to be defined in order to be espoused. Today, to a first approximation every politician and every political philosopher in Britain and America is a liberal of some sort. We’re all liberals now, so we don’t need to consider what liberalism means. You don’t need to think too hard about the ideological air you breathe.

As a first pass, the first two sentences of the Preamble to the American Declaration of Independence, written at a time when liberal principles did need to be explicitly articulated, are as good a definition as any of the core of liberal thought:


We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, Liberty and the pursuit of Happiness.—That to secure these rights, Governments are instituted among Men, deriving their just powers from the consent of the governed.



Hard to disagree with. But the fact that it is so hard to disagree with these sentences is precisely the point. Liberalism permeates our beliefs to the point that it seems downright bizarre to imagine a world in which those truths were not self-evident. Everybody believes that humans are equal, rights-bearing individuals; everybody believes in limited government whose purpose is to secure those rights; in a State that governs by consent; in liberty. Liberals may vehemently disagree about the practical meaning of ‘equal’, ‘rights’, ‘limited’, ‘consent’ and ‘liberty’, but they all agree that we should strive for those five nouns and adjectives. The political conflict between today’s Left and Right boils down to the definition of liberalism – should equality mean ‘equality of opportunity’ or ‘equality of outcome’? – should we limit the powers of the State to conduct surveillance? – is there a human right to healthcare? – does first-past-the-post deprive government of consent of the governed? – should a person have the liberty to change their legal gender? The exact content of liberalism may be disputed, but all debates are conducted on liberal turf using liberal assumptions. Liberalism is like our mother-tongue: so familiar to us, that it is hard to conceive that there are other ways of doing things.

Patrick Deneen does not argue that these five nouns and adjectives are wrong. Rather, he attacks liberalism for its contradictions, which, in his telling, are ultimately caused by the way in which liberalism changed the meaning of the word ‘liberty’.

We have now forgotten that ‘liberty’ or ‘freedom’ (I use the words synonymously) once meant something quite different from what it does today. Before liberal thinkers started to change its definition,


Liberty had long been believed to be the condition of self-rule that forestalled tyranny, within both the polity and the individual soul. Liberty was thus thought to involve discipline and training in self-limitation of desires, and corresponding social and political arrangements that sought to inculcate corresponding virtues in the arts of self-government.



In this conception of ‘liberty’, familiar to Greek, Roman and Mediaeval Christian thought, to be free is to be self-restrained. You are not free if you are a slave to your passions: if you cannot stop yourself from drinking and fornicating, then you are controlled by drink and fornication.

Contra Rousseau, man is not born free, in this pre-liberal sense of the word: instead, as far as liberty is concerned, he is born a blank slate. Man has to be made free. To become free, a person has to be trained to govern themself, through education in virtue and self-rule: free human beings must be taught how to act, to restrain themselves, to abnegate their passions, and to sublimate themselves to the common good of society.

Put this way, ‘freedom’ sounds like an enormously pompous concept.

But an education in virtue and self-restraint is something that everybody reading this essay will have experienced. Every parent knows it would be a terrible idea if they allowed their child to get what it wanted all of the time. Bringing up a child is in no small part a lesson in self-government: parents and schools shape a child into a functioning member of society, who won’t gorge themself on chocolate biscuits right before dinner, and who will do their homework, even if they don’t want to. To put it slightly crudely, the ancients did not think that this kind of education should stop in the teenage years: Aristotle would be very confused by modern society’s assumption that we should stop cultivating virtue at the age of 18.

The liberal sleight-of-hand was to take the term ‘liberty’, and redefine it to mean precisely the opposite of what it used to. For a modern liberal, ‘liberty’ does not mean the presence of internal restraint, but rather the absence of external restraint. I am free if I can do what I like, and this means I have the choice to practise self-restraint, but I do not have to. A liberal citizen might choose to develop themself by reading self-help books or Stoic philosophers, but the terms and conditions of the social contract do not require this; the only exceptions we make to this rule concern the upbringing of children.

Why did we reject the pre-liberal understanding of ‘freedom’? Well, first, it is a demanding standard. You can argue that nobody will ever be truly ‘free’, in the pre-liberal sense – and certainly, this kind of freedom will never be achieved by most people. Some people will be freer than others; it’s an élitist concept.

The ancient understanding of ‘freedom’ can also seem dangerously naïve at the political level. For a liberal, rather than aspiring to the ‘high’, we should instead ground our politics in the ‘low’ side of human beings, because human beings more reliably exhibit those characteristics. We can see this in the thought of Machiavelli, who was not a liberal, but whose philosophy influenced later liberals. According to Deneen:


Rather than promoting unrealistic standards of behavior – especially self-limitation – that could at best be unreliably achieved, Machiavelli proposed grounding a political philosophy upon readily observable human behaviors of pride, selfishness, greed and the quest for glory. He argued further that liberty and political security were better achieved by pitting different domestic classes against one another, encouraging each to limit the others through “ferocious conflict” in the protection of their particular interests rather than by lofty appeals to a “common good” and political concord. By acknowledging ineradicable human selfishness and the desire for material goods, one might conceive of ways to harness those motivations rather than seeking to moderate or limit those desires.



The word ‘might’ in the final sentence is doing a heck of a lot of heavy lifting. In some cases we can harness the fallen angels of our nature. But it seems presumptive to think we will always be able to engineer our way out of the dark side of humanity.

The purpose of the American governmental system of checks and balances is to ‘make ambition counteract ambition’. Checks and balances feature in the pre-liberal understanding of politics, but here there is a difference of emphasis. The American system assumes that, because politicians are not angels, there is no place for virtue in our politics: rather than aspiring to the ‘high’, but putting in place checks and balances just in case, it assumes the ‘low’ will always rule – and so checks and balances become the whole system, rather than just a safeguard. It is a ‘republic of laws not men’, where the system is supposed to just keep functioning in the absence of virtuous statesmen.

I leave it to the reader to judge how well the US system works, when the Americans are not fortunate enough to have a President who is carved into Mount Rushmore.

A corollary of the liberal definition of ‘freedom’ is the liberal vision of the human being – what we might call ‘Liberal Man’.

Liberals prefer not to think about their ideology in this way, because liberalism is supposed to be neutral about the way in which people live their lives. A Vision of Man is for the totalitarians: Communists explicitly tried to create New Soviet Man, and the Nazis had a clear vision of what they wanted a German to be. Part of the appeal of liberalism is that liberals don’t do this: although liberal regimes don’t always live up to their ideals of tolerance, in theory you can be as much a citizen of a liberal regime if you are a fundamentalist Christian as if you are a gay libertine. Trying to shape the character of liberal citizens seems, well, illiberal.

But while most liberals would instinctively deny the existence of ‘Liberal Man’, this does not mean he doesn’t exist. Liberalism, like any other regime, makes assumptions about human nature, and tries to shape human beings, albeit in a subtler way than the Soviets did.

At its heart, liberalism sees human beings as free choosers of their own ethics. As Deneen puts it, “Liberalism often claims neutrality about the choices people make in liberal society; it is the defender of “Right,” not any particular conception of the “Good.”‌‌‌ ” Liberalism does not force us to make any assumptions that particular things or actions are Good in themselves. It lets us wave ethical debates away from our politics with the maxim, ‘let free individuals decide for themselves’. You can choose.

Obviously, many liberals, especially in the past, did and do have strong conceptions of the Good. But they come from different philosophical traditions, which is again part of liberalism’s appeal: it is possible to be a consequentialist liberal, or a deontological liberal, or a Catholic liberal, or a Jewish liberal, in a way that it is not possible to be, say, a utilitarian Reactionary or a godly Communist.

In place of the Good, liberalism defends people’s Rights, and at the core of liberal conception of rights is the idea of consent. From the point of view of liberalism, whether an action is ‘good’ or ‘bad’ is the concern of the individual; the only concern of the State, and of the wider polity, is whether that action infringes on the Rights of another person, without their consenting to it.

There is obviously nothing wrong with rights as a concept in itself. The problem comes when we confuse rights with ethics. If your politics is not founded on any conception of morality, then it is not hard for the political theory to become an ethical theory.

It is therefore not surprising that liberal regimes often tend towards legalism, the view that the Venn diagram of what is legal and what is good is a circle. To understand this, we need to understand the place of law in liberal thought. Liberalism is not anarchism. It does not say, ‘there ought to be no external constraints on human behaviour’. But most strands of liberal thought do hold that the only legitimate, external, constraints on human behaviour are placed on us by the law. We are free to subject ourselves to constraints placed by whichever religious or ethical teachings we like. But other people can only constrain us through law, because law is, in some way, chosen, which we can justify either by a theory of the Social Contract, or in more recent centuries, by the idea of democratic consent.

Liberalism is a politics which holds that morality is a personal matter. Indeed, there is no requirement that we have a sense of morality at all! It is also a politics which holds that men are not responsible for restraining themselves – instead, the State is responsible for restraining us, through law. Legalism is the obvious next step. As Soviet dissident Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn, in a commencement address at Harvard (emphasis mine), said of liberal American society:


If one is right from a legal point of view, nothing more is required, nobody may mention that one could still not be entirely right, and urge self-restraint or a renunciation of these rights, call for sacrifice and selfless risks. Voluntary self-restraint is almost unheard of: everyone strives toward further expansion to the extreme limit of legal frames. (An oil company is legally blameless when it buys up an invention of a new type of energy in order to prevent its use. A food product manufacturer is legally blameless when he poisons his produce to make it last longer: After all, people are free not to purchase it.)

I have spent all my life under a Communist regime and I will tell you that a society without any objective legal scale is a terrible one indeed. But a society with no other scale but the legal one is also less than worthy of man. A society based on the letter of the law and never reaching any higher fails to take advantage of the full range of human possibilities. The letter of the law is too cold and formal to have a beneficial influence on society. Whenever the tissue of life is woven of legalistic relationships, this creates an atmosphere of spiritual mediocrity that paralyzes man’s noblest impulses.



The anticulture

There are two things you need to do when you critique liberalism. First, you need to define it. Second, you need to acknowledge the good things it has done.

So, here goes: the Divine Right of Kings has been exposed for the fiction that it is. Church and State have been separated. Parliaments are elected in direct, regular, free and fair elections. Speech, the press, and association are subject to few controls by the State. Women can own property in their own right. Liberalism emancipated the slaves, and it liberated the gays. It granted independence to the colonies. It freed trade, and it created the Welfare State. Our ancestors could never have conceived of the material benefits that even the poorest enjoy in the rich world, enabled by a free market that lets us harness natural resources and the laws of nature for the sake of human prosperity. Liberalism has brought development to the Third World, and has all but abolished war in the First. Things are just better than they were before liberalism.

And going further: liberalism is perhaps the greatest force for progress in human history, the torch of liberty not only making our society wealthier and happier, but also more moral; it is a force that has enlightened us, banished silly superstitions, and grounded politics in a rational belief in the equality and dignity of human beings. Liberté, égalité, fraternité. And although there have always been naysayers and forces of reaction – aristocrats and clerics, robber barons and warmongers, colonial administrators and science deniers – all of these people have ultimately been proved to be on the Wrong Side of History. We would do well not to follow them.

The cliché I have described in the previous two paragraphs is known as the whig interpretation of history – the idea that liberalism has been an unqualified success. In its most extreme form, the whig interpretation sees history as a morality play: the forces of light will eventually conquer the forces of darkness! But even if the Harry Potter interpretation of history lacks nuance, there is truth in a steelmanned whig view. I do not disagree with a word in the first of those two paragraphs, because the present really is better on the whole, materially and morally, than the past.

(Maybe this is why traditionalists focus so much on architecture. Nearly everybody will agree that buildings were more beautiful in the past. But even though we should re-discover the art of beautiful architecture – do we wish to return to much else from back then?)

Although he should perhaps have spent more time acknowledging the successes of liberalism, Deneen’s critique is much more sensible than just the word ‘RETVRN’ repeated 70,000 times. He is not a strawman reactionary who believes you can draw a direct line of causation from William of Ockham to the conditions of today. Instead, his argument is that the liberal regime does not work, and will one day collapse under the weight of its contradictions.

For Deneen, the contradictions in liberalism are ultimately rooted in its destruction of culture: the cultural bonds that hold societies together inevitably get dissolved under the liberal regime. Culture would seem like an unlikely focus for an ideology which, depending on the century, has usually preferred to undermine the Divine Right of Kings, restrictive tariffs, or racism. But according to Deneen, culture is a natural target for liberalism:


A better way to understand culture is as a kind of collective trust. Culture is the practice of full temporality, an institution that connects the present to the past and the future. As the Greeks understood, the mother of culture – of the Nine Muses – was Mnemosyne, whose name means “memory.” Culture educates us about our generational debts and obligations. At its best, it is a tangible inheritance of the past, one that each of us is obligated to regard with the responsibilities of trusteeship. It is itself an education in the full dimension of human temporality, meant to abridge our temptation to live within the present, with the attendant dispositions of ingratitude and irresponsibility that such a narrowing of temporality encourages. Preserved in discrete human inheritances – arts, literature, music, architecture, history, law, religion – culture expands the human experience of time, making both the past and the future present to creatures who otherwise experience only the present moment.



Put like this, it is hard to find a concept that a liberal would find more objectionable. For one, it is  nonconsensual. You are born into your culture, and it is very difficult to adopt another one properly. It can take a lifetime of work to properly learn the customs, habits and inheritances of a different place: even the best-integrated immigrants struggle. Even fewer of them will permanently leave behind the culture of their birth. At a smaller scale, the cultural habits a person picks up from their family or community will usually remain with them for life.

And you, as an individual, have no influence over the way in which your culture changes. The market may be a gargantuan, distant entity – but the individual consumer has at least some influence over which products are produced. Likewise, the individual voter has a say, albeit a small one, in government policy. With culture, however, the individual has no sovereignty; they are stuck with a set of practices, ideas and artefacts that change with no tangible logic to them. As well as being arbitrary and irrational, culture somehow seems stifling to the individual’s ability to forge their own path; it is precisely the kind of thing that we should expect the liberal regime to attack.

I should add (because Deneen does not) that the importance of culture isn’t neglected by all liberals. Edmund Burke clearly fits within the liberal tradition, but his catchphrase is, ‘[society is] a partnership not only between those who are living, but between those who are living, those who are dead, and those who are to be born’. For Burke, we have a cultural inheritance from our parents, which we have a duty to conserve for the benefit of our children.

But since the 1960s, few modern liberals have been Burkean. They have either directly attacked our cultural inheritance, or stood by while others have attacked it. Just as the State, and society, should try to be as neutral as possible when it comes to religious belief, for most modern liberals it would be presumptuous to say that there is one way we should do culture; culture is something that should be done by consenting adults in the privacy of their own art galleries.

The result is that the art galleries of today are fundamentally places of preservation, not of conservation. To preserve something is like pickling it in aspic: you keep it around to look at, but it isn’t alive, while to conserve something is to nurture it. In the current world, we enjoy Constable, but we don’t paint like him. Paradise Lost is still read, and probably never will be entirely forgotten, but what makes Philip Pullman so unusual as a successful contemporary writer is that The Amber Spyglass is so directly inspired by a part of the English cultural inheritance. The canon – in the sense of a set of cultural forms, tropes, and techniques that have evolved over the centuries – is preserved in libraries, but almost nobody today creates works of culture that clearly form part of the canon.

The overwhelming sense of this loss of our connection with the past through tangible culture is sterility, because although we could rebuild a perfect replica of the Bodleian Library if it burned down, nobody could build something like it today. Nobody wants to, and nobody could, and if anybody tried to, they’d be accused of pastiche.

Another side of culture is community:


No thinker has more ably discerned the deracinating effects of modern life than the Kentucky farmer, novelist, poet, and essayist Wendell Berry. An unapologetic defender of community in place, Berry regards community as a rich and varied set of personal relationships, a complex of practices and traditions drawn from a store of common memory and tradition, and a set of bonds forged between a people and place that – because of this situatedness – is not portable, mobile, fungible, or transferrable. Community is more than a collection of self-interested individuals brought together to seek personal advancement. Rather, it “lives and acts by the common virtues of trust, goodwill, forbearance, self-restraint, compassion, and forgiveness”.



What Deneen and Berry are describing here is what social scientists call social capital: the shared norms, values and bonds of trust that enable humans to co-operate with one another.

Social capital does not come into existence as if by magic. It has to be developed and cultivated. A strong, stable community, in which social bonds are able to develop over time between an appropriate number of individuals, and in which norms are easily able to be shared and remembered, is a place in which social capital will thrive.

To the liberal, though, this too is stifling. It seems somehow too limiting, too restrictive. There are economic reasons to abandon the place where you grew up, and move to the big city. But there are also reasons that are grounded in the liberal conception of human beings. For the liberal, we should throw off unchosen obligations. We should not feel tied down to a particular place, or restrained by the need to be part of our community. Instead, community should be an obligation that we freely choose: If you want to stay behind in rural Kentucky, you can choose to do so. If you want to move to Chicago, you can also do so.

Liberals would say that this is the best of both worlds. But a person’s choices do not happen in a vacuum. Staying behind in rural Kentucky is the low-status option. Nor is it economically viable for most people: it is only a free choice in the trivial sense that the State has not imposed any internal migration controls, because if there are no jobs in your small town, you have little choice but to move, even if you lose your community. As more economic growth agglomerates towards particular cities, people’s desire to stay in their community will always be subsumed to the need to make money in those cities, whose populations are large and transient. It’s hard to find real, permanent community in Chicago.

A metaphor for what has changed in liberal modernity is the difference between a priest and a therapist. Both provide people with spiritual comfort. But the priest is at the centre of a community. His sermons are heard by a congregation. A congregation is an act of collective worship: all its members, when they pray together and when they sing together, become part of something that is more than just the sum of its parts. The therapist administers help to one person at a time. There is no community on the couch, and no sense that a person experiencing therapy might be part of something wider than just themself. It is individual (and it is expensive).

In a more fundamental way, community sits uneasily with the abstractions that lie at the core of liberal thought. Liberal thinkers have often grounded their philosophy in thought experiments. A thought experiment is appealing because it allows us to abstract away the messiness of the real world, and instead try to get to the core of the matter. The subject of a thought experiment is an idealised vision of a human being – you don’t have to wrestle with people as we find them in the messy, real world. To take the most famous thought experiment, in a State of Nature, the State is brought into being by the signing of the Social Contract, even though in the real world, States already exist without anybody’s formally consenting to it. To take another, later thought experiment, behind the veil of ignorance, we are able to develop an ideal system of social justice, without reference to any of the human societies that actually exist.

Part of the appeal of a thought experiment is its universality: it should turn out the same in every culture, because all that it relies upon is a minimal set of assumptions about human nature. But thought experiments are only universal because they are imaginary; nobody has ever signed a Social Contract, or had to make decisions in the original position. In the thought of both Hobbes (who was not a liberal, but whose thought influenced liberals) and Rawls (who was), the subject of politics is an abstract person, living in an abstract world – human beings stripped down to what is supposed to be their essence. Social capital, culture, custom – all of these things defy abstraction, because they are developed not by imaginary people in a thought experiment, but by real people in the real world.

Liberal thinkers would not go so far as to deny the importance of community, or of social capital, or of culture. But nor does the thought-experiment philosophy of liberalism have much room for these things.

In the absence of a coherent liberal defence of culture, it is slowly being eroded. And there is something insidious about the way in which this has happened. We instinctively think that ‘destruction of culture’ involves Islamists blowing up temples, Fascists declaring art to be degenerate, or Communists imprisoning writers. Liberalism does not destroy culture through repression: under a liberal regime, you are undoubtedly still allowed to paint in the style of an Old Master, in a way you were not under Communism. The State will not stop you from finding your own sense of community, as totalitarian regimes do. Instead, liberalism nibbles away gradually at the culture, bit by bit deconstructing our sense of connection with the past and our sense of obligation to the future, making us forget. Deneen again, writing about the chronicler of early American liberal democracy, Alexis de Tocqueville:


[Tocqueville] fretted especially about the inability of a liberal democratic people to see their own lives and actions as part of a continuum of time, and hence to consider long-term implications of their actions and deeds as part of a long-term human community. While a constitutive feature of an aristocratic age was the pervasive understanding of oneself as defined by one’s place in a generational order, a hallmark of democracy was to ‘break’ that chain in the name and pursuit of the liberation of the individual.

…

Tocqueville notes that the propensity to think only within the context of one’s own lifespan, and to focus on satisfaction of immediate and baser pleasures, is a basic “propensity in human nature.” To chasten, educate and moderate this basic instinct is the fruit of broader political, social, religious and familial structures, practices and expectations.



In other words, liberal modernity makes it easier to be a presentist, and harder to be a longtermist. It is natural for human beings to take for granted the good things that we have. If we are told we should not feel a debt to our ancestors, then we will not do so. An individualist culture that makes us think only in the context of our own lifespans will find it easy to ignore the G. K. Chesterton quotation:


Tradition means giving votes to the most obscure of all classes, our ancestors. It is the democracy of the dead. Tradition refuses to submit to the small and arrogant oligarchy of those who merely happen to be walking about.



Tradition is hard. It takes work to think outside of our lives and to empathise with the past, especially when our modern lives are so different from those of even our grandparents when they were the same age. It is difficult to give votes to your ancestors when they are such different people from you.

But respecting tradition is made harder by the society we live in. Nobody is telling us to put in the work to empathise with our ancestors. In part, this is because we like to think of ourselves as rational, and unless you know about cultural evolution and Chesterton’s Fence, it is hard to come up with a good, rational reason to respect tradition. Our attachment to the past may run deep, but it is an emotional attachment. It is easy to see it as another form of superstition which a superior intellect can see through: the term ‘nostalgia’ is used dismissively by many people in part because nostalgia is an emotional response, and modern humans like to think of themselves as governed by reason. Respecting tradition takes a willingness to accept that ‘things just are the way they are’.

Likewise, we will struggle to feel an obligation to our descendants, if nobody tells us to do so. It takes constant reminder that there will be descendants of ours much more distant than our children or grandchildren. It’s easier to think that future generations will basically be able to take care of themselves: ‘we’ll manage to adapt to climate change’. They will have the ability to do so, but that does not make it right for us to squander the family silver and leave nothing to our children.

Deneen calls this the practice of “full temporality” because tradition and concern for the long-term future go hand-in-hand: when you are told to honour your ancestors, it becomes much more natural to think about the people to whom you are an ancestor. Tradition teaches us to appreciate the things that our ancestors built up, which in turn gives us a sense of obligation to conserve them for the sake of our descendents.

And yet, the modern world is no friend to tradition; and feeling this sense of obligation becomes especially hard as we grow more distant from the time when we did not have the good things we enjoy. If you live in the liberal, democratic, prosperous West, it is hard to remember how quickly things can fall apart; when our civilisation seems so permanent, it takes an acculturation with the past to understand just how lucky we have it, and how our civilisation did not just spring into existence, but was built, and can fall down again. In 1897, running against the triumphalist mood of the Diamond Jubilee of Queen Victoria, Kipling wrote:


Far-called, our navies melt away;

On dune and headland sinks the fire:

Lo, all our pomp of yesterday

Is one with Nineveh and Tyre!

Judge of the Nations, spare us yet,

Lest we forget—lest we forget!



One hundred years later, all the pomp was gone, as pomp always does. The late Victorians did not think it would, but being a longtermist takes training: it requires us not to forget.

Individualism and statism

Now we can start to understand the contradiction in liberalism. As Deneen puts it, “As culture fades, Leviathan waxes and responsible liberty recedes.” Liberalism deconstructs the cultural inheritance that enables us to act as responsible, restrained citizens, existing as part of a community, who can be trusted to exercise their freedom without causing problems for others. It makes us into autonomous individuals, but it also destroys the culture that would enable us to use our autonomy responsibly; it simultaneously erodes the willingness to be virtuous, while increasing the need to be virtuous. Eventually, the State has to step in, and pick up the pieces.

Obviously, this does not happen immediately – if it did, we would immediately see social breakdown every time a new liberal policy was enacted. Deneen’s claim is instead that:


Perhaps above all, liberalism has drawn down on a preliberal inheritance and resources that at once sustained liberalism but which it cannot replenish. The loosening of social bonds in nearly every aspect of life – familial, neighborly, communal, religious, even national – reflects the advancing logic of liberalism and is the source of its deepest instability.



In other words, the problem with liberalism is that you eventually run out of other people’s social capital.

The reservoir of social capital, in Deneen’s telling, is being dried up thanks to the efforts of both Left and Right – even though neither of them really want it this way.

Both Left and Right are Liberal: the main point of disagreement is not about the liberal order, or of liberal principles, or of liberal philosophy, or about the effects of liberalism, but instead about where liberalism should be applied. Most Western countries have one party or group of parties which combines social liberalism with at least some scepticism of free markets. Call this Left-liberalism. Most Western countries have another party or group which combines a degree of social conservatism with pretty laissez-faire economic policies. Call this Right-liberalism. Deneen is scathing:


[T]he proponents and heirs of classical liberalism – those whom we today call “conservative” – have at best offered lip service to the defense of “traditional values” while its leadership class unanimously supports the main instrument of practical individualism in our modern world, the global “free market.” This market – like all markets – while justified in the name of “laissez-faire,” in fact depends on constant state energy, intervention, and support, and has consistently been supported by classical liberals for its solvent effect on traditional relationships, cultural norms, generational thinking, and the practices and habits that subordinate market considerations to concerns born of interpersonal bonds and charity.



When we think about Right-liberalism, it is instructive to look at the career of Margaret Thatcher. Thatcher was Britain’s most successful Conservative Prime Minister since the Second World War. She is remembered best of all for her laissez-faire economic policies – either as the deregulating, tax-cutting Thatcher who steadfastly took on the Trades Unions in the mid-1980s. Both of these aspects of her legacy are things that enabled an expansion of the market. Famously, she once banged a copy of Hayek’s The Constitution of Liberty onto a table during a Conservative Party meeting in order to cut off an opponent, with the words, “this, gentlemen, is what we believe.” The Constitution of Liberty is a liberal book, written by a liberal economist, whose last chapter is entitled, ‘Why I am not a Conservative’. The one socially conservative piece of legislation that Thatcher introduced – Section 28 of the Local Government Act 1988, which banned the “promot[ion] of homosexuality” in schools – was notorious in part because it was so unusual. Even if she was conservative in her personal temperament, her opposition to social liberalism was a matter of personal conscience, rather than anything that she felt should be reflected in policy. She did nothing to reverse the rising social liberalism of the 1960s and 70s. She was a Conservative politician who was not a conservative.

I’m not strongly inclined towards social conservatism. But if you are a social conservative, as Patrick Deneen is, there is good reason for extreme pessimism about the Conservative and Republican parties. Both parties have been remarkably successful at expanding the reach of the market. And both parties have done nothing, or almost nothing, that successfully dams back social liberalism. The Republicans, who have had a bit more success, have chalked up precisely one major victory for social conservatism in the last 50 years – the repeal of Roe v. Wade, and which even then was only accomplished  in 2022, at a time when American public opinion is becoming more pro-Choice. And the Republicans have made no attempt to conserve the aspects of our culture that substantively enable human flourishing: the cultural norms, the means of fulfilling the human desire for belonging, the sense of community, the moral values, which together constitute our way of life.

Deneen’s venom is directed at Right-liberals, because he is on the Right. But a similar set of criticisms also apply to Left-liberals. Their liberal side points them in favour of diversity. And their left side means they place solidarity at the heart of their politics, in particular solidarity that is expressed financially through the Welfare state.

It’s not hard to see that the two values are frequently in conflict. It is very hard indeed to feel solidarity for people who are very different from you; with the best will in the world, most people’s moral circles are not large enough to seriously include people who have different lifestyles from them, or who have different moral values. In a democracy, solidarity and diversity will come into conflict.

What I am describing here is the progressive’s dilemma – the idea that, in a democracy, you can either have a strong Welfare State, or a liberal immigration regime, but not both. If you try to combine the two, you will weaken the solidarity that a successful Welfare State depends on. As the journalist David Goodhart, quoting a Conservative politician, put it when he coined the term in 2004:


“The basis on which you can extract large sums of money in tax and pay it out in benefits is that most people think the recipients are people like themselves, facing difficulties which they themselves could face. If values become more diverse, if lifestyles become more differentiated, then it becomes more difficult to sustain the legitimacy of a universal risk-pooling welfare state. People ask, ‘Why should I pay for them when they are doing things I wouldn’t do?’ This is America versus Sweden. You can have a Swedish welfare state provided that you are a homogeneous society with intensely shared values. In the US you have a very diverse, individualistic society where people feel fewer obligations to fellow citizens.”



Goodhart was obviously criticised for ‘genteel xenophobia’. But even if Left-liberals themselves are convinced that it is possible to combine the best of 1990s Sweden with the best of 1990s America, no country has managed to do so successfully.

The most obvious cultural divides are the ones caused by immigration. But it is entirely possible for somebody to feel culturally completely alien from another member of their nationality. In both Britain and America, one part of society views another part as backward-looking, prejudiced, foolish and maybe even bigoted. In return, they are seen as out-of-touch, élitist and snobbish. Thousands of liberal journalists would not have flocked to the likes of Ohio and Hartlepool since 2016 to write tedious dispatches from Flyover Country or the Red Wall, if there were no deep cultural divisions within our nations.

The fact that Trump or Brexit voters are such an anthropological curiosity to their opponents is precisely the point: if you are needing to have your countrymen explained to you as if they were foreigners, social solidarity has broken down. It is surprising that Left-liberals have not considered the way in which this will undermine their beloved Welfare State. If the white working-class are bigoted, then are you going to expect them to want to pay for a foreigner’s council house? Equally, as a forward-thinking progressive, should you financially support the bigots?

In other words, there are major tensions in the ideologies of both the modern liberal Left and the modern liberal Right. For sure, Left-liberals and Right-liberals are not perfect mirror images of one another. In particular, Right-liberals are often content to advocate laissez-faire, while maintaining an aesthetic of traditionalism. The two value systems are not really in conflict, because Right-liberals were never committed to defending one of them in the first place. This is not to say that mainstream Republican politicians do not have deep personal commitments to Christianity and traditional values – just that they are very unwilling to make that commitment in the political sphere. Right-liberals have internalised the liberal idea that religion and culture should be private matters to such a degree that conservative religion and conservative culture are slowly dying out.

But with Left-liberals, there is a genuine conflict in their beliefs, because they simultaneously attack individualism in the market, while also promoting it in the personal sphere. The Hippie ideology – fuck the system, live your life how you want, man – is about as individualistic an idea as they come. It is atomising.

Of course, Hippieism does not preclude a sense of community, because like-minded weirdos can go to obscure festivals or play DnD together. But this side of Left-liberalism certainly introduces an inequality into a sense of community. Some people will be able to make their own way in life, and find meaning and fulfilment on their own terms. Others will not – and in the absence of the kinds of obligatory institutions, in particular strong families, churches and communities – in the absence of those things they will be left out in the cold.

Even though the conflicts within their beliefs differ, the important parallel between Left- and Right-liberals is that in both cases, the non-liberal parts of their ideology get stuffed, liberalism wins, and the losers succumb to fentanyl addiction. We see this most obviously in San Francisco:


What happened to the man at the Safeway, what happened to Dustin Walker—these are parables of a sort of progressive-libertarian nihilism, of the belief that any intervention that has to be imposed on a vulnerable person is so fundamentally flawed and problematic that the best thing to do is nothing at all. Anyone offended by the sight of the suffering is just judging someone who’s having a mental-health episode, and any liberal who argues that the state can and should take control of someone in the throes of drugs and psychosis is basically a Republican. If and when the vulnerable person dies, that was his choice, and in San Francisco we congratulate ourselves on being very accepting of that choice.



The obvious culprit for the conditions of San Francisco is the Left-liberal city government, which believes anybody should be allowed to do anything they want, even if that means the poorest have to bear the brunt of the petty crime and the needles in the streets. But the fentanyl has to be supplied by somebody. Right-liberals at the national level show no appetite for regulating the companies that make it and sell it and whose profits are proportional to the number of addicts they can make, because that would infringe upon the free market. The opioid crisis has been made by politicians from both sides of the aisle.

But the most concerning thing of all is how dependent we have become on the State to stop the crisis. The only solution to San Francisco is the government: there are no virtuous, restrained selves, or families, or churches, or communities that could prevent social decay from happening in the first place. There is no sense among the Sackler family that there are some things that are not merely business, or that there are some products that the Market should not provide. Without a concept of virtue, we rely on the State. As Deneen puts it:


Liberalism thus increasingly requires a legal and administrative regime, driven by the imperative of replacing all nonliberal forms of support for human flourishing (such as schools, medicine, and charity), and hollowing any deeply held sense of shared future or fate among the citizenry. Informal relationships are replaced by administrative directives, political policies, and legal mandates, undermining voluntary civic membership and requiring an ever-expanding state apparatus to ensure social cooperation. The threat and evidence of declining civic norms require centralized surveillance, highly visible police presence, and a carceral state to control the effects of its own successes while diminishing civic trust and mutual commitment.



At this point, the obvious objection to Deneen is that his use of the term ‘liberalism’ only means the hyper-individualistic liberalism of America. Certainly, America is a strange, brash place: fights break out in parking lots over a space, progressives baulk at paying higher taxes, single-family zoning is jealously guarded as the American Way. It’s the place where libertarianism was invented, where we find both San Francisco and Florida Man, where millions admire and elect as President a clammy egotist, where the homeless are expected to pull themselves up by their bootstraps, a place in which throughout its history, despite its republican form of government that is meant to solve problems through debate, people have preferred to settle their differences of opinion by shooting one other. America is a ‘fuck you – no fuck you’ country.

Europe, too, has individualistic societies. But there is a difference in degree. To an outsider, there is something broken about American society; it feels as though it has reached the natural conclusion of ‘every man for himself’. When Deneen writes about decaying social bonds, we instinctively know what he is talking about – but only if we think about San Francisco, which is so broken that it is crying out for a mighty government to clean up the streets, even if it comes at the price of San Franciscans’ freedom. When Deneen talks about “highly visible police presence”, it is hard not to think of the places in America where social trust has broken down to such a degree that the Police need to dress up like an invading army.

To show that Deneen is also talking about the world outside of America, then, two examples, which both come from Britain, seem apt. The first concerns payment for childcare. To save on nursery fees, it is common practice, or used to be, for neighbours to agree to look after each other’s children. It would be usual, however, for one neighbour to pay the other a bit of money in return: the bonds between neighbours might be strong enough to provide childcare, but not so strong that they will do it for free.

However, if money changes hands, then the neighbour needs to be registered with Ofsted, the government regulator for childminders. You need a licence to look after your neighbour’s children, because in the eyes of the State you are now a childminder, and all childminders have to be registered and regulated. There are of course good child-protection reasons for regulating nurseries: parents won’t know the person who’ll be looking after their child. But there is an obvious difference between ‘sending your children to a nursery’ and ‘letting Mr and Mrs Next Door take care of them every so often’: neighbourly childcare is personal, based on mutual trust. The bureaucracy, however, does not care. “Informal relationships are replaced by administrative directives”.

The second concerns knife-crime. The phrase “carceral state”, which Deneen uses, is normally associated with Left-liberal progressives, who argue that the police, prisons and mass incarceration exist in order to preserve the status quo by force. But I think Deneen provides a more convincing explanation. The liberal State does not set out to arrest and lock up its population. Instead, it is forced to, by circumstance. In England and Wales, for instance, it is illegal to carry “any article which has a blade or is sharply pointed” in a public place, unless you have a “good reason” for doing so. This law provides much mirth for libertarians on the Internet, because in England and Wales it is literally illegal to carry any sort of knife around. (You can’t even get a permit – it’s less ‘you got a loicense for that knife mate?’ so much as ‘you’re nicked for carrying that knife mate’.) But in Britain, guns are illegal, so the weapon of choice for violent criminals is the knife; faced with these circumstances, it is a rational response to proscribe knives in public.

This makes us a liberal country, whose liberal State bans you from carrying around a kitchen-knife.

None of this would be necessary if social bonds were strong enough to prevent most knife crime. But in the absence of that, our choice is: do we allow ourselves to be coerced by knife criminals, or do we get coerced by the State. Without strong social bonds to restrain human behaviour, the relative distribution of coercive power might change, but not its magnitude. Man is free to live his life as he chooses, man has no ties that he has not chosen himself, man is supported in doing all of this by the State, man is liberated – and some of the men who cannot quite hack it turn to knife crime. Denial of the commons becomes a tragedy of the commons. Rinse, repeat.

The Last Man?


Liberal democracies, in other words, are not self-sufficient: the community life on which they depend must ultimately come from a source different from liberalism itself.



This quotation summarises Deneen’s argument. But it was not written by Patrick Deneen. Instead, it was written by Francis Fukuyama.

Fukuyama is often seen as either a triumphalist, or an idiot. A triumphalist, because he wrote an essay titled The End of History?, then three years later a book, which kept the title but confidently lost the question mark, telling us that liberal democracy had conclusively won after the collapse of Communism. And an idiot, because clearly things carried on happening after 1989.

To clear up the obvious misconception, The End of History does not say this. Instead, Fukuyama’s argument is that capital-H History – a “meaningful order to the broad sweep of human events” – will finally come to an end with liberal democracy. History is not cyclical; the Historical process is that all parts of the world will gradually, inevitably, move towards liberal democracy. For Fukuyama, this will not be a quick process, and nor will it be free of roadblocks: events will carry on happening. Some countries, like Afghanistan, will try to hold out against liberal democracy for as long as they can. Other countries, like Russia or China, will try to come up with their own alternative regimes, which will last a while, until those also collapse under their own contradictions. And even the liberal democracies themselves will have different flavours of both liberalism and democracy. But we will all end up in the same place.

The most obvious justification is that, so far, liberal capitalism is the only economic system that can deliver widespread prosperity. But although this is part of the explanation for why liberal democracy has been slowly conquering the world, it is not sufficient. After all, liberalism is not necessary for economic development – South Korea’s military dictatorship was able to deliver prosperity by force, and China has been doing something similar for the past forty years.

But more importantly, humans are not just motivated by material desires. The revolutions of 1989 were motivated by a desire for prosperity, but also by a desire for something else. The Romanian revolution didn’t begin with demonstrations over shortages, but with protests in Timişoara among the Hungarian minority, after the government tried to imprison a Hungarian pastor. The regime in East Germany was not toppled by protestors shouting, ‘We want shorter queues’, but „Wir sind das Volk“, ‘We are the people’. Clearly there was something else at stake.

Fukuyama’s argument is that liberal democracy is the only system that can satisfy the human need for material prosperity, and can satisfy the human need for dignity. Human beings have “an innate human sense of justice: people believe that they have a certain worth, and when other people act as though they are worth less – when they do not recognize their worth at its correct value – then they become angry.”  Liberal democracy recognises that we all have this sense of self-worth. There are no masters, and no slaves, under liberal democracy – instead, everybody gets a share of being the master, through participating in democracy and through having their rights respected by the State.

Other regimes that humans have invented do not grant us this dignity. Communism, according to Fukuyama:


humiliated ordinary people by forcing them to make a myriad of petty, and sometimes not so petty, moral compromises with their better natures. These took the form of putting up a sign in one’s store window, or signing a petition denouncing a colleague for doing something the state did not like, or simply remaining silent when that colleague was unjustly persecuted.



Communism fell partly because the economics did not work. That would have been enough to eventually force the Eastern Bloc regimes to open up to the world. But it fell so dramatically because life under Communism was undignified. Liberty and equality are appealing because they speak to a non-material part of the human psyche – the part that wants to be recognised as a human being, not just given creature comforts. It is this part of the human psyche that will go out into the streets in protest, that will say, ‘Give me liberty, or give me death!’ For Fukuyama, this is as much a motor of history as economic conditions.

So far, Fukuyama has not been proved wrong. The direction of travel since 1989 really has been towards capitalist, liberal democracy. More of the world is free, and more of the world is prosperous, than thirty years ago. And with enemies like this, who needs friends! Islamism may have threatened the peace in liberal democracies, but it was never a serious ideological competitor. The Russian model shows no sign of providing an acceptable alternative to democracy: Russia is having to attempt to implement it in Ukraine by force, while most Ukrainians would rather move towards liberal democracy. And since its COVID hypochondria, the Chinese model seems less and less like a realistic alternative to liberal democracy.

For sure, thirty years is a very short period of time. A better ideology than liberalism may arise at some point. Or perhaps material circumstances will change: maybe AI will in some way make liberalism obsolete.

We can speculate about this until the cows come home. But the more interesting argument against Fukuyama is not speculative. As Fukuyama himself puts it (emphasis mine):


The problem of the end of history can be put in the following way: Are there any “contradictions” in our contemporary liberal democratic social order that would lead us to expect that the historical process will continue, and produce a new, higher order? We could recognize a “contradiction” if we saw a source of social discontent sufficiently radical to eventually cause the downfall of liberal democratic societies … It is not sufficient to point to “problems” in contemporary liberal democracies, even if they are serious ones like budget deficits, inflation, crime, or drugs. A “problem” does not become a “contradiction” unless it is so serious that it not only cannot be solved within the system, but corrodes the legitimacy of the system itself such that the latter collapses under its own weight.



In other words, Fukuyama will be proved wrong if liberal democracy actually is a self-contradictory system, which will eventually collapse under the weight of its contradictions.

This is precisely what Patrick Deneen claims. The end-game of liberalism will be a fetid society, one of extreme inequality, powerful corporations, an all-powerful State and no humanity. It will be


the perpetuation of a political system called “liberalism” that, becoming fully itself, operates in forms opposite to its purported claims about liberty, equality, justice, and opportunity. Contemporary liberalism will increasingly resort to imposing the liberal order by fiat – especially in the form of the administrative state run by a small minority who increasingly disdain democracy. End runs around democratic and populist discontent have become the norm, and backstopping the liberal order is the ever more visible power of a massive “deep state,” with extensive powers of surveillance, legal mandate, police power, and administrative control. These methods will continue to be deployed despite liberalism’s claim to rest on consent and popular support. Such a conclusion is paradoxical, not unlike Tocqueville’s conclusion in Democracy in America, in which he envisions democracy culminating in a new form of despotism.



But although such a system would not be liberal in a way that any liberal thinker would recognise it, it is still entirely consistent with an End of History. We would still have reached the final stage of our ideological evolution, because the problems within liberalism have been resolved within the regime, rather than by changing the regime.

This paints a pretty bleak picture of the End of History. Is this where we will all end up? Is liberal democracy just a transition-state between one form of tyranny and another? Are we really all on the wagon-train to despotism? Perhaps we are. But if that is the case then liberalism will not have failed, it will just have mutated into a final, monstrous form that is liberal in name only – a Brave New World. Nobody said the End of History would be fun. Fukuyama 1, Deneen nil.

In order for Deneen to win against Fukuyama, and give us hope that there’s a way out, there has to be a mechanism for liberalism to collapse under the weight of its own contradictions.

Surprisingly, the best description of that mechanism is found within Fukuyama. Although he (unlike Deneen) is in favour of liberalism, when people read Fukuyama as a triumphalist, they forget the subtitle of his book: The Last Man. To see what he means by this, we need to consider what it will be like to live at the End of History. Fukuyama, in one of his more recent books, frames the problem of economic development in the Third World as, ‘How do we get to Denmark?’ Denmark is a free, prosperous, stable, equal society. It is not without its problems, in particular its ambivalence towards multiculturalism, but those problems are comparatively minor, and can be resolved within the structures of Denmark’s liberal democracy. It seems pretty close to the End of History.

But Denmark is – and there’s no other way of putting this – boring. The End of History is dull. There is nothing to fight for, nothing to animate the spirit. At the end of history, liberal democracy will have triumphed – but it will have done so only by eradicating the human spirit. As Fukuyama puts it:


But supposing that the world has become “filled up,” so to speak, with liberal democracies, such that there exist no tyranny and oppression worthy of the name against which to struggle? Experience suggests that if men cannot struggle on behalf of a just cause because that just cause was victorious in an earlier generation, then they will struggle against the just cause. They will struggle for the sake of struggle. They will struggle, in other words, out of a certain boredom: for they cannot imagine living in a world without struggle. And if the greater part of the world in which they live is characterized by peaceful and prosperous liberal democracy, then they will struggle against that peace and prosperity, and against democracy.



The event that jumps to mind after reading this quotation is January 6. But the most striking thing about January 6 was not the fact that the rioters tried to disrupt the peaceful handover of power. It was that the rioters were so, well, orderly. They walked between the ropes in the Capitol. They followed the signs. They seemed more interested in posing for photos than in staging a coup. Of the five deaths in the attack, four of them were Trump supporters. Their struggle was not channelled into action. Fukuyama, again:


After the great events of the fall of 1989 in Eastern Europe, a significant number of Germans had doubts about the wisdom of unification because it would cost too much. These are not the hallmarks of a civilization wound tight like a spring, ready to immolate itself on the pyre of new and unforeseen fanaticisms, but rather of one quite satisfied with what it is and will be.



Times might change – there were only 75 years between mass protests in German cities agitating for the First World War, and Germans’ being on the fence about unification. In 75 years’ time, people might be struggling against liberal democracy. Perhaps this struggle will ultimately cause the liberal regime to collapse.

The way in which liberalism might fall, then, is for liberal citizens to begin to fight against liberalism. If that happens, then Deneen will be right that there is a contradiction in liberalism. But there has to be a reason why people should struggle against it. On this point, Deneen fails to be convincing. The downsides of liberalism that Deneen talks about – the hollowing-out of the working class, the deracination, the inequality, the decadence – were what led to the election of Donald Trump, and led to some of his supporters’ desire to keep in him power, through armed struggle.

And yet, while January 6 should concern us, the fact it was such a lethargic failure suggests that Deneen’s complaints about liberalism fall into the category of problems, rather than contradictions. Problems cause protests, but they do not cause regime change.

And even then, suppose that liberalism does manage to collapse. What does Patrick Deneen think is going to replace it? The obvious possibility is that our liberal democracy goes the way of Weimar Germany and turns into dictatorship. But that seems unlikely. Quite apart from our inoculation against Fascism being so effective that we see it everywhere, Weimar Germany is best viewed as a reminder that there will be roadblocks on the way to the End of History: the liberal regime might collapse into authoritarianism for a while, but after a War and a Wall it will be reunited, peaceful, liberal and democratic.

Rather than Fascism, Deneen desires a “humane, postliberal alternative” to liberalism, even though in 2018, when Why Liberalism Failed was published, he sensibly admitted that he does not have the answers yet. (His new book, Regime Change: Toward a Postliberal Future, suggests that his publisher might have managed to persuade him otherwise.) Five years ago Deneen felt that a postliberal philosophy must stem from what Left-liberals would call “lived experience”, rather than academic theorising. Postliberalism will emerge from taking the “Benedict Option”, named for Saint Benedict: people who reject liberalism should reject liberal society, go and live in non-liberal communities, and create their own counterculture:


Such efforts should focus on building practices that sustain culture within communities, the fostering of household economics, and “polis life,” or forms of self-governance that arise from shared civic participation. All such practices arise from local settings that resist the abstraction and depersonalization of liberalism, and from which habits of memory and mutual obligation arise.



In other words, postliberals should rebuild culture first, and from that will eventually emerge a new politics that is grounded in the reality of human life as it ought to be lived, rather than in thought experiments.

After the thunder of the preceding chapters, this vision for building postliberalism is a bit of a damp squib. Deneen himself does not sound convinced: the Benedict Option may be a valuable way for conservative Christians like Deneen to live apart from liberal society, but Deneen makes no argument for why a new political theory should emerge from the Benedict Option. Deneen’s friend Adrian Vermeule was also not convinced: in a review of Why Liberalism Failed, he instead expressed his desire for


a determination to co-opt and transform the decaying regime from within its own core. It may thus appear providential that liberalism, despite itself, has prepared a state capable of great tasks, as a legacy to bequeath to a new and doubtless very different future. The vast bureaucracy created by liberalism in pursuit of a mirage of depoliticized governance may, by the invisible hand of Providence, be turned to new ends, becoming the great instrument with which to restore a substantive politics of the good.



But even so, what should those “new ends” be? Judging by Vermeule and Deneen’s Substack, it looks like some kind of Catholic theocracy. Even if they somehow managed to win power to implement this strange vision, there is currently no substantive content to post-liberalism. We also cannot RETVRN. The null hypothesis is that liberalism will trundle along, solving its problems within the logic of its own system – even though the logic of liberalism might mean it is trundling towards Deneen’s description of liberal despotism. Perhaps, then, we are all heading towards the dystopia. Perhaps, we are never going to come off the road to Brave New World. Perhaps, Western civilisation will one day be inhabited by the Last Men.






Why Machines Will Never Rule the World

[This is one of the finalists in the 2023 book review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. 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'll begin with a contentious but invariably true statement, which I've no interest in defending here: new books—at least new nonfiction books—are not meant to be read. In truth, a new book is a Schelling point for the transmission of ideas. So while the nominal purpose of a book review like this is to answer the question Should I read this book?, its real purpose is to answer Should I pick up these ideas?

I set out to find the best book-length argument—one that really engages with the technical issues—against imminent, world-dooming, Skynet-and-Matrix-manifesting artificial intelligence. I arrived at Why Machines Will Never Rule the World by Jobst Landgrebe and Barry Smith, published by Routledge just last year. Landgrebe, an AI and biomedicine entrepreneur, and Smith, an eminent philosopher, are connected by their study of Edmund Husserl, and the influence of Husserl and phenomenology is clear throughout the book. (“Influence of Husserl” is usually a good enough reason to stop reading something.)

Should you read Why Machines Will Never Rule the World? If you're an AI safety researcher or have a technical interest in the topic, then you might enjoy it. It's sweeping and impeccably researched, but it's also academic and at times demanding, and for long stretches the meat-to-shell ratio is poor. But should you pick up these ideas?

My aim here isn’t to summarize the book, or marinate you in its technical details. ATU 325 is heady stuff. Rather, I simply want to give you a taste of the key arguments, enough to decide the question for yourself.

The authors thoroughly and commendably engage with a breadth of literature in physics, biology, linguistics, philosophy of mind, AI, and more, including up-to-the-moment deep learning research, and they collect many of the existing arguments against artificial general intelligence, notably Toby Walsh’s “The Singularity May Never Be Near” and Erik J. Larson’s The Myth of Artificial Intelligence.

Landgrebe and Smith don’t deliver their argument proper until Chapter 7, but they’re merciful enough to lay out its bones in the Foreword. Here’s a condensed version:


	
Building artificial general intelligence requires emulating in software the kind of systems that manifest human-level intelligence.



	
Human-level intelligence is the result of a complex, dynamic system.



	
Complex systems can’t be modeled mathematically in a way that allows them to be emulated by a computer.



	
Therefore, AGI—at least by way of computers—is impossible.





And by impossible they really mean it. A solution “cannot be found; not because of any shortcomings in the data or hardware or software or human brains, but rather for a priori reasons of mathematics.”

Landgrebe and Smith proceed to spend a lot of time considering what human-level intelligence actually is. They define artificial general intelligence “as an AI that has a level of intelligence that is either equivalent to or greater than that of human beings or is able to cope with problems that arise in the world that surrounds human beings with a degree of adequacy at least similar to that of human beings.”

Intelligence itself is a little trickier, and the authors consider many definitions. Drawing from Husserl and Max Scheler, they make a point of distinguishing between two aspects of intelligence: what they call primal and objectifying intelligence. 

Primal intelligence occurs in humans and non-humans, and enables learning, allowing higher animals to adapt to new situations.

Objectifying intelligence is what sets humans apart from dolphins, beavers, and elephants. “Objectifying intelligence allows homo sapiens to disengage himself from his environment in a way that allows him to see himself, other human beings, and the elements of this environment (both biological and non-biological) as objects, each with its own trajectory and its own array of properties and causal powers.”

This objectifying intelligence is what enables the capabilities we like to think of as unique to our species: long-term planning, abstraction, introspection, etc. 

The authors give special attention to language, and they go so far as to argue that mastery of language is both necessary and sufficient for AGI.

After a lengthy discussion of material monism, of the properties of the human mind, of sociolects and cognolects, the authors finally arrive at the argument proper.

The Ghost of Friedrich Hayek

Complex systems are hard to make sense of, and many of its purveyors are awfully breezy when moving between well-founded technical assertions and statements of a much more speculative nature. It helps to first consider what isn’t a complex system.

If you’re a physicist or engineer, your daily bread is a chunk of reality that’s amenable to mathematics. This chunk has certain regularities, symmetries, equilibria, etc., that allow you to describe it with differential equations and make predictive statements. The authors call systems of this sort “logic systems,” and our mastery of these systems “has changed our world and created the technosphere within which we live today.” Crucially, systems from this chunk of reality have fixed boundary conditions: you can pick a system out from the universe and consider it in isolation, because nothing without governs the motion within. Think clockwork and Isaac Newton.

But many systems that occur in nature, including almost all of the biological systems in living organisms, don’t have these nice properties. And it’s to these we give the name “complex.” It’s not that the math stops working, it just no longer describes the system in full, and our ability to make predictive statements starts to curdle.

Examples from chaos theory are often the most intuitive, like the double pendulum or the three-body problem. Other examples are weather, pharmacodynamics, and the economy. A favorite of physicists is turbulence, of which Werner Heisenberg is reputed to have said: “When I meet God, I am going to ask him two questions: Why relativity? And why turbulence? I really believe he will have an answer for the first.”

There is an irreducible quality to complex systems; the only way to model them properly is with the systems themselves. When you think of complex systems, think of John Muir: “When we try to pick out anything by itself, we find it hitched to everything else in the universe.”

Landgrebe and Smith argue that the “mind-body continuum” is a complex system. It’s a dynamic negentropy-hunter built out of feedback processes at every scale. The human brain is not a computer, and no known mathematics can describe it in full.

The Ghost of Alan Turing

Arguments about computability aren’t new, and have fallen out of favor with many AI researchers. Landgrebe and Smith’s contention that the brain isn’t a Turing machine is reminiscent of Hubert Dreyfus’ What Computers Can’t Do and Roger Penrose’s Shadows of the Mind, both of which the authors discuss.

They don’t mince words here; in their view, the belief that the brain operates like a computer, “though it is still embraced explicitly by some of our best philosophers, betrays on closer analysis ignorance not only of the biology of the brain but also of the nature of computers.”

Universal Turing machines can compute all computable functions, but there’s an uncountable infinity of non-computable functions.

Any intelligence we program into a computer must necessarily be instantiated by executing a collection of computable functions. Even if it’s being used to approximate complex systems, an algorithm on a computer can only emulate logic systems. Anything executed on a computer by definition “becomes a process of the logic system which is the computer itself, which is realised in the way the binary logic of the microprocessors and other components of the computer operate.”

We could illustrate with examples like the Entscheidungsproblem, but it might be more intuitive (if less precise) to point out that computers can’t actually use real numbers (instead relying on monstrosities like IEEE 754).

Put another way, computable algorithms are a subset of all the algorithms that can be formulated with known mathematics, and algorithms that describe complex systems like the brain exactly and comprehensively are outside of the set of known mathematics.

The Ghost of Hans Moravec

One counterargument is that if intelligence is at its core about information processing, it doesn’t seem like there should be any theoretical barrier to emulating a human brain in silico. A network of 86 billion neurons and 100 trillion synapses seems within reach of current hardware trends.

A popular way of reasoning about the future of AI is to consider human computational capabilities, an argument from biological anchors. But these arguments about biological computation often implicitly assume some isomorphism between, e.g., biological neurons and artificial neurons.

There’s a level of feedback and complexity in biological brains completely absent from artificial neural networks. A single neuron has 100,000 different types of RNA molecules. Researchers have tried to use entire artificial neural networks to model the computations of just one biological neuron.

So is 86 billion the right number to be thinking about? Is it right to think about a number? The 1-millimeter roundworm Caenorhabditis elegans has only 302 neurons—its entire connectome mapped out—and we still can’t model its behavior.

To return to complexity, the systems composing intelligence are non-ergodic (they can’t be modeled with averages), and non-Markovian (their behavior depends in part on the distant past). Each property presents insurmountable challenges to modern artificial neural networks, which are based upon statistical inference.

These complex systems can’t be modeled by artificial neural networks and deep learning techniques; they yield no distribution “from which one could draw adequate samples because novel behaviour can emerge at every stage, thereby creating input-output-tuples from a constantly changing, evasive distribution.”

Landgrebe and Smith don’t argue against narrow AI, predicting that narrow AIs are in the process of transforming our lives and will “deepen and enhance the technosphere to an enormous extent.” But superintelligence isn’t what we’ll have to contend with.

The Ghost of Winston Churchill

A counterargument of a very different sort, a kind of “outside” argument more against the title and mood of the book than its text, is that machines already rule the world. How much of your perception is steered by social media? To what extent have you been programmed—not by another human or in any conspiratorial sense, but by a complex series of unthinking algorithms? None of this is a new idea. Here’s Winston Churchill, in 1925:


Public opinion is formed and expressed by machinery. The newspapers do an immense amount of thinking for the average man and woman. In fact they supply them with such a continuous stream of standardized opinion, borne along upon an equally inexhaustible flood of news and sensation, collected from every part of the world every hour of the day, that there is neither the need nor the leisure for personal reflection. All this is but a part of a tremendous educating process. But it is an education which passes in at one ear and out at the other. It is an education at once universal and superficial. It produces enormous numbers of standardized citizens, all equipped with regulation opinions, prejudices and sentiments, according to their class or party. It may eventually lead to a reasonable, urbane and highly serviceable society. It may draw in its wake a mass culture enjoyed by countless millions to whom such pleasures were formerly unknown. We must not forget the enormous circulations at cheap prices of the greatest books of the world, which is a feature of modern life in civilized countries, and nowhere more than in the United States. But this great diffusion of knowledge, information and light reading of all kinds may, while it opens new pleasures to humanity and appreciably raises the general level of intelligence, be destructive of those conditions of personal stress and mental effort to which the masterpieces of the human mind are due.



We already mediate an increasing proportion of human affairs through an increasingly opaque and uninterpretable software layer. We don’t need AGI to create new decision loops that outpace human capabilities or strip out the engineering redundancies of civilization. We may yet till our way into a cognitive dust bowl.

The Ghost in the Machine

I came away from the Why Machines Will Never Rule the World much less convinced than Landgrebe and Smith would like me to be. Whether or not Turing machines can emulate general intelligence is an open question. (The Church-Turing-Deutsch principle, for example, states that if quantum mechanics is sufficient to describe reality then quantum computers can emulate all physically realizable processes.) Whether or not there exists a mathematics that can fully model complex systems is an open question. The brain is managing more than just intelligence, and it's unclear how many of its processes would need to be emulated to model intelligence alone. Landgrebe and Smith rest very strong conclusions atop strong but leaky propositions.

For all the effort they spend expounding on the complexity and importance of human language, it’s worth asking how today’s large language models are doing. They’ve taken down syntax, semantics is falling, and pragmatics may or may not be on the way. Despite what you might read online, AI researchers have worked hard to consider lessons from linguistics. There’s no stronger proof than “and yet it moves.”

But I do think there’s something to the complexity and computability arguments. What level of innovation is required to create a general intelligence of the Skynet-and-Matrix-manifesting kind? Is it just a matter of scaling up current methods and hardware? Do we need new algorithms? New paradigms? Mathematical innovations as revolutionary as the differential calculus? Wetware? Hypercomputation?

In physics, exponential curves always turn out to be S-shaped when you zoom out far enough. I’m not sure anyone’s in a position to say when we’ll reach the upper elbow of the current deep-learning-fueled boom. Moore’s law isn’t quite dead, but it’s dying. The Landauer limit seems near and the ARC tasks far. And even if we can create general intelligence in silico, many of Landgrebe and Smith’s points apply doubly to recursive, Singularity-like scenarios.

The Straussian reading of Why Machines Will Never Rule the World is that Landgrebe and Smith’s complexity-based criticisms show not the impossibility of AI, but of AI alignment. We can build complex systems—we build stuff we don’t understand all the time! The lesson is that, because of their complexity, intelligent systems will forever defy attempts at formal safety guarantees.

But the double secret Straussian reading is to recognize that the future of cognitive automation is extremely uncertain; that stringing too many propositions together with varying levels of empirical support is a fraught business; and that we live in a world where bioengineered viruses and 13,000 nuclear warheads exist, right now, and maybe there are opportunity costs to writing, reading, reviewing, and reading the reviews of treatises on AI.

Why Machines Will Never Rule the World is 301 pages before you hit the appendices. You can buy the paperback from the publisher or on Amazon for $48.95, almost exactly the price of a Warhammer starter set or 800 grams of Dutch baby formula.




Why Machines Will Never Rule the World (Review 2)

By J.S.

My excitement for diving into Why Machines Will Never Rule the World was twofold. First, as a human with a fondness for our species' current planetary supremacy, it's comforting to know we won't be dethroned anytime soon. Also, it's nice to think that humanity's ultimate accomplishment might be a little more inspiring than turning itself into a pile of paperclips. Amidst the doomsday predictions and existential threats, Jobst Landgrebe and Barry Smith (L&S) have penned a timely and thought-provoking new book to allay our fears. According to L&S, these concerns are unfounded. “Relax,” they say. “Machines will not rule the world.”

To defend their thesis, L&S embark on a multidisciplinary journey, delving into neuroscience, linguistics, complexity theory, ethics, psychology, biology, and the limits of mathematical modeling. Both authors claim extensive experience in relevant fields. Jobst Landgrebe is the founder of German AI and biotech consulting company Cognotekt. Barry Smith, one of the most widely cited living philosophers, has made significant contributions to the fields of ontology and biomedical informatics. Together, they scrutinize the assumptions underpinning AI takeover anxieties and conclude that the risk is fanciful. Not only will AGI never turn against humans, they assert, it will never exist. Not today. Not tomorrow. Not ever. Fundamental computational limitations make AGI impossible. The robot apocalypse has officially been canceled.

But first, we need to step back. What is intelligence? L&S identify two relevant definitions. The first is by Max Scheler, who described intelligence as “the power of making a meaningful response in the face of a new situation.” The second, which they consider the current consensus, is stated by Linda Gottfredson: “A very general mental capability that, among other things, involves the ability to reason, plan, solve problems, think abstractly, comprehend complex ideas, learn quickly, and learn from experience.”

L&S refer to Scheler’s definition as “primal intelligence” and Gottfredson’s as “objectifying intelligence”. They claim that many birds and mammals exhibit primal intelligence, but only humans possess objectifying intelligence, and it is the fusion of primal and objectifying intelligence that defines human intelligence.

What, then, is machine intelligence, and how does it differ from conventional intelligence? They offer the definition from Shane Legg and Marcus Hutter’s 2007 essay Universal Intelligence: A Definition of Machine Intelligence. After examining scores of definitions, Legg and Hutter concluded that intelligence, in its most general form, “measures an agent’s ability to achieve goals in a wide range of environments”. L&S discuss this definition but ultimately dismiss it as being too restrictive—lacking the “suddenness, untrainedness, and novelty” of primal intelligence—and simultaneously too broad, allowing even nematodes to be deemed intelligent. They insist that machines must have both primal and objectifying intelligence to be considered AGI.

L&S' definitions, while comprehensive, can be somewhat unwieldy. Fortunately, they provide us with a single condition that is both necessary and sufficient for AGI: the mastery of language. And to test it, they propose a modernized Turing Test:


	The machine must be able to have a natural conversation with one or more humans without them feeling restricted or needing to exert additional effort due to the machine's limitations. They should be able to talk about anything, ask trick questions, and expect the machine to generate novel content.

	The conversation should flow like a normal conversation and not a specific question-and-answer pairing.

	The conversation is spoken.

	The machine should be able to see the people and respond to their body language and facial expressions.



L&S' updated Turing Test differs significantly from other versions. In particular, the fourth requirement necessitates reading human facial expressions and body language, which is lacking even in the stronger operationalization of AGI on Metaculus. Conversely, the Metaculus test requires enough manual dexterity to assemble a model car, whereas L&S' version doesn't require any manipulation of physical objects. It is interesting that they included trick questions as part of the test. Trick questions exist because they are intended to trick humans. I don’t think there’s anything wrong with including them, per se, but you can’t conclude that someone isn’t generally intelligent if they fall for one. (I mean, you can, but should probably stop after middle school).
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DALL·E 2: A robot assembling a model car on a futuristic neon table with dense fog in the background, 85 mm

Their provided definitions of AGI, the reliance solely on language as a requirement, and their Turing Test seem to be misaligned (e.g., reading body language shouldn't be necessary if mastering language alone is sufficient). However, I generally avoid getting too caught up in definitions of AGI. Unfortunately, it’s not a “we'll know it when we see it” situation either. More likely, we'll engage in endless debates about whether each new breakthrough truly qualifies as "AGI." But at some point, hopefully at least several minutes before it happens, people should realize that whether the entity turning them into paperclips meets their specific definition of AGI is not particularly important.

With AGI definitions out of the way, L&S get to the heart of the topic. Can a computer develop AGI? To proceed further, we need to understand a bit about logic systems and complex systems. Logic systems have well-defined rules and clear relationships between the inputs and outputs. They are commonly found in math textbooks but not as much in the real world. Complex systems are much more… well, complex. L&S lists seven specific properties that complex systems have:


	“Change and evolutionary character”—they exist in a dynamic system with non-differentiable or non-continuous changes

	“Element-dependent interaction”—the elements of the system interact in a way that leads to irregular and non-repeatable behavior

	“Force overlay”—at least two of the four fundamental forces (strong, weak, electromagnetic, and gravity) act upon the system

	“Non-ergodic phase space”—the system cannot be represented or predicted by a sampling of it

	“Drivenness”—either an internal or external energy drives the system forward

	“Context-dependent”—the surrounding context makes the system behave in new ways

	“Chaos”—observers are unable to predict the system behavior given exact starting conditions



Complex systems are all around us. In fact, unless you spend a lot of time hoisting spherical cows on frictionless pulleys, you’re not going to see many systems that aren’t complex.

Here comes the crux of the argument and, really, the whole book. AI runs on a computer, which means that in generating outputs, it must execute a sequence of mathematical functions. Each of these functions must be computable in the Church-Turing sense, which establishes constraints on the types of programs that can run on a computer. Consequently, such programs must rely on mathematical models with computable outputs. As a result, any mathematical model executed on a Turing machine can only represent logic systems, effectively excluding complex systems from the realm of possibility.

The human mind is, without a doubt, a complex system. This means that we won’t be able to run an emulation of it on a computer, which is basically what AGI is—a mind running on a computer.

No AGI. Machines will never rule the world. Book review wrapped up; we can all rest easy. Except, I have one question: Can machines approximately rule the world? Imagine if, hypothetically, a company took a very general architecture and said, what if we made the whole world the training distribution? How powerful could it get?

Call it AGI or not (I would, but let's move on), couldn’t a machine capable of interacting with the entire distribution of data on the Internet, replicating itself, and operating at lightning-fast speeds still possess enough power to "rule the world?" If it could subjugate the entire human race, then the distinction between ruling and approximately ruling doesn’t seem important. Sure, a few defiant atoms originating from the remains of the last rebellious humans might result in an unbecoming blemish in the AI's otherwise flawless paperclips, but this difference hardly seems worth celebrating.
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The last act of humanity. We really showed those machines. (Thanks DALL·E 2 for helping me show them who’s boss.)

Language is a focal point in their analysis, so it's worth examining closely. Language is inherently non-ergodic, meaning that we can't obtain a representative sample no matter how much data is collected. L&S say it’s a complex system, so the next utterance is unpredictable based on previous acts and the current context.

The problem is, if you accept this argument, you end up making statements like, "machines cannot learn to conduct real conversations using machine learning," which happens to be a direct quote from the book. There probably exists, somewhere, some definition of a “real” conversation that excludes all interactions I’ve had with chatbots, but their statement really flies in the face of my experience with ChatGPT. As everyday AI systems continue to advance, L&S's objections increasingly lose their potency. Many of their claims simply don't hold up when tested with today’s capabilities.

I accept that language is incredibly context-dependent. The meaning of a word, phrase, or sentence depends on the surrounding context. This is one of the criteria for calling language a complex system. It is also precisely what the Winograd Schema Challenge is about (and its larger and more difficult cousin, Winograde). These are datasets of sentences that were deliberately created to be ambiguous and difficult for an AI to determine. Below are some examples of these types of sentences.
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L&S claim that neural networks are context-free and therefore cannot cope with context-dependent systems. This claim is hard to square with the fact that many LLMs have surpassed 90% accuracy on the Winograd test. Even Winogrande is looking increasingly solved, as shown in the GPT-4 technical report.
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At times like this, when their claims seemed completely at odds with the evidence, my confidence in their arguments wanes. They attempt to defend their theory against the mounting evidence by saying that AI chatbots only work in narrow domains, but the range of topics I’ve covered with ChatGPT would suggest that their definition of “narrow” is “everything under the Sun”. At times, they seem so entrenched in their theories that they resort to linguistic acrobatics to preserve them. When they argue that AlphaGo did not teach humans new moves, they say: “What really happened is that the (human) master observed the emanation from the implicit gain-maximising model set up by AlphaGo’s (human) creators (namely, the moves it played against him) and he used this to adapt his strategy.” At some point, it just feels tiresome.

L&S are entirely dismissive of the idea of a generalist chatbot. The success of ChatGPT, the fastest adopted product in history, highlights the immense value of these systems. Throughout the book, the authors regard AI as so inherently limited, at one point even stating that it could never match the cognitive performance of a crow. I asked ChatGPT to respond to that.
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They apply the same basic argument to other topics throughout the book. They start with the premise that to create a software emulation of X, it’s necessary to have a mathematical model of X that can predict X’s behavior. Then they show that X is a complex system, and because it’s impossible to build mathematical models for complex systems, it’s impossible to create a software emulation of X. You can see how they got their argument against AGI just by plugging “the human mind” in for X.

Once you see the basic argument of the book, the outcome of each section seems rather inevitable. Anything built upon a complex system is itself complex, so fields like law and social interaction, which are built upon language, are complex too. Thus, we can never expect a machine to do them to any significant degree. The discussions on morality and ethics follow similar lines of thought. Some of the deep dives were interesting, but in truth, the details of why they’re complex don’t seem all that important. If you readily accept that these systems—the mind, language, biological organisms, law, and so on—are complex, you start to wonder if discussions about protein phosphorylation and ATP would have been better off in an appendix.

It’s worth noting that L&S’ opposition to any possibility of AGI occupies what I would consider to be an extreme position. Though I believe AGI is possible, notice that I never said it’s here today or that it will come from LLMs or even from currently known techniques. Many people, such as Gary Marcus, the Internet’s favorite deep learning-naysayer, believe the potential of LLMs is overhyped. He believes that AGI will come one day by combining elementary algorithms with prior knowledge. L&S argue that he, too, is wrong. AGI will never work, no matter what we do.

L&S argue that the mathematics needed to create AGI not only doesn't exist but will likely never exist. They claim that the only way to achieve AGI is through hypercomputation, which would enable machines to produce outputs that are not Turing-computable. However, hypercomputation is a theoretical concept and there is no concrete evidence that it is even feasible. Even quantum computers would not help because while they are faster, they are still Turing machines and therefore cannot perform hypercomputation. They can solve the same problems as classical computers, only faster. This is a big deal for cryptography but from L&S’ perspective, it’s irrelevant for AGI.

The latter part of the book veers into more futuristic possibilities and, essentially, disagrees with all of them. Ray Kurzweil's singularity is impossible. David Chalmers offers two approaches to AGI: brain emulation and machine evolution. L&S claim both are impossible, relying on the basic premise we’ve already covered. They also say that machines cannot have consciousness. The best we should ever hope to achieve is an emulation of consciousness.
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Eliezer Yudkowsky's idea of mail-order biomolecules being mixed to create artificial life that annihilates humanity is “on very, very many levels, scientifically absurd.” Although they disagree with Yudkowsky on nearly every point of AI capability, they end up oddly aligned when it comes to what not to do. L&S think scaling up general chatbots would be a bad idea because they still won’t work, and Yudkowsky thinks scaling up general chatbots would be a bad idea because they might kill us all. So they agree: Don’t build GPT-5. They respond to Nick Bostrom’s book Superintelligence by saying the basic concept of artificial superintelligence isn’t even logically possible. They disagree with virtually every approach described in Bostrom's book. To sum it up, they suggest that “philosophers and mathematicians (and all other persons of sound mind and body) should henceforth work intensively on topics as far removed as possible from science fiction a la Bostrom.”
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L&S claim to be AI optimists and end with a list of what AGI can do. But their list seems terribly myopic. They are proponents of AI for non-complex systems. They say AI works well in logic systems where it’s possible to model the system using multivariate distributions and in context-free settings. This includes, they tell us, the solar system, the propagation of heat in a homogenous material from one point, and the radiation of electromagnetic waves from a source. They tell us there are applications in industries such as farming, logging, fishing, and mining. But if the requirements of being non-complex are not satisfied, AI can at best provide limited models.

They argue that the applicability of AI in the service sector will be much more limited, as much of it relies on the use of language and is therefore built upon complex systems. This includes sectors such as healthcare, media, professional services, waste disposal, prostitution, education, and gambling. Personally, I find their list baffling, as I have used AI for three of these tasks myself

The AI revolution is happening in front of their eyes, yet L&S do not see it.




Why Nations Fail

[This is one of the finalists in the 2023 book review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. 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]

In which I argue:


	
Why Nations Fail is not a very good book. 



	
Its authors' academic papers are much better, so I steelman their thesis as best I can, but it's still debatable.



	
Even if correct, it is much less interesting and useful than it appears.





Epistemic status: I have a decade-old PhD in economics (not in the field of economic growth) and a handful of peer-reviewed papers in moderately-ranked journals. I'm not claiming to make any original technical points, or to give a comprehensive evaluation of the economic growth literature. My criticisms are largely straight from the authors' own mouths. 

1. What is this book about? Why is it not very good?

Acemoglu and Robinson (AR) argue that countries are rich or poor because of their political institutions, not culture, geography or policy ignorance.

I'll do this as much as possible in AR’s own words. Why Nations Fail was written during the Arab Spring, so the preface begins with Egypt.


Some stress that Egypt’s poverty is determined primarily by its geography, by the fact that the country is mostly a desert and lacks adequate rainfall, and that its soils and climate do not allow productive agriculture[1]. Others instead point to cultural attributes ...  Egyptians, they argue, lack the same sort of work ethic and cultural traits that have allowed others to prosper, and instead have accepted Islamic beliefs that are inconsistent with economic success. A third approach, the one dominant among economists and policy pundits, is based on the notion that the rulers of Egypt simply don’t know what is needed to make their country prosperous, and have followed incorrect policies and strategies in the past. 



Unsurprisingly, those other economists and policy pundits turn out to be wrong and the authors turn out to be right.


In this book we’ll argue that the Egyptians in Tahrir Square, not most academics and commentators, have the right idea. In fact, Egypt is poor precisely because it has been ruled by a narrow elite that have organized society for their own benefit at the expense of the vast mass of people. 



And the Egyptian lesson turns out to be general.


Whether it is North Korea, Sierra Leone, or Zimbabwe, we’ll show that poor countries are poor for the same reason that Egypt is poor. Countries such as Great Britain and the United States became rich because their citizens overthrew the elites who controlled power and created a society where political rights were much more broadly distributed, where the government was accountable and responsive to citizens, and where the great mass of people could take advantage of economic opportunities.



What are “institutions” anyway? (The economic and political kind, not the prison and mental hospital kind.) Basically, AR mean politics.

The word "institutions" occurs over 1000 times in Why Nations Fail[2]. I'll just focus on how AR use it without worrying about the dictionary, different schools of economics, or other social sciences. 

They begin with what institutions do rather than what they are.


Nogales, Arizona, is in the United States. Its inhabitants have access to the economic institutions of the United States, which enable them to choose their occupations freely, acquire schooling and skills, and encourage their employers to invest in the best technology, which leads to higher wages for them. They also have access to political institutions that allow them to take part in the democratic process, to elect their representatives, and replace them if they misbehave.



The word is used dozens more times before ARattempt a more general definition. 


Each society functions with a set of economic and political rules created and enforced by the state and the citizens collectively. Economic institutions shape economic incentives: the incentives to become educated, to save and invest, to innovate and adopt new technologies, and so on. It is the political process that determines what economic institutions people live under, and it is the political institutions that determine how this process works.



So while economic and political institutions can be separated, it is the political institutions that matter in the long run. The good kind of institutions that lead to economic growth are "inclusive", as opposed to "extractive". 


To be inclusive, economic institutions must feature secure private property, an unbiased system of law, and a provision of public services that provides a level playing field in which people can exchange and contract; it also must permit the entry of new businesses and allow people to choose their careers. ... such rights must exist for the majority of people in society.



Political pluralism is necessary, but not sufficient without a strong centralised state.


... political institutions that distribute power broadly in society and subject it to constraints are pluralistic. ... the key to understanding why South Korea and the United States have inclusive economic institutions is not just their pluralistic political institutions but also their sufficiently centralized and powerful states. A telling contrast is with the East African nation of Somalia.



I am still a bit hazy as to the relative importance of de jure written rules versus the de facto struggle for power. AR are somewhat circular:


Politics is the process by which a society chooses the rules that will govern it. Politics surrounds institutions ... When there is conflict over institutions, what happens depends on which people or group wins out in the game of politics ... The political institutions of a society are a key determinant of the outcome of this game. They are the rules that govern incentives in politics.



But overall, you could just say ‘politics’ and not be too far off. AR do this themselves occasionally.


South Korea ended up with very different economic institutions than the North because different people with different interests and objectives made the decisions about how to structure society. In other words, South Korea had different politics.



AR's academic reputation is based on statistical analysis, but Why Nations Fail tries to do narrative history, IMHO not very well.

When Jeffrey Sachs reviewed the book, he complained:


They never define their key variables with precision, present any quantitative data or classifications based on those definitions, or offer even a single table, figure, or regression line to demonstrate the relationships that they contend underpin all economic history. Instead, they present a stream of assertions and anecdotes about the inclusive or extractive nature of this or that institution.



AR replied baldly:


Sachs ... argues that we provide no evidence.

Right, we do not in the book. But that’s because a book for a general audience is not the right forum for presenting academic research, and we spent many years of our lives precisely on writing academic papers providing exactly the sort of evidence. ...

So yes, we don’t provide the econometric evidence in the book, which isn’t of course the right place to do it, but econometric evidence is abundantly loud in the way it speaks on these topics.



So, don't expect Why Nations Fail to be an accessible explanation of AR's academic work, which is what I was hoping for when I first read it.

What do they spend over 500 pages on then? Well, after the preface, there's fifteen chapters of, as Sachs says, "assertions and anecdotes". Not just about "the inclusive or extractive nature of this or that institution", to be fair, but how institutions can change at "critical junctures" such as the Black Death or colonisation, and why it can be in elites’ interests to block economic innovation if it threatens their power, so that growth under extractive institutions is unlikely to be sustained. 

These chapters are not particularly good – I found them poorly organised and repetitive – but not particularly bad, if you are willing to accept the underlying premise that institutions are the main determinant of economic growth. Cumulatively they have an effect similar to the Old Testament, if you are willing to accept the underlying premise that the fortunes of the nation of Israel are determined by the LORD. 

Only the second chapter, ‘Theories that Don't Work’, makes a sustained argument against alternative theories. Geography is disposed of by noting the stark differences at the US-Mexican, North-South Korean and East-West German borders, and the reversal of fortune by which the present day US and Canada only became richer than Mexico, Central and South America following European colonisation. Culture is hand-waved away with the assertion that institutions determine the any relevant cultural behaviours, not the other way around, referring to the same border examples, the rapid catch up of Catholic Europe despite Weber's Protestant Ethic, the malign influence of the European and Ottoman empires on Africa, the range of outcomes within the former British Empire, and the more European population of Argentina and Uruguay versus the US and Canada, or of Columbia versus Ecuador and Peru. Not a bad list of anecdotes, but one could equally well point to the cross-border success of Ashkenazi Jews, overseas Chinese, or Baltic and Volga Germans.  

Ignorance is simply dismissed with the assertion that "if ignorance were the problem, well-meaning leaders would quickly learn what types of policies increased their citizens’ incomes and welfare, and would gravitate toward those policies." Various good and bad policy changes are explained as the result of political pressures rather than improved knowledge. The implication seems to be that good policies are so obvious they don’t require expert knowledge or advice, or that the experts never get it wrong. This appears most implausible in the debate over socialism and economic planning. Writing off the entire Communist experience as simply another elite trying to preserve its power feels inadequate, especially considering that some distinguished bourgeois economists thought central planning was a plausible road to riches until quite late in the day.

Genetics or race is not mentioned, but would presumably attract the same counterexamples as geography and culture. Another theory AR do not discuss is crude exploitation: while colonial empires are excoriated, it is for setting up persistent extractive political institutions rather than for a direct theft of resources. The prosperity of white-owned South African farms next to poverty-stricken Bantustans is explained by the better quality of the institutions available to whites under apartheid, not relative population densities and land quality.

For the rest of the book, I'll just list a few nitpicks to signal I read the whole thing and know a bit of history, but feel free to skip this – the real evidence for AR's thesis is in their academic papers, and I'll discuss those in the next section.


	
I think AR overrate the importance of the Glorious Revolution, to the point of claiming it "created the rule of law" – after all, Parliament had already deposed and executed a king, then brought back the king’s son on their own terms after a decade of republican government.  No less a luminary than Edmund Burke asserted "The Revolution was made to preserve our ancient indisputable laws and liberties, and that ancient constitution of government which is our only security for law and liberty." Also, strong signs of British economic uniqueness – the abnormal growth of London and reliance on coal as a fuel – predated 1688.



	
Despite quoting E.P. Thompson a lot, they make astounding assertions about the inclusiveness of 18th century British institutions and that aristocrats were "the clear economic losers from industrialization." The rate of (male) electoral enfranchisement in the UK was actually lower than that in Poland of the same period, and a few hundred thousand handloom weavers would have begged to differ. It might be easier to write a narrative in which the emergence of industrial capitalism was an elite project requiring extensive repression of the masses. Oh, wait, looks like some people already have. 



	
Venice was supposedly "on the brink of becoming the world’s first inclusive society".  Even sticking with a purely Eurocentric view, Athens and the early Roman republic seem strong contenders, whatever unspecified threshold is used.



	
The preface has Egypt passing seamlessly from the Ottomans to Napoleon to British colonialism, while chapter 2 describes Muhammed Ali's rule (1805-48) as "a path of rapid economic change". Tarring Nasser's regime as "another elite as disinterested in achieving prosperity for ordinary Egyptians as the Ottoman and British had been" also seems unfair – whatever his faults, he did redistribute land to peasants, build the Aswan dam, and push an extensive program of industrialisation.



	
Jared Diamond's Guns, Germs and Steel is treated with similar inconsistency: while initially admitting it is "a powerful approach to the puzzle on which he focuses" (why the Old World colonised the New instead of vice versa), AR eventually claim






… it is not even historically or geographically or culturally predetermined that Europeans should have been the ones colonizing the world. It could have been the Chinese or even the Incas.

The Chinese perhaps, but Diamond's thesis is completely inconsistent with the Incas.




	
Soviet growth apparently "did not feature technological change". As an economist I assume they mean that statistical measures of total factor productivity did not grow. But by any ordinary meaning of "technological change" this statement is patently ridiculous: horses were replaced with tractors, employment shifted from agriculture to industry, the production of steel, electricity and machine tools grew exponentially, and city dwellers moved into highrise apartments with radio, TV and refrigerators. (I once travelled a bit in Central Asia and the newly ex-Soviet 'stans felt like developed countries that had fallen on hard times. Nepal didn’t.)



	
Similarly, Chinese growth is described as lacking "creative destruction and true innovation". If sacking tens of millions of workers from state-owned enterprises, allowing capitalists into the Communist Party, and leading the development of 5G does not count, I am not sure what would.



	
"IMF/World Bank policies are not adopted and not implemented, or are implemented in name only" rather understates the extent of privatisation, trade liberalisation and financial deregulation imposed by those institutions. It might be truer to say you cannot shrink a functioning state to the point where a corrupt elite will not find a way to steal from it.





2. If Why Nations Fail isn't very good, why have multiple Nobel prize winners written it nice blurbs and why might the authors still get a Nobel prize of their own?

Well, I don't have an insider's view of the backscratching in elite academia, and remember economics is a discipline where Nobel prize winners call each other camp following whores.

But AR's research output is certainly much more impressive than Why Nations Fail conveys. So I'll try to do a better job in less space of explaining their general methodology and a few of their most famous papers.

How do AR measure a country's institutions? By only focusing on one or two dimensions. 

Measuring institutional quality has turned into a field of its own, with complicated multi-dimensional indexes put out by major institutions like the World Bank. AR's seminal papers, however, were done with much simpler measures. The Colonial Origins of Comparative Development and Reversal of Fortune used other researchers’ indexes of protection against expropriation (an economic institution), and constraint on executive power (a political institution). In Consequences of Radical Reform: The French Revolution AR constructed their own index based on the dates of adoption of civil law codes, agrarian reform, abolition of guilds, and Jewish emancipation. 

Why are AR so sure institutions cause economic growth, and not the other way around? Instrumental variables.

Assuming we can measure institutions, how can we tell if they make countries rich? Even if countries with good institutions tend to be rich, how do we know if good institutions make you rich, being rich lets you buy good institutions, or if there's something else that causes both? 

This is the $64 question in many fields that don't lend themselves to lab or field experiments. Economics has tried to deal with this in different ways, but the fashion when AR were in their prime was instrumental variables[3]. If you want to prove variable X causes variable Y, find a third variable Z, the 'instrument', that you think affects X but does not otherwise affect Y. In this case, find some variable that you think affects institutions, but does not otherwise affect economic growth. Then those changes in institutions that can be explained by Z will tell you the causal effect of institutions on growth. This is basically the same intuition as a natural experiment, but instead of separate control and treatment groups you can use a continuous range of Z values.

(Alert readers may notice a problem here. If you don't know if X causes Y or vice versa, how can you possibly tell if Z causes X and doesn't otherwise affect Y? You can't. All you can prove statistically is that Z is correlated with X[4]. In reality, what you are mainly hoping for is that the causal effect of Z through X on Y is more intuitively appealing to journal editors and referees than the simple effect of X on Y. This is why economics is such fun and has such a high reputation among non-economists. Also, the camp-following whores thing.) 

ARs academic success was basically down to finding, early and often, a series of clever instrumental variables for institutions at a time when this was the academic fashion, and the necessary datasets and computing techniques were mature enough to be usable and credible but still new enough to be exciting. (I don't mean to make this sound easy. Elon Musk's career success was basically down to building a clever electric car when electric cars were the fashion and the necessary battery technology was newly matured.) 

‘Colonial Origins’ used "the mortality rates of [European] soldiers, bishops and sailors stationed in the colonies between the seventeenth and nineteenth centuries". The argument was that in colonies where Europeans died quickly, they would try to grab as much as possible as quickly as possible and then go home – in other words, set up extractive institutions. In colonies where Europeans had a reasonable life expectancy, they would be more likely to settle permanently and set up inclusive institutions for themselves, even if they had to fight the mother country to do it. Since institutions tend to be highly persistent, the effect of initial settler mortality can still be seen in contemporary institutions and through them, contemporary income levels. AR argued that, since indigenous populations have a high degree of immunity to the tropical diseases that killed Europeans – for example, native soldiers in India had a lower mortality rate than British soldiers in Britain –  they should not have a direct effect on contemporary incomes, making European mortality rates a valid instrument.

In ‘Reversal of Fortune’, AR pointed out that the urbanisation rates and population density of societies later colonised by Europeans in 1500 is negatively correlated with contemporary per capita income, and argue that this again reflects the options chosen by European colonisers: if there was a large native population to exploit, they would set up extractive institutions to do so. If not, they had to set up inclusive institutions to attract voluntary migrants[5]. AR used both urbanisation rates and population density in addition to mortality as instruments for contemporary institutions, and again find that institutions have a significant effect on contemporary income.

‘French Revolution’ exploited whether or not a German state was conquered by the French during the Revolutionary and Napoleonic Wars. AR argued that the conquests were not determined by an area's future growth potential, but by immediate military needs and the claim to France's 'natural frontiers'. Furthermore, the positive effects on urbanisation, income (where available), railway expansion and industrial employment are only seen after 1850.

Paper

Dependent variable (Y)

Institutional variable (X)

Instrumental variable (Z)

Colonial Origins

Per capita GDP (1995)

Expropriation risk (1985-95)

Settler mortality (17th-19th centuries)

Reversal of Fortune

Per capita GDP (1995)

Expropriation risk + Constraint on executive (1990, independence)

Settler mortality + Urbanisation, population density (1500)

French Revolution

Urbanisation (1700-1900)

Reforms index (1700-1900)

French occupation (1792-1815)

Note that, while AR's chosen instruments often go back centuries, their data on institutions and income is mostly from the late 20th century, except for ‘French Revolution’, and even it only has meaningful variation in the 19th century. Nevertheless, the book assumes the same relationships hold for centuries in the past, with only vague anecdotes as to institutional quality. Also, the papers argued that institutions were especially important for industrialisation – extractive colonies were often richer than inclusive colonies in the 18th century – while in the book the dominant role of institutions is presented as a universal truth.

Why are AR so sure that institutions are the ONLY important cause of long-run growth? Adding control variables to their models. Is this any more convincing than for any other issue? No.

Actually, I have no idea why AR are so sure, but it's probably nothing to do with their modelling. But the models are the main piece of evidence they can hold up, so I'll focus on them. It's also worth noting that AR strawman their opponents a bit: I don't think there are many economists who think institutions don't matter at all, the debate is whether they are the sole dominant factor, to the point where other explanations can be ignored.

'Colonial Origins' is the only one of the three papers that does an extensive statistical horse race versus other explanations. These are in three groups, tested separately. The first (somewhat miscellaneous) includes latitude, the colonising power, what type of legal system, religion. The second, largely geographic, includes temperature, humidity, share of population of European origins, soil quality, resources, whether the country is landlocked, and ethnolinguistic fragmentation. The third set of health variables includes malaria, life expectancy, and infant mortality. Overall AR conclude that "our results change remarkably little ... and many variables emphasised in previous work become insignificant". But "remarkably little" is not the same as "not at all", and "many variables" is not "all variables". Again, in the book these nuances are swept under the rug. Also, they never throw the full kitchen sink of control variables in a single model. With only 64 countries and one observation per country, they would be running out of statistical degrees of freedom, but it does remind one that there are more theories of growth than countries to test them on. 

Of course, many other people have estimated different models with different results. The potential variations are almost infinite, with corresponding room for specification searching and p-hacking: different dependent, control and instrumental variables, different data for the same variables, growth rates instead of levels, etc. I won't pretend to have any special insight into this – AR haven’t had to retract and are still in Nobel contention, but the critics are still active. If you are interested, the Sachs review and rejoinder, and these ACX comments, are as good a place to start as any. 

The last decade of data doesn’t add much, but doesn't look great for AR.

We probably shouldn't judge this book too much on hindsight, given it's about the long run and AR were prudent with their predictions: "the fact that the extractive regime of President Mubarak was overturned by popular protest in February 2011 does not guarantee that Egypt will move onto a path to more inclusive institutions." Even so, the clear implication was that the Arab Spring was on the right track and Brazil was setting itself up for the long run better than China.


THE RISE OF BRAZIL since the 1970s was not engineered by economists of international institutions instructing Brazilian policymakers on how to design better policies or avoid market failures. It was not achieved with injections of foreign aid. It was not the natural outcome of modernization. Rather, it was the consequence of diverse groups of people courageously building inclusive institutions. Eventually these led to more inclusive economic institutions. 



I think it's fair to say this hasn't aged particularly well. 

3. Even if they're right, how much does it matter?

AR's focus is so long-run it excludes most 'growth miracles' ...

It is well known that countries' relative income levels are quite stable over time: most of today's rich countries were rich (by contemporary standards) a century ago. It is less well known that even the poorest countries often have a decade or two of rapid growth somewhere in their past (which, incidentally, is a strong argument against 'poverty trap' theories). What is rare is a poor country sustaining rapid growth for multiple decades, to the point where it climbs significantly in the relative income rankings[6]. This is why Japan and the Asian tigers were considered special and the poster children for various growth theories, whether industry policy, culture, or good old fashioned capitalism and hard work.

AR have such a restrictive definition of sustained growth that it even excludes episodes of this length: South Korea before democratisation (1960-94), the Soviet Union (1930s to 1970s), Argentina (late 19th to early 20th century), and China (1978-?) are all explicitly written off as unsustainable growth under extractive institutions. This is consistent with their theory but rules out what most people would consider key data points.

... while small or even medium sized improvements, worthy of a lifetimes' work or an entire academic discipline, are insignificant noise.

AR’s thesis is extremely pessimistic regarding not just the utility of economics as a discipline but any purposeful action to make things better. It's institutions all the way down, and extractive institutions are hard to change because they benefit those at the top, who will fight tooth and nail to defend them. You might have to wait a lifetime (or several) for a "critical juncture" to come around, and even then most revolutions fail to build inclusive institutions. So while AR affirm the primacy of politics, they don't provide encouragement for any but the most masochistic individual to take up political activism. Development aid and the poverty action lab approach are no good either, since 


... the institutional structure that creates market failures will also prevent implementation of interventions to improve incentives at the micro level. Attempting to engineer prosperity without confronting the root cause of the problems—extractive institutions and the politics that keeps them in place—is unlikely to bear fruit.



While ‘French Revolution’ might seem to favour humanitarian invasions (AR themselves do not suggest this), more recent experience in Afghanistan, Iraq and even the former Yugoslavia do not. But doing nothing and hoping that development will bring democracy won’t work either:


... while nations that have built inclusive economic and political institutions over the last several centuries have achieved sustained economic growth, authoritarian regimes that have grown more rapidly over the past sixty or one hundred years ... have not become more democratic. 



There may be a lot of truth in all this pessimism – to be honest, I found it rather bracing – but how much do you expect from an academic discipline, NGOs, or even national governments and the UN? The difference between poor and rich countries is so large, both quantitatively and qualitatively, that as Robert Lucas said, once you start thinking about them it is very hard to think about anything else. The flipside, however, is that even very significant and worthwhile improvements – the aforementioned "unsustainable" growth episodes, recovering from the Great Depression like Germany rather than France or the Global Financial Crisis like Iceland rather than Greece – can appear insignificant if they do not close this gap. The Nordic model is promoted as offering less inequality than the American while preserving output per hour worked, with less labour and more leisure. Should it be written off because it does not also promise an order of magnitude increase in wealth? Should foreign aid be abandoned, even if it alleviates much human suffering, because it is not a reliable way of making poor countries rich? In the same spirit, should economists stop worrying about ideal policy because politics inevitably waters it down (best case) or perverts it (worst case)?

Conclusion: game not worth the candle?

Overall, while anyone interested in economic growth should familiarise themselves with AR’s arguments, I don’t recommend reading Why Nations Fail. It is simply too much work to slog through without explaining the authors’ real evidence base, with little in the way of style or historical insight in compensation. I do not think this is too much to ask from a popular book: Clark’s Farewell to Alms, for instance, does a much better job of presenting basic statistical evidence for a more controversial (genetic) theory. At the other end of the spectrum, Galbraith, Landes and Mokyr give more readable narrative arguments for the importance of culture and technology. 

Fortunately, AR’s three key papers are quite accessible and a fraction the length of the book. Even if you have to gloss over some of the equations and tables, you can get a pretty good idea of their arguments from reading the text, or even just the introductions and conclusions. You will not be left with as strong an impression that political institutions are the sole driving force of all recorded history, but perhaps that is just as well.


Notes


[1]

Most geographic theories I have seen focus on disease and transport. Agriculturally, the Nile Valley has been famously productive for millennia.



[2]

To be precise, 1314 times including blurbs and references.



[3]

The trend since then has been to focus on questions where you can run experiments, with a consequent narrowing of the scope of the questions, while running head-on into the replication crisis.



[4]

There are things called overidentification tests which can help a little. If you have more than one potential instrumental variable and are willing to assume that one of them works as advertised, you can test if the other(s) are valid. But as AR themselves note in ‘Colonial Origins’, "such tests may not lead to a rejection if all instruments are invalid, but still highly correlated with each other."



[5]

Or import slaves, which would add a bit of noise but not reverse the relationship with population density.



[6]

This is sometimes called the middle income trap, but arguably there is nothing special about middle incomes – every level of income can be a trap in the sense that sustained above-average growth is the exception rather than the rule.






Why People Die By Suicide by Thomas Joiner

A CDC report this year earned extensive media coverage with data on the poor mental health of U.S. high school students. In addition to sky-high rates of sadness and hopelessness, 30% of girls endorse seriously considering suicide, up from 19% in 2011, with 13% reporting a suicide attempt in the past year. Subsequent commentary has focused on potential causes for the increase in negative feelings, whether social media, smart phones, academic pressure, climate anxiety, or politics. As someone who works in mental health, all of this discussion certainly jibes with my daily experience.

Strangely, the part about escalating suicidality in adolescents seems underemphasized in this discourse. I think it’s because of an underlying assumption that severe emotional distress, often labelled as depression, leads naturally to suicidal thoughts. It’s expected that there’s a sort of monotonic relationship between negative feelings and suicide risk, which culminates in suicidal behavior.

But this model has many shortcomings. For one thing, why do some people with severe depression attempt suicide, and others never do? What about people with no apparent history of emotional problems? There are dozens of other risk factors including impulsivity, physical health problems, a family history, suicide clusters, and access to firearms.
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Old men are at much greater risk than adolescent girls.

For that matter, being “suicidal” encompasses a lot. Is vague ambivalence about death really on a spectrum with carefully planned and rehearsed attempts? What about people who impulsively swallow pills during an argument with their partner? What framework accounts for elevated suicide risk in groups as disparate as LGBTQ youth, old white men, heroin users, and traumatized veterans?

In short, good theories of suicide are hard to come by. Past attempts to explain it have focused on too little (or too much!) integration of individuals with society, acute psychic pain due to thwarted needs, or hopelessness. The best-known modern approach is Thomas Joiner’s  Interpersonal Theory of Suicide_,_ and Why People Die By Suicide (2005) is his book length treatment. Joiner offers a global critique of most academic and folk theories:


Many explanations for suicide fail fairly obviously in the face of [low] prevalence rates. If suicide is due to factor X, it must be explained why this factor is fairly common and suicide less so. For example, mental illness is commonly invoked as an explanation for suicide…But mental illness alone does not provide a satisfying explanation for suicide, because mental illness is much more common than suicide. How should we explain all those people with mental illness who do not die by suicide? Moreover, the absence of our hypothetical X factor in some suicides needs to be explained.



According to Joiner, the best explanation for this (and all the other data) is that a serious suicide attempt requires three distinct conditions, each necessary but not sufficient.

Desire for Death

People usually try their best to stay alive. Why would a "desire for death'' emerge in an organism so shaped by evolution? Joiner argues that two social factors are key.


No more fiendish punishment could be devised, were such a thing physically possible, than that one should be turned loose in society and remain absolutely unnoticed by all members thereof. If no one turned around when we entered, answered when we spoke, or minded what we did, but if every person we must 'cut us dead,' and acted as if we were non-existent things, a kind of rage and impotent despair would before long well up in us, from which the cruelest bodily torture would be a relief.




	William James (1890) via Joiner



The first is Thwarted Belongingness. Put simply, humans need frequent positive interactions with others. Personal connections create meaning in life and act as a buttress - it's common for even severely depressed people, when asked about suicide, to say something like "I could never do that to so-and-so."

Unsurprisingly, there’s a lot of evidence for the role of social isolation. Living alone, loss of a partner, and divorce all increase risk, while pregnancy and having children are protective. Major Depressive Disorder creates at least a feeling of disconnection, while substance use often leads to actual estrangement from family and friends.

The second component is Perceived Burdensomeness. Suicidal people view themselves as incompetent, so much so that it brings down the people around them. They face a choice between "escalating feelings of shame, on the one hand, or death on the other hand." Eventually they rationalize death as leaving their family better off. For example, Kurt Cobain's suicide note mentioned that his daughter “will be so much happier without me." Joiner also points to premodern societies that sanction a form of suicide when elderly or infirm members lose the ability to contribute.

Research also supports a correlation here. One study concluded that "genuine suicide attempts were often characterized by a desire to make others better off, whereas nonsuicidal self-injury was often characterized by desires to express anger or punish oneself." Another looked at chronically ill patients who needed caregiving from their spouse. One might expect spousal support to reduce suicidality, but instead the correlation was positive - interpreted as patients’ sense of burden on their spouse.

The Ability to Enact Lethal Self-Injury is Acquired

Joiner asks:


If emotional pain, hopelessness, emotional dysregulation, or any variable is crucial in suicide, how then to explain the fact that most people with any one of these variables do not die by or even attempt suicide? How do we make sense of the anecdotal and clinical evidence suggesting that there are people who genuinely desire suicide but do not feel able to carry through with it?



His answer is that individuals acquire the ability to harm themself, overcoming fear of pain and death, via particular life experiences.

One route is practice, or “working up to it.” A history of multiple attempts predicts future death by suicide, while research, planning and rehearsal are forms of practice as well. Consistent with a trajectory of escalation, the number of previous suicide attempts predicts the severity of medical damage in later attempts.

Other forms of bodily harm accomplish the same end: cutting, IV drug use, tattoos, combat exposure, childhood physical abuse, and even aggression toward others. Repeated exposure to any painful or provocative stimuli leads to habituation and lessening of aversive effects. Just as a veteran skydiver replaces fear with exhilaration, self-injury can become reinforcing.
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This is a plausible framework for why certain types of people are at such high risk. For instance, the ratio of attempted to completed attempts in young people is very high (100:1 according to Joiner) but decreases dramatically in the elderly. This fits a model in which people acquire the capacity for more serious self-harm over time. Substance use is such a risk because it entails repeated provocative experiences (IV drug use, alcohol related injuries) as well as the isolation and burdensomeness of late-stage addiction.

Problems

At times Joiner really strains the model, while ignoring some major topics altogether.

Above all, his take on firearms is perplexing. Access to guns is an undeniable risk factor. Their use probably explains why men die more often despite women’s higher attempt rates. Joiner only comments that “having guns around acquaints people - renders them fearless - about a potentially lethal stimulus.” Elsewhere he mentions that greater feelings of burdensomeness correlate to more lethal means, such as firearm vs overdose. All told, he spends only a couple pages on the topic, and attributes their role to “vicarious habituation.” This seems inadequate!

Why People Die By Suicide also discounts a role for religious beliefs or stigma. The single mention of religion arrives during discussion of black Americans’ relatively low suicide rates, in which Joiner almost grudgingly admits that “contact with religious institutions and perhaps support from others is consistent with the assertion that the need to belong, when satisfied, can buffer from suicidality.” Even an atheist like me can admit that religious prohibitions against suicide are likely protective, a view that’s generally accepted in clinical contexts.

Relatedly, you might wonder about culturally-approved forms of suicide: terrorists, martyrs, kamikaze pilots, and the historical Hindu practice of Sati. Joiner tries to accommodate these by debating semantics (“classifying [9/11 terrorist] deaths as suicides seems quite arguable”) and a good deal of hand-waving (“the pilots’ need to belong has been met by death”).

Finally, Joiner rejects the possibility of impulsive suicide attempts, asserting without further explanation “I am very skeptical of this concept, and I doubt that true ‘spur of the moment’ suicides exist.” He does acknowledge a role for impulsive personality traits, touching on literature that links low CSF serotonin metabolites, impulsive/aggressive behavior, and greater suicide risk. However, he maintains that “impulsivity only relates to suicidal behavior because impulsivity facilities exposure to provocative and painful experiences.” This may be true, but I can’t see a good reason to wholly deny the occurrence of spur of the moment suicides.

Altogether, these are substantial flaws. The theory also doesn’t account well for established risk factors like chronic pain, insomnia, anxiety, psychosis, and feeling trapped.

Energy States and Suicide

Joiner’s most convincing move is separating a desire for death from the capability to self-harm. Starting from this insight, I can’t help but see a different sort of model.


Notes


[1]

Being alive and being dead are two different states. Being alive is usually preferred.



[2]

Sometimes the states seem equivalent, for instance if prolonged disconnection makes life feel pointless.



[3]

More rarely, death actually seems preferable. This often involves a belief that others are better off without them, but can also occur anytime quality of life is low enough.



[4]

Even in such cases, killing oneself is hard! This state change involves a substantial barrier, or activation energy. The very act of attempting is a high-energy transition state. The higher the barrier, the less likely a suicidal person is to actually make an attempt.



[5]

Factors that raise the activation energy include fear of pain, fear of death, and prohibitions against suicide. Factors that lower the barrier include practice, impulsivity, and any beliefs that make suicide more acceptable, such as specific cultural beliefs or exposure to suicide attempts by others.
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The “favorability” of the change depends on the relative desirability of life and death. Desire for death isn’t always due to interpersonal problems - there are other factors like chronic pain, severe insomnia, and psychosis.

The “rate” is determined by the height of the barrier, or activation energy. People with high barriers are unlikely to ever attempt suicide, while those with a low barrier could act any time the desire is present. Viewing this as a barrier to overcome, rather than an acquired capacity, seems to better account for innate fear of pain and death, as well as cultural prohibitions that effectively raise the threshold for suicide. Conversely, firearms and alcohol act as catalysts, lowering activation energy by their presence. Finally, more impulsive people, kinda by definition, have lower barriers to action across the board.

Implications

Let’s go back to Joiner’s model, which suggests a grim future. Suicidal thoughts are already prevalent among young people, whatever your preferred sociological explanation. As these cohorts age, they will only gain more experience with various forms of self-harm, increasing the capacity for serious suicide attempts. The opioid epidemic, declining marriage and fertility rates, remote work; these trends all push in the same worrying direction.

On the other hand, facile stories about suicide are misguided. At the societal level, dozens of factors interact in contingent ways. For instance, we might see opposing trends like increasing social isolation but decreasing substance use. In the right circumstances, it’s perfectly consistent for high levels of suicidal ideation to coexist with low suicide rates. Finally, blanket attributions of suicide to diagnosable mental illness miss the role of family, employment, religion, physical health, trait impulsivity, firearm access, and more.
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My chart, data from CDC and Shields et al__. Table per WHO 2019__.

But, let’s imagine that we took suicide seriously. Historical and international comparisons suggest it’s tractable. Consistent with the model, here are a few policies that might help.

If interpersonal disconnection is a main driver, smartphones and social media sure seem like accelerants. Legislation could raise the minimum age for participation. As in the anti-smoking crusade, there could be marketing campaigns against social media and soft coercion such as restaurants with no smartphone zones. Compulsive phone use should be unseemly and low-status. Remote work also seems bad for belongingness, for that matter. More broadly, policies to increase employment, marriage and fertility rates should help here.

The elderly are especially prone to feeling burdensome. In the U.S., I could see a benefit from adding long-term care insurance to Medicare (Part E?) and expanding caregiver tax credits.

About a quarter of suicide deaths involve alcohol, and reducing alcohol consumption through taxes or other restrictions is straightforward. IV drug use is another huge risk; methadone and buprenorphine treatment could be deregulated.

Joiner notwithstanding, impulsive suicide definitely occurs. Overdose deaths can be reduced by regulating risky medications such as opioids, sedatives, aspirin, acetaminophen, and antidepressants. Easy changes include decreasing pills per package, mandating blister packs instead of bottles, and limiting dose per pill. When overdosing is harder, it happens less.

If you accept my framing of firearms as a catalyst for suicide, then reducing their availability should have outsize impact. This is obviously contentious, but even in the U.S. various laws prohibit gun ownership by people who have been involuntarily committed, not to mention convicted felons and repeat DUI offenders. The scope of such laws could be expanded, for instance by lowering the threshold from multiple DUIs to one.

These are just some ideas that seem viable. I hope to see your feedback in the comments.

As a closing speculation, I’d like to raise the idea of unintended consequences from modern attitudes about suicide. Traditionally it has been viewed as an immoral, or at least weak and selfish act, sharply condemned by most major religions. Such prohibitions would be expected to raise the barrier to suicide; the point of stigma, after all, is to affect behavior. But this cuts both ways. In recent decades, suicide is progressively medicalized, linked ever tighter to mental illness, and often described in passive terms (“so-and-so lost their battle with depression;” “died by suicide” rather than committed suicide). In short, the act of suicide is being destigmatized, and in particular being viewed as a disease outcome rather than a sin. This impulse is understandable, and I want to reiterate that I’m as secular as it gets. But if you believe that incentives matter, and that choice happens at the margin, this shift in thinking should concern you. The more that suicide is seen as understandable, perhaps even blameless, the more common it will be. What else would we expect?
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Wild Problems, by Russ Roberts

There aren’t a lot of books whose genesis can be traced back to a Twitter argument. Russ Roberts’ Wild Problems may be one of them.

In 2019, Julia Galef made a tweet about how she wished she could run a study on people unsure of whether they wanted kids. She would try to find what questions predicted satisfaction with their eventual choice decades later.

Russ Roberts replied that having children changed his life in immeasurable ways, and would be skeptical of the merits of such a study.

In 2020, Roberts and Galef continued their debate on Pairagraph, without coming to much of a resolution.

Wild Problems is the book-length version of Roberts’ argument. And as much as I would like to imagine the impetus for the book started solely with that tweet, in reality, regular listeners to Roberts’ podcast EconTalk will note that he has long had skepticism towards what he sees as an overly quantitative mindset - a mindset he once held himself as an economist trained at the University of Chicago.

What Are Wild Problems?

>Whether to have a child is what I call a wild problem - a fork in the road of life where knowing which path is the right one isn’t obvious, where the pleasure and pain from choosing one path over another are ultimately hidden from us, where the paths we choose defines who we are and who we might become. Wild problems are the big decisions all of us have to deal with as we go through life.

These are contrasted against “tame problems” - problems with clear objectives, tried and true formulas, and rich amounts of data, like playing chess, making an omelette, or creating a crypto fraud. Roberts thinks the standard approaches of rationality work just fine for those. What he thinks is a mistake is applying the techniques that work well for “tame problems” towards “wild problems”.

So is this book a how-to guide on approaching your own “wild problems”? While Roberts has a few ideas (in the last chapter, for instance, he suggests “living like an artist”, aiming to explore in a way that enhances serendipity) the very definition of a wild problem implies that a “how-to guide” is of limited assistance, or may even lead you astray.

What’s the point of this book then? More than anything else, I think it was written as a how-not-to-guide for the highly quantitative. This is not a book you’d give to your aunt to help her plan vacations, this is a book aimed squarely at telling rationalists off for thinking that they can solve everything with a spreadsheet.

Roberts dedicates the first half of the book to gently mocking people who attempted to use a “rational approach” to wild problems. There is Charles Darwin, who tried to decide whether to marry by using a pro vs con list (an example of a pro: a wife would be an “o__bject to be beloved & played with. — better than a dog anyhow”). There’s Katja Grace, an AI researcher and rationalist who was undecided about having children - she decided it’d help if she tried caring for a robot baby.  And there’s Persi Diaconis, a mathematician who was agonising about whether to move to Harvard from Stanford. A colleague suggested: “You’re one of our leading decision theorists – maybe you should make a list of the costs and benefits and calculate your expected utility.” Diaconis blurted out: “Come on, Sandy, this is serious.”

Roberts thinks that these sorts of approaches lead to a focus on “narrow utilitarianism” (counting day-to-day pleasures and pains) rather than what he thinks is more important: “flourishing” (the overall sense of meaning in your life).

Couldn’t you simply include “flourishing” as just another “benefit” in your cost-benefit analysis? (“I estimate the NPV of additional lifetime flourishing for having one more child to be the equivalent of $675,000 cash today”).

Roberts rejects this idea. He sees flourishing as something that is fundamentally unquantifiable, and not something you should think about trading off against day-to-day pleasures and pains.

But there’s also another reason why Roberts rejects the quantification of wild problems.

The Vampire Problem - Everyone Who Drinks Blood Says They Love It

Imagine that Dracula came up to you and offered you the chance to permanently turn into a vampire. You’ll get the chance to be immortal and look awesome in black. However, you’ll have to spend your nights searching for innocent victims to suck blood from, and also won’t ever be able to go to a sunny beach again. Would you take up Dracula’s offer?

Perhaps you’re leaning towards no. But Dracula has come prepared with evidence. He pulls out his laptop, its screen already open to a web page from a prestigious polling firm. “Poll: 98% of vampires enjoy drinking blood”, reads the headline. You read further. “In a nationally representative poll of 378 vampires aged between 18-623, 370 reported they had no regrets about becoming vampires.” Intrigued, you scroll down to the methodology section. Aside from the mysterious disappearance of one of the researchers, it seems flawless.

And yet, you’re not convinced. Vampires may report that they enjoy drinking blood, but how much credence should you give to the opinion of a vampire?

This is a thought experiment created by philosopher L.A. Paul, expanded in her book Transformative Experience, and also discussed in her EconTalk episode with Roberts. Astute readers who always read through every link in a post will notice that Roberts invoked this concept in his debate with Julia Galef. And it makes up a core aspect of Roberts’ argument in this book: that “wild problems” often involve decisions that fundamentally change who we are. In this analogy, becoming a parent (or making other major life decisions) is analogous to becoming a vampire - you’re turning into someone whose life and preferences are quite alien to the person you once were. As such, trying to model them is somewhat of a fool’s errand.

But Is Roberts Right? What Lessons Should Rationalists Draw?

I reviewed this book precisely because as an economics-degree holder and a self-identified rationalist, I found myself in instinctual disagreement with the book’s thesis. What do you mean, you shouldn’t measure some things?

But it’s for that reason I think it’s an important contribution to the debate over the applicability of “applied rationality”. Roberts is no crank that thinks numbers are stupid. He’s well-versed in the theory of rationality and thinks there are many appropriate uses for it. He just thinks some people go too far. Well, perhaps they do. But perhaps Roberts goes too far himself?

There’s an idea, perhaps best encapsulated in Scott Alexander’s post Should You Reverse Any Advice You Hear? that some advice can be good advice for people towards one end of a spectrum, but bad for people at the other end of that spectrum. “Be more selfish” might be good advice for a self-flagellating hardcore altruist, but it’s probably bad advice for Bernie Madoff.

I think Wild Problems’ advice is probably good on the margin for the sort of person, like myself, who instinctually disagrees with its thesis and secretly feels like they could make every life decision correctly with an app that predicts what goals you should have. “Be a little less quantitive” is probably good advice for such people. Don’t fall for the false precision of toy models. Live a little. Go with your gut (or heart) sometimes, and not just because Kahneman said there were legitimate uses for System 1 thinking.

But is Roberts ultimately correct on his own margin? That’s where I find it hard to agree.

Take Robert’s analysis of Charles Darwin’s dilemma in deciding whether to marry. As the main focus of the book’s second chapter, it serves as perhaps his flagship case study. (Interestingly, Julia Galef also made a major case study of Darwin in her book The Scout Mindset. Sounds like this Darwin guy might have some good ideas).

Roberts talks about how Darwin makes up a pro-con list of marriage (you can read the whole thing here) that seems to have a lot more cons (“loss of time”, “fatness and idleness”) than pros (“charms of music and female chit-chat”). Nonetheless, Darwin eventually decides to “Marry—Mary [sic]—Marry Q.E.D”. Roberts concludes that the pro-con list wasn’t truly decisive in Darwin’s decision - at best, the process helped steer him into realising what was truly meaningful for him.

But is Darwin really a good example? According to Roberts, Darwin had never been in a romantic relationship before. The “pro” he writes of a wife being an “o__bject to be beloved & played with. — better than a dog anyhow”) is funny because it comes from a man profoundly ignorant of women. Asking him to predict how marriage will go is like asking five-year-olds to predict what career they will be happiest in. The experience is so alien to them that they just can’t give meaningful answers.

In fairness to Darwin, the social mores of his day probably didn’t allow him to casually date before deciding on marriage. But in Western societies today, that’s very much an option. So are other forms of exploration and self-discovery - before embarking on a career, you can figure out what you’re likely to be good at (did you do better in English class or woodworking?) and try a few different jobs out to see what you think of them. Indeed, that’s something 80,000 hours, an EA career advice organisation, recommends.

But isn’t exploration (to the extent he recommends anything) something Roberts recommends? Sure. It’s good advice. But it can also make your wild problems a fair bit less wild. You might not truly understand what it’d be like to have kids from babysitting a bunch of times. But you probably have a better sense of it than you do of what it’s like to be a vampire.

And there’s another thing that bugs me. Roberts makes a big deal out of the idea that you shouldn’t trade off “flourishing” for “narrow utilitarian” values. Except he concedes that he himself would make this tradeoff in certain circumstances. For instance, he says he wouldn’t have made his move to become President of Shalem College in Jeruselum (which he said was a calling for him) if it had resulted in financial hardship for his family, or been located in a country that wasn’t the Jewish homeland. He calls these “exceptions that prove the rule”, but that seems rather hand-wavey to me. Doesn’t that mean there might be some level of hardship that might have been just enough to make Roberts decide not to go? Or an alternative job that was only a partial calling? Or some combination thereof? What would stop us from constructing indifference curves for Roberts?

Maybe there’s a way to accommodate this concept in a way that allows for trade-offs that still differentiates itself from standard economic analysis. But I don’t feel that Roberts has quite given us this.

I finished Wild Problems feeling a little bit dissatisfied, with questions like the above rattling through my head. The book is engaging, and I think Roberts gestures at something important and often overlooked in rationalist circles. But the case he makes is so strong that it’s hard to agree with him, even when I feel like he might be directionally correct.

No matter though. We’ll settle it once and for all with an experiment. I will assign 1,000 people at random to read Wild Problems and another 1,000 to read Algorithms to Live By. Each group will promise to try to adhere to the book’s lessons as best they can over the next 10 years. After that, I’ll ask everyone to rate their happiness on a 1-5 scale. Roberts couldn’t possibly fail to be persuaded by that.




"Without Marx or Jesus: the New American Revolution has begun" by Jean-François Revel

The Spearhead Culture

During the Cold War, France had only two liberals: Raymond Aron and Jean-François Revel. Revel was a contrarian not only due to his defense of liberal ideas in a country where praise for Stalin was far more common than admiration for Adam Smith. He challenged one of the dominant features of the Cold War France: anti-Americanism. With Without Marx or Jesus: the New American Revolution has begun, published in 1970, he sparked great controversy by proclaiming that America is not only more revolutionary than the Soviet Union and Mao’s China, but that the U.S. was capable of something that Europe was not: creating political and cultural “prototypes”.

Revel was a French cosmopolitan. He said of himself that if he doesn’t read two newspapers in English, Italian and Spanish every day, he feels like he’s in exile. After earning his degree in philosophy, he embarked on a teaching career, starting in Algeria, before moving on to Mexico and then Florence. He continued teaching until 1963, when he made the decision to focus solely on writing.

The author of the only biography of Revel, Philippe Boulanger, states that “with his profile of a 19th century publicist, Revel was perhaps the last great French liberal of the 20th century.” While later he supported Reagan and was receptive to Hayek’s ideas, his liberalism was not purely Anglo-Saxon, but also embedded in the French tradition. He combined two strands of French liberalism, which Annelien de Dijn (in French Political Thought from Montesquieu to Tocqueville) refers to as laissez-faire liberalism and aristocratic liberalism. In the spirit of the former, he considered the market to be a fundamental sphere of human relations and creativity. In the vein of the latter, he valued protection from arbitrary government actions. In one of his articles, Revel gave the following definition of liberalism: “Perhaps liberalism is only the confused set of resistances of humanity to the persistent idées fixes that attempt to purify it by enslaving it.”

For Revel, liberalism should be inseparable from democracy, the most pragmatic of all regimes, as it uses the method of trial and error, exercising constant self-correction. He wrote that democracy was so mercilessly attacked by intellectuals, precisely because it was the only regime where they had the right to speak freely.

Revel warned against intellectuals who willingly choose fanaticism over careful observation and empirical restraint. He gave the example of Frederic Joliot-Curie, Nobel Prize winner in chemistry, who argued that the Communist Party, equipped with the Marxist method, must inevitably hold the key to political wisdom. “Man’s capacity to construct in his mind almost any theory, to “prove” it to himself and to believe it, is unlimited. It is only equalled by his capacity to resist what refutes it,” he wrote in La Connaissance inutile.

He criticized de Gaulle and the new regime he built in 1958, the Fifth Republic. Like Tocqueville, he compared the American system with the French one. In the latter, the president is much more powerful, his authority does not meet such barriers as in America, leading to “presidential hypertrophy” and “ineffective absolutism”. Within the Fifth Republic, there are few checks on presidential authority beyond public protest. This last observation is particularly pertinent in light of recent events, including the gilets jaunes demonstrations and more recent protests against pension reforms.

For Revel, however, the U.S. was not just a backdrop against which the flaws of the French system came to the surface. In his eyes, America is a civilization that, in contrast with Europe, has “the ability to formulate cultural prototypes and prototypes of political societies.”



Revel wrote in 2000 that if the French left and right were stripped of their anti-Americanism, there would be nothing left of their political ideas. This assessment may be considered too harsh, but every political formation and intellectual involved in politics in France had to grapple with their stance towards the United States as a global superpower. These issues boiled down to two questions, which Richard F. Kuisel formulated as follows in The French Way: How France Embraced and Rejected American Values and Power: “How can we avoid American hegemony and remain independent? How can we be modern and yet remain French?”

At the time Without Marx or Jesus is published, the two traditional poles of anti-Americanism – and the two frameworks structuring collective imagination in France – Gaullism and the Communist Party, have been undergoing a crisis. The first had been weakened by the departure of de Gaulle after a failed referendum. The Communist Party faltered due to a combination of challenges. May 68’ was a rebellion of the youth that drew upon leftist traditions opposing those represented by the party (which spoke out against the student revolt). Another factor undermining its authority was the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia. Solzhenitsyn’s The Gulag Archipelago, was published soon after. In the 1970s, anti-Americanism was waning.

In the 1980s, with the coming to power of the Socialists, a shift took place. On the one hand, President Mitterand was on friendly terms with Washington, first with Reagan and then with Bush. On the other hand, the cultural policy of his government was based on anti-American resentment. The key figure here was the Minister of Culture in 1981-86 and in 1988-93, Jack Lang, who launched a campaign of “cultural protectionism” against the United States. According to Kuisel, the widespread anti-Americanism observed in France during this period was primarily limited to the elite class. At the time, the majority of the French, especially young, expressed a desire to live in the United States when asked where they would like to reside if not in their home country.

Lang began with a public gesture – he refused to attend the American film festival in Deauville. Then, at a UNESCO conference in Mexico City, he made a speech against American “cultural imperialism”. Soon after, he sought to organize global resistance to the “pan-Atlantic” cultural invasion. His declarations and policies were met with criticism among the so-called noveaux philosophes, intellectuals who, initially fascinated by Marxism, revised their views. André Glucksmann described Lang’s attitude as archaic, as indeed was the entire program of the Socialists. The anti-Americanism of the Socialists was summed up by historian of ideas Jacques Julliard as an revenge of inferior writers and intellectuals, an ideal that serves as a rallying point for the far right and the communists.

The Socialists tried to push their agenda of “cultural protectionism” at the European Union level as well. Jacques Delors, finance minister in the Mitterand government and later president of the European Commission, demanded the safeguarding of national cultures, which he believed were under threat from Hollywood. This anxiety was fueled by the growing number of films from across the Atlantic in French cinemas. According to Kuisel, between 1980 and 1993 their box office share rose from 34% to 53%. The increasing position of U.S. releases was also noticeable on television, due in large part to the fact that it was cheaper to buy U.S. programs than to produce your own content.

Over time, the apprehensions of a subset of the French elite regarding Americanization have found fewer supporters in the wider society. According to sociologist Jerôme Fourquet’s book, L’Archipel français, the average French person today does not display any significant resistance to Americanization. For instance, since the 1990s, around 8% of children have been given Anglo-Saxon names each year. This trend is even observed in the nationalist Rassemblement National (formerly Front National) party, where important figures such as Steeve Briois, Davy Rodriguez, and its president, Jordan Bardella, have Anglo-Saxon names. Notably, as Kuisel reminds us, Jean-Marie Le Pen, the founder of the party, held Ronald Reagan as his role model.

Fourquet notes that French lifestyles have become Americanized: the vast majority aspire to own a house with a pool in the suburbs, the lower classes listen to and dance to country music (the sociologist cites a figure of 9% of the population over the age of 18, or nearly 4 million people), and the upper classes dream of going to the States (Fourquet reports that among the upper classes, one in two people have already made the “obligatory pilgrimage” overseas). The author observes that – with the breakdown of the Catholic cultural mold and the decline of the mass Communist and Gaullist parties – one of the last shared experiences for society has become a visit to Disneyland. According to a 2017 Ifop survey, 60% of French people have visited Disneyland near Paris, including 2/3 of those in the 35-50 age bracket and 75% of those under 35. “Disneyland is now part of our heritage,” writes Fourquet.

Jacques Chirac’s opposition to intervention in Iraq can be seen as the last manifestation of political anti-Americanism. In 2003, his foreign minister, Dominique de Villepin, articulated the French stance at the UN. Some of his warnings proved valid, as when he said that “the option of war may seem at first sight to be the quickest. But let us not forget that after winning the war, we must build peace. And let’s face it: it will be long and difficult.”[1] In 2009, French President Nicholas Sarkozy’s decision to rejoin NATO’s military command marked a significant departure from the policy of opposition to the United States. Macron’s recurring slogans about “strategic autonomy” do not represent any significant change in this matter.

Régis Debray, a leftist intellectual, a former comrade of Che Guevara and later a supporter of Mitterand, signaled the exhaustion of anti-Americanism in his 2017 book Civilization. How we all became Americans. Debray has never supported Atlanticism, and as recently as 2013 was calling for France to leave NATO. In his book, however, he concludes: while in the early 20th century America was a variant of European civilization, in the 21st century Europe is just a variant of the American one.

As I mentioned, the 1960s marked the peak of French anti-Americanism. That was when Jacques Servan-Schreiber, author of the famous book The American Challenge, brought together in the daily “L’Express” writers and intellectuals who did not share the then widespread aversion to America. Among them, Jean-François Revel stood out.

In Without Marx or Jesus, Revel intended to avoid both the pitfalls of pro-Americanism and anti-Americanism, labeling them as “irrational attitudes”. Following his time in the United States, the French writer concludes that America – like Italy, France and England in the past – represents now a “society-laboratory”. It is there, he believes, that the revolution of the 20th century can take place and nowhere else.

The first reason why the revolution can only happen in America is that the U.S. “enjoys continuing economic prosperity and rate of growth, without which no revolutionary project can succeed.” Second, it is where the frontier of innovation is constantly being pushed. Third, it is a country that is oriented toward the future, not mesmerized by the past. Fourth, it’s a country of rebellion against authoritarian control – Revel writes this having in mind the student revolts of the 1960s – where different lifestyles and ways of life proliferate. The American revolution is supposed to be the first modern revolution in which differences over values are more important than differences over means of existence.

The revolution that is to take place in America is destined to be an absolutely novel event in history, claims the writer. It must not be an imitation, but rather a burst of innovations and new economic solutions, without which it would not be able to keep its promises. It is these factors that ensure that the revolution “is not a settling of accounts with the past, but with the future.” Here Revel invokes the economists of the 18th century, for whom the feudal system of the ancien régime was not only unjust, but also unproductive. A true revolution means increasing productivity and efficiency relative to the regime it overcomes.

The American revolution is supposed to have nothing in common with the revolutions of the 19th century, “or rather, with the revolutions dreamed of in the nineteenth century.” Thus, it will not come, contrary to the expectations of the European left at the time, either from the Soviets or from Maoist China. Revel notes that this is a hard truth to swallow for the left, which is ready to consider any eventuality, except that the U.S. – the country of exploitation, imperialism and Joe McCarthy – could be the source of an upheaval. They see America rather as the target of a revolt or its greatest obstacle, and not as the place where revolution will be ignited.

Soviet Russia is no longer a source of revolutionary impulses, China, too, remarks Revel, offers no new radical vision for the world. Mao’s aphorisms from the Little Red Book have little to do with conditions in the industrialized countries of the West. They represent “emotional abstractions,” not visions capable of transforming the First World.

The Western left in the 1960s and 1970s argued that the revolution could come from yet another direction – the Third World. According to Revel, this belief is a manifestation of nostalgia for the pre-industrial world. He adds that there is no more counter-revolutionary combination than synthesis found in the Third World, namely that “of socialism with the past. Taken together, they have the effect of perpetuating economic stagnation while justifying political dictatorships.”

Nor is there any chance that the revolution will start in Europe, where the prevailing mood is that nothing can happen and where every effort toward innovation is immediately suppressed. Before the Second World War, French essayist and poet Paul Valéry noted that Europe entered its Ptolemaic era: it had become a civilization of quotations and compilations, fixated on the past and devoid of creativity. Revel writes in a similar tone about the continent – everyone feels the need to return to the past, even if they intend to do something new, slave to the compulsion of invoking Bakunin or Marx, the 1789 Revolution, the Paris Commune or the Bolshevik Revolution, Mao, Castro, God or pre-industrial society. In May 1968, students wrote the famous slogan on the university walls: “imagination has come to power.” It meant nothing, writes Revel, as their imagination is reduced to old doctrines and past events. Its essence is repetition. For them the revolution becomes “a pale imitation of an earlier fiasco. And, since there is a multitude of historic failures from which to choose, it should come as no surprise that there are a correspondingly large number of ‘revolutionary’ movements.”

One may ask whether nostalgia is always counter-revolutionary? After all, the revolutionaries of 1789 were largely inspired by the Roman Republicans, and the Bolsheviks imagined they were reenacting the feats of Robespierre and his companions. Today in America, many of the most future-oriented thinkers feel nostalgic for the technological optimism of the 1950s.

Not only is Europe not future-oriented, but it also lacks the technological and economic preconditions to set a new course for the world. According to Without Marx or Jesus among European countries only the UK can sustain the technological initiative. This observation remains accurate to this day: DeepMind, for instance, was developed in the UK, not in France or Italy. In certain areas of the industry – such as machine tools or advanced optics – an exception should also be made for Germany. In any case, Revel’s remark that Europe’s prosperity is based on research and technological breakthroughs made on the other side of the Atlantic remains relevant to this day.

Debray writes in Civilization that Europe has indeed fallen into decadence, but this should not be a reason to despair. He argues that decadence can be full of creative impulses, and cites the declining Austro-Hungarian Empire as an example. It was this period that saw a remarkable creative flourishing. In painting it was Kokoschka, Schiele and Klimt, in music Schoenberg, Webern, Mahler, in literature Musil, Zweig and Broch, in the domain of ideas Wittgenstein, Schumpeter, Freud. Hollywood would be different without Fritz Lang, von Sternberg or von Stroheim. It was Austro-Hungarian decadence that contributed to the development of positivism, expressionism, Zionism and Marxism.

It is hard to deny the intellectual and artistic fecundity displayed by the decaying Austro-Hungarian Empire. Revel, however, would not be convinced by this argument. He asks the question: in the absence of technological and economic dynamism, will Europe be able to innovate in the field of culture and sensibility? His answer is negative. As the reason, he cites the reign of a particular kind of intellectuals who are not only concentrated on the past, constantly rehashing old paradigms, but further show an antipathy toward scientific thinking, and use the manipulation of ideas as a way to gain status and separate themselves from the rest of the mankind. The greatest ambition they can muster is to create their own local variant of what will emerge elsewhere. “Certainly, western Europe will undergo changes in mentality,” writes Revel, “but these changes will be dictated not from within, but from abroad.” Europe has ceased to be a spearhead culture.

According to Revel, Europeans cannot forgive America for making them aware of their cultural failure. Humiliated, they have no choice other than to imitate her. This entails a biased criticism of every phenomenon from across the Atlantic: when automation increases productivity, Europeans call Americans “slaves of technology,” when they succeed in reducing poverty, the old continent scorns their “consumer society”, and so on. Anti-Americanism, both on the left and the right, essentially boils down to a fear of change. This is particularly evident on the left, which cannot bear to think that a revolution – a brand new one, emancipated from old schemes – can be born on the other side of the ocean, and that it is there that solutions to the problems of the modern world will be invented.

It is worth considering the question of whether French right-wing anti-Americanism was entirely unjustified. Revel criticizes de Gaulle’s anti-American resentment, explaining it by the fact that the general could not forgive the Anglo-Saxons for how much he owed them. This psychological interpretation, however, does not exhaust the subject. Eric Branca in L’Ami américain. Washington contre de Gaulle 1940-1969, provides a different perspective. He attempts to show relations between the U.S. and France in a new light, not of friendship, but of the vassalization of Paris toward Washington that de Gaulle feared. Jean Monnet, later considered one of the fathers of the EU, according to Branca, advised Henry Hopkins, Roosevelt’s aide, to “destroy de Gaulle.” Moreover, Branca mentions that in Harry Truman’s eyes, France should have relinquished its security to the United States, similar to how Germany had done after the war. L’Ami américain argues that Washington remained hostile to de Gaulle, intolerant of his desire for independence, but at the same time reveals that the general was by no means an enemy, but one of the U.S.’s staunchest allies. When the Russians raised the Berlin Wall in 1961, he was the first European head of state to assure Kennedy of his support in the event of a confrontation with the Soviets, and similarly reassured him when Moscow placed missiles in Cuba. The French leader once said that “America’s best allies are not those who bow down to them, but those who can say no to them.” Branca points out that it was Richard Nixon and Henry Kissinger – perhaps the sharpest minds that guided American foreign policy in the second half of the 20th century – who respected de Gaulle the most.

Without Marx or Jesus makes the claim that “it is highly significant that the movement of dissent - the only original contribution to the technique of sedition to appear in the past decade, and perhaps since World War II - has originated in the United States.” Revel has in mind the student protest movements from Berkeley and other places. He insists that information is the most important factor sustaining democracy, and that the only way to resist manipulation by state institutions and the media is to make as much information available to the public as possible. The revolutionary dynamic was awakened precisely by information abundance. It led to an event unique in history: that opposition to the foreign war arose in the country that led the war. Never before, claims Revel, had anything like this happened, never had the public rebelled against military expeditions or interventions that were intended to advance the national interest. At the same time, the French thinker notes that broad access to information has not always had the desired consequences, leading to “widespread and strong feelings of guilt, and a passion for self-accusation which, on occasion, tends to go to almost unbearable extremes.”

Revel admits that the function of information is disturbance. At the same time, he argues that the combination of social revolution and the pursuit of democratic freedoms can only happen through an abundance of information. This is a thesis that Martin Gurri seems to contradict in his Revolt of the Public. Indeed, information overabundance has led to an erosion of the legitimacy of up until now recognized institutions and to a shift in the balance of power toward outsiders. However, this has not brought a constructive change, but rather a “paralysis of distrust”, where the old structures are fiercely criticized, while those who contest them are unable to craft any alternative.

Another question is whether this particular type of rebellion – which Revel calls “dissent” – undermines the technological base, which itself forms a precondition for revolution. Research indicates that the Baby Boom generation demonstrated staunch resistance to innovation. Bruce Gibney notes in The Generation of Sociopaths that “Studies in 1972 and 1974 by the National Science Board showed that of all age groups, those under thirty (at the time, a survey group composed entirely of Boomers) held the most negative views about science and technology, including that S&T changed the world too quickly and produced outcomes that tended toward the worse.” He goes on to say that Boomers at best failed to sustain the pace of technological development prior to the 1970s, and at worst simply stunted it. Gibney accuses them of pulling away from an empirical mentality to one based on feelings, which seems to be confirmed by an examination of language. Since the 1970s – as hippie/dissent culture goes mainstream – the vocabulary associated with expressing emotions has supplanted the language of cool, empirical description[2].

Revel lists three more aspects of the American revolution that distinguish it from revolutions of the past. The first is the American aesthetic imagination, which is more vivid, in his opinion, than anywhere else in the world. It is easier to assimilate than European culture, pretentious and wrapped in an aristocratic mythology. Another distinguishing feature is that it leads to “cultural polycentrism”. “Technological plenty, in fact, opens the door to the formation of unexpected cultural minorities,” Revel argues, and there is supposed to be no end to the process of discovering new cultural variants. In the past, cultures created individuals; today, individuals will create cultures, increasingly liberated from national traditions and customs. Looking back, these remarks seem particularly pertinent. In the age of the Internet, more and more people are choosing the culture they want to live in, breaking away from the one they were born into, fashioning a world where everyone has a “niche of our own, on respectful (if uncomprehending) terms with all the other subcultures.”[3]

Revel maintains that the new American revolution will bring yet another great change: the end of national sovereignty, in which the Frenchman sees the main source of all the problems of the modern world. In later years he would abandon this view, but in Without Marx or Jesus he contends that for the revolution to really happen, it must sweep the globe. In The Totalitarian Temptation, published a few years later, this conviction is still present, as he sees nation-states as the greatest hindrance to achieving a dream state of global order, in which the economy will be governed by some overarching political authority and individuals will be free to make their own choices within a framework of “cultural polymorphism”. He calls for the abolition of foreign policy and the establishment of international, global structures.

This is certainly the weakest facet of Revel’s book. This shortcoming has already been singled out by French reviewers, as they pointed out that he pays too little attention to foreign relations, treating them in a manner that is not only reductionist, but simply utopian. If the revolution is to be global, or there will be no revolution at all, as Revel maintains, then there will be no revolution at all, one reviewer wrote. Another weakness is the insufficient and superficial handling of the religious aspect, which the title itself announces. The Frenchman mentions the vaguely religious nature of the dissent on the one hand, argues that the appeal to God means clinging to the past, while the new revolution has to be completely detached from the old systems of beliefs. However, he does not sufficiently elaborate on these themes; his reflection on the subject is reduced to remarks scattered throughout the book.

While not all of Without Marx or Jesus’ assertions are still pertinent, Revel has addressed a number of issues in a new tone, previously rarely heard in Europe. The relevance of his insights is confirmed by two important books on the U.S., namely America by Jean Baudrillard and History Has Begun: Birth of a New America by Bruno Maçaes.

Both develop Revel’s thesis that America is a society-laboratory that creates prototypes of cultural and political forms. Baudrillard writes that the U.S. represents the original modernity, while Europe is the “dubbed or subtitled version,” condemned to imitate whatever appears on the other side of the Atlantic. America is no longer under the influence of Europe, there is not even a question of an exchange of impulses between the two civilizations, as Maçaes emphasizes when he argues that a new kind of culture, never before known to the West, is being born in the States. He insists that Tocqueville’s thesis of continuity between the old continent and the U.S. has turned out to be wrong, and what is unfolding overseas is not the culmination of the European experience, but a genuine transformation and rupture with the old world.

When the Portuguese diplomat claims that America could abandon its political or civilizational form in order to save its international position and thus appear in some entirely new shape, unknown to the West – here he seems to be moving towards Revel’s vision, where America represents a laboratory of new possibilities. Baudrillard, too, recognizes its distinguishing feature in the “unprecedented materialization of models.” Both, however, unlike Revel, seem to identify America’s distinct path with the creation of stories, fictions, with an “orgy of images” as Baudrillard puts it, or with what Maçaes calls virtualism.

In his article on History Has Begun, John Gray highlights that Maçaes’ analysis “focuses on shifts in human consciousness, but it is changes in the material world that will be decisive in shaping the next stage in history.”[4] In a world that has so clearly recognized – first during the pandemic, then after the Russian invasion of Ukraine – how important the world of atoms is, the thesis of the future reign of virtualism seems to rest on dubious foundations. In today’s context of “resource nationalism,” where there is a renewed focus on industrial policy and on pushing forward the technological frontier, it is crucial to contemplate whether America’s transformation into what Maçaes describes as a “society of stories” could be seen as decadent.

Ross Douthat concludes that virtualism, which Maçaes considers as the essence of the new American civilization and a manifestation of its vitality, is merely a transitional period[5]. Other thinkers reflecting on contemporary America, such as Tyler Cowen, Peter Thiel and others – for example the progress studies movement – also regard this stage of American civilization as an era of crisis, the symptoms of which they group under the common denominator of the Great Stagnation.

On this particular point, there is a key difference between Maçaes’ thinking and the reflections from Without Marx or Jesus. For Revel, economic growth and technological development constitute necessary conditions for America’s revolutionary dynamism. Without them, the problems plaguing modern America cannot be solved, and without the ability to solve them – America, in Revel’s interpretation, will cease to be itself, that is, a society-laboratory. History has Begun convinces us that this period of technological slowdown, deceleration of productivity and flight towards what Maçaes describes as “artificiality” – and what the Chinese perceive as “spiritual opium” – is the beginning of America’s “highest period”. The proliferation of fictions that fascinates the Portuguese thinker, inextricably linked to a world where social media and virtuality are considered the pinnacle of technological progress, means for the U.S., to quote Cowen’s The Complacent Class, “essentially a low-innovation mode of existence.” It would be hard to argue that the internet platforms that make it possible to fabricate these “plots” “are doing the most important work pushing forward our technologically-accelerating civilization.”[6]

For all its diversity and mind-boggling variety, virtualism represents the force of stasis. It is difficult to consider it as anything other than the exhaustion of the revolutionary dynamism that made America, according to Revel, a society capable of creating cultural and political prototypes. Maçaes is correct in suggesting that the intoxication with virtualism may be a feature particular to the U.S. However, it cannot be denied that it could lead the country down the path of decline, especially if its geopolitical rivals reject it. For China, as Dan Wang notes, “hard tech is more valuable than products that take us more deeply into the digital world.”[7]

After the publication of Revel's book, The Anti-American Obsession, the renowned Belgian sinologist Simon Leys wrote a letter to the author. He confessed that although his arguments convince him, he cannot get rid of some doubts: “How not to be afraid of America, he asks, and above all not to be afraid for America?” While many are afraid that America slides deeper into decadence during this period of transition, others worry what shape it will take when it comes out of it. Of the many questions that the 21st century will answer, it is one of the most fascinating.




Notes
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Wizard's First Rule, and the Sword of Truth Series

A Brief Review of a Ten Thousand Page Series

There are many ways I can describe this series. Most of them are not good.


	Violent, deranged, and sociopathic

	Schlocky fantasy cliche

	Creepy rape fetish fuel

	Shameless ripoff, possibly to the point of plagiarism

	Nonstop preaching from a crazy man with reprehensible political opinions

	The most extreme "Gary Stu" I've ever seen outside of fanfiction or parodies

	The result of what happens when you give book contract to a guy who's never         written before and barely reads books, and that book somehow becomes         a best seller, and then he has to follow it up with a new novel every year forever

	A warning story for why G.R.R.Martin and other such writers are better off waiting         as long as it takes to finish sequels, rather than just shoveling out something to get it done



Nonetheless… I still quite enjoy the first book of the series, Wizard’s First Rule. The rest of the series not so much. It's a strange case where the author's writing got worse, or at least less interesting, as he gained experience. I wrote this long review to figure out why that is, and why this first book so fascinates me. It's an interesting case of how flawed but passionate art can be so much more interesting than a more professional approach. It's also interesting to consider just how this book came to be, because I suspect the reality is a bit different than how the dust jacket blurb describes it.

(This review will obviously have spoilers for Wizard's First Rule and the Sword of Truth series. Also some mild spoilers for the Wheel of Time series. Personally I think it’s silly to avoid spoilers for a 20+ year old book, and I don’t think knowing the basic plot will hurt your enjoyment if you do decide to read them.)

Part I: The Business of Epic Fantasy Novels

Wizards First Rule came out in 1994. The author, Terry Goodkind, claims that he wrote it by isolating himself in a cabin, slamming out a manuscript, and having it accepted on his first try for a massive advance, despite having little writing experience and also having dyslexia that made him struggle with reading his whole life. He also claims that he never read any other fantasy novels at all. Oh, and he denies that his books are in the fantasy genre at all.

I have some doubts about that story. Frankly it sounds more like the backstory for a fantasy character than any real author story I've ever read. This book has too many tropes pulled from the general fantasy genre for it to have been written without inspiration. Also, despite the book's flaws, it's too polished to have been written by a first-timer with zero experience or training, and the writing quality seems to get worse in his later books. And regardless of quality, there are very few people who suddenly wake up one day and start slamming out long novels one-per-year almost every year, without prior writing experience.

My guess- and this is pure speculation- is that TOR used a ghostwriter to write a generic fantasy novel and blueprint, while using Goodkind for his original ideas, fight scenes, and to promote him as a quirky celebrity fantasy author. With a fierce scowl and his trademark "yeard" (he made up the term himself for his ponytail/beard combination) he certainly *looks* the part. The novel lurches back and forth the most generic fantasy tropes, and some genuinely original parts. The latter tend to be more violent, more passionately written, and feel out of place in a fantasy novel. It makes for crazy plot twists, but the more workmanlike writing of the generic fantasy plot keeps it all hanging together. I would really like to know if there's anyone who worked at TOR at that time who could shed light on whether my suspicions of a ghostwriter are correct. Or maybe Terry Goodkind is just a one-hit wonder who followed it up with a lot of mediocre pulp, and I'm a jerk for casting doubts on his integrity.

In 1994, the epic fantasy genre was in full swing. There had, of course, been many pulp fantasy novels following in the wake of Tolkien. But in 1994, Robert Jordan's Wheel of Time series had made a huge splash after starting in 1990, showing a huge demand for a more sprawling, detailed, and militaristic fantasy world than what earlier Tolkien-inspired works had done. Earlier examples included The Riftwar Cycle and Dragonlance books published during the 80s, not to mention a huge amount of video games and TTRPGs, particularly DnD. The Dragonlance novels built a world based on elements from DnD, with some characters literally made up during a DnD session. But the Wheel of Time series really stole the show. It managed to be both familiar enough for fantasy readers to pick it up easily, but also original enough to stand on its own outside the shadow of Tolkien and DnD. Gamers were buying up its massive, pricey hardcover volumes in droves, eager to find out new details of its meticulously designed fantasy world and the latest plot twists in its serpentine saga of adventure, politics, and war. It sold 40,000 copies its first year (a huge number for a brand-new series from a non-famous author) and went on to sell millions more.

So... why not do the same thing? If there's a market for one 90s American military fantasy series, why not two? At least that's what the publishers at TOR must have thought, because they snapped up Wizards First Rule right away, and turned it into another long-running series, each with large expensive hard-cover volumes. This is also when G.R.R. Martin was working on A Game of Thrones, although he didn't finish his book until 1997. JK Rowling was likewise working on her Harry Potter books.

The plan worked. Wizard's First Rule became an instant best seller. It sold 100,000 copies the first year, an even faster start than the first first Wheel of Time book, The Eye of the World. The Sword of Truth series as a whole has sold over 10 million copies, which is a huge number by any metric, but still dwarfed by the 70 million copies sold by the Wheel of Time series. WoT also gets more attention in general- a video game series in the 90s, a recent high-budget Amazon show, and much more overall fame in the fantasy community. SoT is very much the "also ran" to WoT, but it was a strong contender during the 90s. Personally I prefer the WoT series much better overall, but I find its first book tedious, as you might expect from an author with great ideas but still finding his stride. For SoT it's the opposite: the first book is a banger, but the rest of the series is mediocre, which is reflected in the series' sales and overall reception. And also, perhaps, what you might get when an author used up all his original ideas in the first novel and he was left to either turn over everything to ghost writers in subsequent novels, or try to force himself to copy their style.

Part II: The Fine Line Between Trope and Plagiarism

Now for the hot topic. Did SoT plagiarize WoT? Well… that's a tough question, which has been debated endlessly in fan communities ever since it debuted. There are obvious similarities, but to some extent that's expected from any mass-market fantasy genre book. Putting in a military emphasis isn't exactly a one-of-a-kind unique idea, and once you do that, a lot of the other ideas follow naturally (like having detailed magic systems designed for war, or the political interactions between magic users, regular soldiers, rulers, and civilians). There's also a dragon featured prominently on the front cover of WFR, even though it's a minor part of the book, because apparently every fantasy novel is legally required to have a dragon. The main character of WoT is nicknamed "The Dragon Reborn" for the same reason.

But there are some other similarities that are harder to explain away. Most notably:


	
Both series have a sharply gendered magic system, with different magic and         different organizations for men and women. There are a lot of plot         turns driven by "battle of the sexes" bickering between men and women. Basically these are gender stereotypes but with magic (men crush their opponents with direct magical attacks, while women wear them down with indirect attacks, that sort of thing). It's hokey, but it's still fun reading as long as you don't take it too         seriously. Of course there are many, many other books about the differences between men and women, but this is the most         notable feature of the magic in the Wheel of Time series, so it's odd to see another series using that angle just a few years after the WoT books were published. Note that this is only vaguely implied in Wizard's First Rule, but becomes explicit in the later         books.



	
Both series use magical collars to force magic users into captivity. Magical collars         aren't unique to these books of course- the "Gor" books in particular use them prominently, as have many other fantasy books- but the details of how they work in these books are almost identical.



	
Both series set up the ultimate "big bad" as a thinly-veiled version of Satan. It's "Shai'tan" or "The Dark One" in Wheel of Time, and "The Keeper of the Underworld" or "the Nameless One" in Sword of Truth. Both are godlike evil entities long-ago imprisoned by a benevolent force called "The Creator."         There's also an evil magic power associated with both series' versions of Satan. Again, hardly an original idea to use inspiration         from Christian stories (Tolkien certainly did), but it's odd to see two works under the same publisher use the same idea, almost word-for-word, at the same time.





There are many other similarities one could list, but those three are the most specific and egregious. The other similarities tend to fall under general fantasy tropes (for example, they both have an orphaned main character living in isolation suddenly find out that he is the chosen one from prophecy, with a mysterious figure showing up to teach him about his magical power that will unlock his great destiny). Some angry WoT fans have compiled lists of all the points in common to try to prove plagiarism, and while I do agree it's suspicious that they have so many commonalities, I find it hard to call plagiarism on any of these tropes that have been used so many times before by other well-known fantasy works. The three I listed above are more suspicious because of how specific they are, as well as central to the main plot. I think they could be justified under the same defense- namely, they each have their own page on TVTropes with dozens of examples. (Gender Restricted Ability, Shock Collar, and Satan correspondingly). Still, it's highly suspicious, and I'm surprised that the editors at TOR didn't object to publishing two such similar series at the same time, even if it was just two people having the same idea.

But there are many other fantasy series with details in common with SoT. If I were to accuse SoT of plagiarism, the series that comes to mind is one from 1977- The Sword of Shannara. It was also an Epic Fantasy Novel (aka pulp fantasy), inspired by (aping) Tolkien, and written by an author with little experience. It was accused of copying too many elements from Tolkien, but was nonetheless popular when it came out. Its eponymous sword is a magical sword with- wait for it- the power of truth. It has a magical power that can force anyone to confront the truth of their own lies. In other words, it's a magical sword of truth. Now *that's* a plagiarism claim!

(In case you're wondering- spoiler!- the titular Sword of Shannara reveals some sort of absolute, objective truth, which is independent from all human reasoning or perspective. There's no quibbling about differences in interpretation- it just works by magic, OK? And this magical truth sword kills the big bad evil guy, an undead spirit, by forcing him to confront the truth that he was dead all along. It's all pretty cheesy and schlocky, but nonetheless a fun read as long as you don't question it too closely.)

Ironically, the Sword of Truth in its eponymous series doesn't have any magical truth powers. Instead, it fuels the user with a bloodlust that generates superhuman strength, allowing it to cut through anything, even steel. It will kill anyone that the user thinks is guilty, regardless of actual truth. In theory the user is the "Seeker of Truth" and is an expert at finding the truth, but he doesn't have any magical powers for that; he's just using regular human reasoning. If he makes a mistake, then he kills someone innocent. His mentor figure encourages him to use violence when he thinks there's even a possibility of guilt, rather than waiting for certainty. Given how violent the setting and plot of the book are, this turns the magical Mcguffin into something more like a Chainsaw of Murder than a Sword of Truth.

These sort of contradictions are why I find Wizard's First Rule such a fascinating book. On the one hand, it's a more mature approach to the concept of "truth." There is no magical shortcut, you have to figure it out for yourself by thinking and hard detective work, and sometimes you get it wrong. On the other hand, this also takes away the fantasy of magical truth. You don't need a magic sword to hurt people that you think are guilty, you can do that with just a regular sword. So why bother even making it magic? The story veers from one extreme to the other; sometimes it fully embraces the most worn-out fantasy cliches, other times it rejects them for no reason. It's almost a parody of the fantasy genre, except that the whole thing is painfully serious. It's a mess, but it raises interesting questions.

It's not just fantasy cliches either- Wizard's First Rule takes an extended tour through supermarket romance land (and, not coincidentally, is often sold on supermarket shelves next to romance books, where I rarely see Wheel of Time books). The main hero, Richard, is a buff manly-man who grew up with just a father and brother (his mother died early), and never had any love interest. He has no women in his life at all- this is even magically confirmed in one of the later books. That is, until he meets the heroine, Kahlan, who is equally gender-isolated (just a mother and sisters. A side effect of her magical power prevents her from having love affairs or male relatives). She appears out of nowhere, running through the woods while wearing an elegant white dress. Somehow she's still gorgeous and the dress is still pure white despite being on the run through the wilderness for days. Richard falls in love at first sight. She's also a damsel in distress, getting chased by four bad men (you just *know* from looking at them that they're bad, so Richard feels no hesitation or remorse about killing them), and so their first meeting involves him saving her life. Plus saving her from rape. That will be a recurring note in the series…

This is another weird contradiction that adds flavor to the book. Based on fantasy archetypes, Kahlan is a powerful female magic user to contrast Richard's physical strength (https://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php/Main/MagicIsFeminine). Her magic power is kept hidden from Richard (and us) as a mystery, but it's clearly something powerful. She doesn't have to learn to use her magic or anything, in fact she has to struggle to keep it contained. She's also the unquestioned ruler of her land who has supreme authority over all, including the power to make queens bow on command. And she's been everywhere, knows everyone, and can speak everyone's native language. And she's a stone-cold badass who can lead armies in combat with genius strategies while outfighting a dozen bad guys. And yet… she's still somehow a helpless damsel in distress who needs Richard to save her from anything important (which is any villain with a name, or any main plot arc). I won't blame you if you think this is all stupid and sexist, but it still makes for an exciting plot.

Part III. Going Through the Plot, Blow by Blow, or at Least the Most Interesting Blows

(Major spoilers in this section)

Kahlen tells Richard that the big evil guy, Darken Rahl (dark thrall?), is an evil wizard/warlord who is using some sort of evil magic, in addition to his evil armies, to take over the world. She brings no evidence for this, but she's the romantic lead heroine, so we must trust her absolutely. And did I mention that he's evil? His main hobbies are murder, rape, and torturing little boys, all of which the book describes in excruciating detail. In order for his evil magic to work, he needs a magic box called the Box of Orden. And since he’s so obviously evil, the good people must do whatever is necessary to stop him from getting that magic box. The world is divided into three areas, with Richard off in Westland where there's no magic. Kahlan, from the Midlands, made a hazardous journey across the magical border into Westland because her wizards believed that the world's greatest wizard was hiding in Westland, and that this wizard would appoint a Seeker of Truth who would be able to track down the Box of Orden with the magical Sword of Truth and defeat Darken Rahl (who comes from the eastern land called D'Hara). By an astonishing coincidence, the exact man she's looking for is the very first man she runs into- Richard's grandfather Zedd is the great wizard, and he appoints Richard as the Seeker of Truth, giving him the magic sword.

Sounds like a classic fantasy plot, right? A bit cliche, but sometimes things are cliche because they work well. But then Wizard's First Rule tries to outsmart itself, and it all falls into a hot mess. Since the Sword of Truth has no magical powers that don't involve killing people, they're stuck tracking down the box without any magical help. And Richard is less than useless- he doesn't know where the box is, he doesn't have any (apparent) magical powers, and he grew up in an isolated magic-free zone so he knows even less about magic than any random person from Kahlan's Midlands would. And they have to cross the dangerous magic barrier just to get back! The first third of the novel is heavily driven by their efforts just to recross the barrier- Richard ends up going in and out five times because he has to save others who fall in. At first the barrier was a big spooky thing with evil spirits that try to suck you in, but after the third trip I was getting impatient.

I find myself conflicted. It might sound like I'm bashing the book a lot, because there's a lot to make fun of here. But I also think it's fascinating! You've got this powerful magic super-queen, who has given up everything on a desperate plan to search for a legendary hero. All of her own wizards killed themselves so that she could get here, so she's left with nothing. It was a wild, desperate plan, which only worked out by extreme luck, except it turns out that the "legendary" man she's looking for can't actually help her. The legends were overblown, and he's just some seemingly average guy with a magic sword that's a lot less powerful than her own magic. That's a great twist on the magical-savior cliche. I would have liked to read a different book about what Kahlan would do on her own, given this crushing setback.

But, no. The book then veers back again into cliches and tropes, both fantasy and romance. Despite all her powers, Kahlan is still a damsel in distress who needs a hero to save her. Richard is the hero and the chosen one, so despite not having any useful powers or even basic knowledge about where they're going, he's still able to overcome all obstacles. Whether he's coming up with a clever scheme to outwit his opponents, or smashing them into bits with his sword, he is unstoppable at both. After they finally make it back into the Midlands (which, I remind you, is where Kahlan started, and which she knows better than almost anyone in the world because her job involves traveling everywhere), Richard tracks down the location of the box within a few weeks. It basically goes like this:

Richard: Are there any magical people near here who could use their magic to tell us where the box is?

Kahlan: Yes, there's a whole group of (Magical Native Americans) right by here

Richard: Great, let's do that. Why didn't you just ask them before?

Kahlan: I guess because they kill everyone who goes near them?

Richard: It'll be fine, I'll talk them into it.

Kahlan: You don't even speak their language. Luckily I do. And they know me, I'm a special exception to their "kill all outsiders" rule. In retrospect I probably should have gone to ask them instead of risking my life to go find you.

After roughly a week, Richard convinces them to not only not kill him, but also to love him so much they make him an honorary member of the Mud People (that's what they're called) and use their magic power to help him. The dialog here is *really* awkward, because not only are they a ridiculous mishmash of stereotypes, but it also has to keep mentioning that Kahlan is translating everything while Richard is the one who thinks of everything to say. Why couldn't Kahlan just go there and negotiate directly? They even recognize her as an important magical person with authority. There's really no need for Richard at all, except to give him something to do. That said, it's kind of funny to read about such a straightforward white savior/primitive tribe story. It's just *so* blatant. To give just one example out of many, apparently they've been living for thousands of years with leaky roofs because they don't know how to make a proper roof, so Richard fixes it up for them. He's not a roofer or anything, this is just common knowledge from his "modern" civilization (a fantasy medieval pastiche with no modern technology) that's supposed to wow the primitives.

Somehow this plan works (with some twists). Richard wins over the Mud people with his friendliness, and they offer him his choice of three hot babes so that he can marry into their tribe. But no, he's such a gentleman/virgin that he won't do that- the Romance tropes are stronger than the Boys Adventure tropes. So he whips up a plan to trick them all like idiots, making them think he has poison sperm since he's from the Westland where people eat poison, and joins with Kahlan instead. The Mud People use their magic power, which call the spirits of their ancestors, and they reveal that there's a witch living nearby who can tell them where the box is.

It's pretty contrived- the spirits can't say where the box is, they have to say where someone *else* is who can tell them. And luckily she's only a short trip away. This all sounds stupid when I write it out, but in the context of the story it works well. There's a real sense of danger, desperation, and frustration because we're constantly hearing about the evil deeds of the main villain, and how important it is to stop him quickly, we're running out of time, etc, so all of these delays and side trips are a *calamity*. When I read the book quickly, I found myself getting sucked into it and not caring about how contrived all the plot points are- I just wanted to know what happened next.

So they go to see the witch. Before then, Kahlan finally informs Richard (and us the readers) about what she is. It's been a big mystery until now- she has *some* sort of magic power but she won't say what it is. It turns out she's a "confessor" with the power to brainwash anyone by touching them, which creates an overwhelming love that turns them into her slave.

At this point the book has four different types of human magic users- wizards (Richard's mentor/grandfather, the main villain, and others who were killed), sorceresses (a mysterious old woman named Adie who helps them cross the barrier), confessors (Kahlan plus others who were all killed before the start of the story), and now this witch (her name is Shota). When I read it as a teenager, this hit me with a burning curiosity to find out more about this magical system. What exactly is the difference between a wizard, a witch, and a sorceress? Is one just the gender-swapped version of the other? Which kind is more powerful? Wizard's First Rule never answers these questions. It gives a few hints and details, but you're left to wonder about it on your own (as does Richard). It gives a wonderful sense of mystery to the magic.

Unfortunately, the later books in the series don't follow that approach. Instead they explain in great detail how the magic system works. In a nutshell: wizards are male, and sorceresses are female. Wizards are the most powerful, but they need the most training. Confessors only have a few specific powers they were given by wizards, so they can't do much. And there are no other witches except Shota, who only makes brief appearances. It's all nice and consistent, but it's also pretty boring (and some would say sexist, since the most powerful magic users are all male). This is one of the reasons that Wizard's First Rule is so much better than the rest of the series. I don't know if it was intentional, or an amateur oversight, or if they had to trim some explanations to shorten the book, but either way the limited information sets the mood. Having it all laid out like the class system in an RPG ruins the magical mysteries.

Back to the plot. They go to visit Shota. Again, Kahlan was well aware of this witch and could have gone there directly, but she just didn't think of that. Shota turns out to be a hot babe and flirts with Richard while threatening to kill Kahlan. Then she tells him where the box is, and implores him to do whatever is necessary to win because she's so scared of what will happen if Darken Rahl gets the box. Again this is all contrived and stupid. If she was so concerned, why didn't Shota seek him out earlier? Or grab the box herself using her magic? It's basically just in there so that Richard can look good by applying common sense (let's go ask the nearest person with powerful magic) and risk his life in an epic quest, plus have another beautiful woman throw herself at him (he again declines, because Kahlan who he met a few weeks ago is his one true love).

They leave Shota and go meet up with Zedd en route to the box. He was supposed to go with them from the start, but was conveniently injured so that Richard and Kahlan could go off alone looking cool, instead of them uselessly following along behind someone with overwhelming magic and knowledge. He reveals that Richard himself is- wait for it- a wizard! Or at least, has the power to someday become one. What a twist.

There are many stories like this about a young man learning he has magic powers. But the way it works in WFR is that Richard was able to trick Zedd with some wordplay. Apparently these sorts of tricks are a power that only wizards can use. The eponymous "Wizard's First Rule" is that people are stupid, and you can trick them with a lie that they either want to be true, or fear is true. It's almost like an educational TV segment- "Hey kids! You too can be a wizard! Try this at home! Lie to your friends and family! With this one weird trick you can con anyone into believing anything" - but that's a pretty weird lesson to be teaching kids. And it makes such a big deal about how this sort of thing, outsmarting other people, is the most important wizard's power and something only a natural-born wizard can do. It's not just a joke or a philosophy, but actual magic- except that gets undercut by how Zedd can also shoot magical fireballs and summon the spirits of his dead parents to reveal secret knowledge. Not to mention this kinda sucks for Kahlan- I guess she'll never be able to outsmart anyone because she wasn't born with the magical wizard power.

Again there's this collision between cliches, which makes the book a mess, but an oddly compelling mess. Zedd is always portrayed as a zany old weirdo who keeps many secrets. He kept everything he knew about magic secret from Richard all his life, supposedly for Richard's own protection. So you're left to wonder, is Zedd really telling the truth here? Maybe he always knew that Richard had magical power. Maybe he's making up this whole "Wizard's First Rule" thing because he doesn't want to teach Richard how to shoot magical fireballs quite yet. Maybe the whole thing is a joke, and Zedd is just playing it up as important because he doesn't want to admit he got punked by his grandson. Or maybe Zedd knows that they're up against an overwhelming foe and he just wants to give Richard a little morale support by pretending he did something really great. All of these are interesting possibilities to think about, and the book never gives any clear answers. But unfortunately the later books come back to this, and apparently Zedd was telling the literal truth here. Tricking people and shooting fireballs is part of the same magic, and something only a wizard can do. Don't ask why, it just be like that. This is another reason why I prefer the vague contradictions of Wizard's First Rule over the detailed world-building of the rest of the series.

So now they're finally all together, and back in the Midlands where Kahlan started. The gang is back together again, and they know where the box is! There's a real feeling of success at this point. Off they go to get it. Turns out it was taken by a queen who employs the world's only other living wizard. You'd think that would have been an obvious place to start looking, but apparently not. To be fair, there are a lot of magical spells for hiding things in this world- Zedd had a spell that made everyone forget his name and not recognize him as the great wizard. So I suppose it's not impossible that this other wizard, Giller, cast a spell to make everyone not think of looking at him for the box. But the book never mentions this at all, and in fact it switches to another PoV character, a small child, who works for the queen's daughter and is well aware of the box, so it doesn't seem like much of a secret.

If you stop to think about it, it makes Kahlan and her original wizards all look like idiots. But it's OK, there's enough action in the book that I didn't think of this stuff when I read it casually, I was swept up in the plot. Not to mention the odd violent scenes like how Richard uses the sword to murderize an illusionary version of Zedd, or the creepy dialogue where Zedd suggests murdering anyone who seems vaguely suspicious, including himself. This is also supposed to be somehow "educational," like "look how logical I am, that I am willing to Do What Must Be Done in order to save the world from terrible evil." All the violence and action really distract you from thinking too hard about the plot holes. I'm not being sarcastic- although I notice these plot holes, they don't bother me at all. I think too many authors focus too hard on making everything perfectly consistent, but inconsistency doesn't matter if it helps push an exciting story. I am willing to suspend disbelief as long as it's fun.

They walk into the castle where the box and the other wizard are. Zedd is armed with fearsome arcane magic. Kahlan demonstrates her authority as the supreme empress who makes queens bow down. Richard is just some guy with a sword, but he threatens to kill the queen's young daughter. Again, why is Richard here? He's totally unnecessary! He's more like a psychopath than the chosen one. But somehow this works out, and they get the box.

So hurray, the day is saved. Happy ending, that was easy. Except no, there's still about 1/3 of the book left. Richard randomly runs into his brother Michael, who by the way just happens to be the political leader of all the Westland. Richard is an idiot, and gives away the box, despite blatant foreshadowing from the first part of the book that Michael is evil (he was sexually harassing Kahlen when he met her, and giving weird creepy speeches about outlawing fire). So not only was their quest ridiculously roundabout (Kahlen could have just guessed that the box was with the one remaining wizard and gone to him directly) and unnecessary (the wizard was a double agent and had his own scheme to protect the box, which was successful), they end up making things worse by giving the box directly to their enemy. Snatching defeat from the jaws of victory!

Still, I empathize with the characters here. They were *trying* to do the right thing, and they weren't stupid, they were just desperate and in way over their head. I've had problems at work like this- I was really worried about a problem and didn't know how to solve it so I talked to Alice, and she didn't know either but she sent me to ask Bob, who told me to consult Carol, who informed me that Dave has actually been working on this problem the whole time and I'm just getting in his way. It's highly unconventional for the chosen one in a fantasy story to be so *useless*, but it's oddly realistic. I like this version of Richard much better then the uberman he becomes in the later books, who always makes the right choice and never make a mistake. I’m tempted to compare him to Indiana Jones in Raiders of the Lost Arc, who never made any great impact on the overall plot, but he served as our PoV for the grand adventure story.

(trigger warning for sexual violence)

Here's where the story takes another lurch into a different set of tropes, adding another interesting level of weirdness to the story. After giving away the box, Richard gets separated from his friends, and then captured by a mysterious magical woman sent by Darken Rahl. Apparently he has a whole group of sexy ladies called Mord Sith (Sith... that sounds familiar... to be fair this was before "Return of the Sith" came out, so you'd have to read Star Wars novels to know the name) whose job is to capture and torture magic users like Richard. She has some sort of counter magic that can control his, and use it to cause extreme pain. Plus she has a magical pain stick called an Agiel, which she uses to torture him.

And she does. At great length, and in gruesome detail. For about 200 pages, the book shifts into an S&M story about Richard getting captured, tortured, and humiliated by this magic dominatrix named Denna. And eventually she falls in love with him too. But first you have to hear about details like how she can draw blood, or break bones, or just cause pain without leaving a mark, and what all of this feels like, and how he at first tries to resist, then gives in, then goes insane, and eventually develops a split personality where half of him loves her for torturing him. The book was already quite dark and violent, but this amps it up to another level.

Oh, and they start a sexual relationship too. After some time, where Richard impresses Denna with his pain tolerance, she "takes him as her Mord-Sith mate" and takes his pants off. And... that's it, fade to black, end chapter. Reading it as a teenager I just with the flow and thought "oh, how horrible" because clearly that's what the book wants us to feel. The main character is being raped, and that's horrible. But re-reading it now as an adult it's so vague about this that it made me laugh. Why did the book shy away now, after all the gruesome torture scenes before this? Or all the other rape and murder descriptions earlier in the book? It's like a Hollywood PG-13 movie, where they can show as much violence as they want but are not allowed to show nudity, especially not male nudity.

I was left wondering what Denna actually *did* to Richard. Sorry for the uncomfortable topic, but this is an important part of the book, and its most distinctive. Did she just order him to have sex with her? By that point he was willingly following all her orders, so maybe that's it. On the other hand, he was so injured from torture that he could barely stand or stay conscious. Could he really get it up in that state? Also, the book tells us over and over how hot Denna is, so having sex with her doesn't exactly seem like the "ultimate punishment" that it's portrayed as. I'm not *at all* trying to justify female-on-male rape here; the book is quite right that it's horrific, it's just that there's a funny contrast in the writing between the gruesome details of the pain-torture vs. how shy it is about describing sex, and how it feels necessary to keep telling us how hot Denna is from Richard's PoV even while she's torturing him. It's a very mixed message here, albeit one you see a lot if you read certain types of fanfic, but it's rare to see it with a male main character getting dominated by a woman, and this is the only such example I can think of in a mass market fantasy novel. One of the later Wheel of Time books had a similar scene but it was much less extreme.

If I use my imagination, I can imagine Denna using the Agiel as a dildo and sticking it up Richard's ass. Sorry to be so blunt, but what else is there she could do as a sexual torture that's worse than anything else he's suffered? She's already stuck the Agiel in his ear and in his mouth- the book vividly describes both those acts. She did the ear thing on his first day. And it's clear that this is some sort of sexual act for her, not just more torture. I think she's pegging him with a strap-on magical pain stick, and the book shies away from describing it because it doesn't want to ruin Richard's image as a tough manly hero (as well as a virgin who's saving himself for his one true love, Kahlan). Not exactly the image that I expected to find in a pulp fantasy novel/male power fantasy! It's worth noting that the sequels have even more rape scenes, but it's exclusively male-on-female rape. Nothing like this ever happens to Richard again, and it's barely even mentioned that he might be traumatized, which is yet another way that the sequels are less interesting than this first book.

After a couple months of that, Richard is finally mind-broken and ready to be presented to Darken Rahl. Astute readers will note that his whole journey with Kahlen only took about one month, so he actually spends more time together with Denna than he does with his "one true love." Why did they want to mind-break him, you might ask? Well, partly just because the villains are evil- apparently they do this to prisoners all the time, just for fun, enough that they have a whole institution of professional torturers for this. But also it turns out that Richard's dear old dad (recently murdered by Darken Rahl) had him memorize a magic book when he was young. And that magic books just happens to be instructions for the magic that Darken Rahl is using, which he can't learn any other way. What a coincidence! This is eventually explained in the second book, but in Wizard's First Rule it just hangs there with no explanation. It's not exactly a cliffhanger or a plot hole, more like a mystery that the first book never got around to revealing.

Anyway, Richard confronts the big bad villain Darken Rahl. He uses his hidden wizard powers to restore his sanity from where he had magically sealed it away before being mind-broken by the torture (which sounds cheesy, but I liked this bit of mental magic). Darken Rahl just sort of gives up on torturing Richard, and lets him go, but with a magic spell to make him look like everyone's enemy. There's a brief interlude where Richard befriends a magical red dragon who flies him around, partly to fulfill the fantasy novel requirement to have at least one dragon, but also because Richard needed a plot device to move around faster. Richard finds out that his brother betrayed him, and then goes to Kahlen, who uses her power on him because the spell makes him look like Darken Rahl. Darken Rahl then captures them all, and forces Richard to read him the magic instructions by threatening Kahlan. All appears lost, but in the final twist, Richard reveals that his true love for Kahlan protected him from her power, and that he was able to trick Darken Rahl into killing himself by altering the magic instructions to switch which box was which. He did this using the Wizard's First Rule that Zedd taught him earlier, which apparently shows how a crafty lie is more powerful than the most powerful magic rituals. By opening the wrong box, Darken Rahl kills himself. As he’s dying, Darken Rahl and Zedd reveal that Darken Rahl was actually Richard's real father, because he raped Richard's mother. The end, and they all lived unhappily ever after.

I'm very conflicted on this ending. It's very clever- it ties up all the main characters and plot details from the story together, and instantly resolves everything from certain defeat to instant victory. It defeats the villain without resorting to a deus ex machina or sudden new magic powers. The narrative is mostly told from Richard's PoV, but this part is from Zedd's, so it keeps Richard's thoughts a secret from the readers until the twist is revealed. And I guess if you make "Wizard's First Rule" the title of your book, it damn well better be important to the story.

On the other hand, it's just a little too "cute,” which makes it an awkward contrast to the rest of the book. I'm afraid my review is lowballing just how violent this book is. Almost every chapter has people getting killed, with grimdark descriptions like "chunks of brain flew from the tip of his sword" or "the magical flame was alive with purpose, and it melted the flesh from his bones as he writhed in agony for days". So I laughed a bit when the big evil is finally defeated by a combination of "the power of love" and "ha, jokes on you! I switched the boxes when you weren't looking!". It's almost like the poison cup scene in The Princess Bride. That's a wonderful scene, but it just doesn't fit for such a dark, serious book like Wizard's First Rule. But that odd mixture of grimdark military realism and fantasy romance gives this book a unique flavor. The sequels lose almost any sense of levity, so they're more logically consistent, but they're a real slog to read through even if you're in the mood for grimdark military porn.

Part IV: The Flaws Make it Interesting

I was inspired to write this after reading this review. He only read the beginning, and focuses mostly on the technical points of why the writing is bad (mostly that the voice is too distant from the main character to be emotionally compelling, and that it makes readers work too hard to figure out what's going on). I agree with most of his criticisms, and yet… I find myself thinking that those "problems" are part of why this novel works so well. "Work to figure out what's going on" is another way to say "keeps you turning pages to find out what will happen next." Keeping us distant from the main character allows us to be surprised by all the weird things he does, and also makes us less horrified by him killing people or getting tortured.

Zen has a word for this effect: Wabi-Sabi. If you're not into Zen, you might remember it from that one King of the Hill episode. A small flaw can, paradoxically, make the greater whole shine brighter, like a missing rhyme in a poem or the personal touches of a home-cooked meal. Wizard's First Rule has this in spades.  The careful, professional, polished fantasy tropes are offset by whatever weirdness the author felt like throwing in. It made me rethink my entire concept of what makes fiction "good" or enjoyable.

Part of what I like is the general frenzy of amateur enthusiasm throughout the whole book, and the "bad" writing is part of that. You can tell it was written as a passion project. The later books (perhaps with more help from ghostwriters) are more logical and coherent, but it just makes them boring. Frankly, most of them are stale rehashes of the same plot. Instead of an interesting protagonist who makes odd, unpredictable, sometimes stupid decisions, you get Mr. Perfect slaying all his foes while preaching at us. The author learns to communicate his ideas more clearly, and it turns out I hate his ideas. I do not agree, at all, with his politics or his general sense of philosophy (it turns out he was a big fan of Ayn Rand), and the later novels hammer that beat relentlessly. It was much more interesting when he was struggling to express himself!

It might be interesting to try a collaborative, or even antagonistic approach to book writing. Bring together one experienced writer with one who is brand-new but has some interesting ideas. Make them both hash out a book together, with the stipulation that (a) it has to be a certain length and get done on a deadline and (b) they can both add whatever they want, they can't take away what the other wrote. Let the new author focus on coming up with exciting, original ideas, while the experienced author turns them into a readable manuscript (and have an editor pass over it at the end). I have no idea how that would turn out, but that's the impression I get from reading and re-reading this book and, in my opinion, it makes for one hell of a ride.

Rather than one single clear narrative, Wizard's First Rule is a fascinating mixture of at least four different stories all mixed together. One part stock fantasy swords and sorcery with an extra helping of violence, one part fairy-tale romance, one part sexual fantasy with a strong S&M kink, and one part great-man hero worship that tries very hard to justify killing people. I wouldn't want to read any one of those stories on its own, but this book caught lightning in a bottle by combining all of them. Give it a try if you're ever in the mood to read a great hot mess of a 90s fantasy epic, and spare a moment to think about how sometimes flaws can make art better.




Zuozhuan

[This is one of the finalists in the 2023 book review contest, written by an ACX reader who will remain anonymous until after voting is done. 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 Fall

To tell the story of the fall of a realm, it’s best to start with its rise.

More than three thousand years ago, the Shang dynasty ruled the Chinese heartland. They raised a sprawling capital out of the yellow plains, and cast magnificent ritual vessels from bronze. One of the criteria of civilization is writing, and they had the first Chinese writing, incising questions on turtle shells and ox scapulae, applying a heated rod, and reading the response of the spirits in the pattern of cracks. “This year will Shang receive good harvest?” “Is the sick stomach due to ancestral harm?” “Offer three hundred Qiang prisoners to [the deceased] Father Ding?” The kings of Shang maintained a hegemony over their neighbors through military prowess, and sacrificed war captives from their campaigns totaling in the tens of thousands for the favor of their ancestors. 

But the Shang faced growing threat from the Zhou, a once-subordinate people from west beyond the mountains. Inspired by a rare conjunction of the planets in 1059 BC, the Zhou declared that there was such a thing as the Mandate of Heaven, a divine right to rule—and while the Shang had once held it, their misrule and immorality had forced the Mandate to pass to the Zhou. Thirteen years later, the Zhou and their allies defeated the Shang in battle, seized their capital, drove their king to suicide, and supplanted them as overlords of the Central Plains.

If the Shang were goth jocks, the Zhou were prep nerds. In grave goods, food-serving vessels replaced wine vessels. Mass human sacrifice disappeared, while bureaucracy expanded. The Shang lacked the state power to administer their surrounding subject peoples so much as intimidate them into line; the Zhou, galvanized by a rebellion not long after the conquest, put serious thought into consolidating their control. While the king remained in the west to rule over the original Zhou lands, he sent relatives and allies east into the conquered territories to establish colonies at strategically important locations, anchoring Zhou rule in a sprawling network of hereditary regional lords bound together by blood, marriage, custom, and ancestor worship of the Heaven-blessed founding Zhou kings.

For generations, the system worked, ensuring military successes at the borders and stability in the interior. The first reigns of the dynasty became a golden age in the cultural imagination for thousands of years. But by the dynasty’s second century, barbarian incursions were putting the state on the defensive, and surviving records hint at waning control over the regional lords and power struggles at court. 771 BC marked a breaking point, when barbarians allied with disgruntled nobles to overrun the royal domain and kill King You of Zhou.

Legend has it that the king was bewitched by his new consort, a melancholy beauty born from a virgin impregnated by the touch of a black salamander. Desperate to make her laugh, the king pranked his lords by lighting the beacon fires intended to summon them in case of invasion. When she delighted at the sight, he kept playing the same trick until the lords got sick of him and stopped coming, which doomed him when the barbarians actually invaded. 

But the historical reality seems to be the usual sordid political struggle around a new consort—and heir—threatening the power of the old one. The original queen’s powerful father allied with barbarians to root out the upstart, only to get maybe more than he bargained for. Sure, he put his grandkid on the throne in the end, but the royal house had been devastated. It would never regain the ancestral lands it had lost to the barbarians, the direct holdings that filled its treasury and provided for its armies. The king retreated east into the Central Plains, playing ground of lords that were now more powerful than him. While the royal line remained symbolically important, as holder of the Mandate of Heaven from which all the states derived their legitimacy, the loss of central authority in every other sense would unleash centuries of intensifying interstate warfare and upheaval.

This is the world of the Spring and Autumn Annals, and the Zuozhuan.

The Spring

“Spring and Autumn Annals” is a bit of a redundant translation, since ”spring and autumn” was just an old way of saying “year,” and thus, “annals.” And technically, there were multiple Spring and Autumn Annals—every state kept, in addition to court and administrative documents, its own laconic record of each year’s wars, diplomacy, natural phenomena, major rites, and notable deaths. But the state of Lu’s is special, because Confucius was from Lu. He’s said to have personally edited and compiled the extant version of its 242-year-long Spring and Autumn, loading each character with weighty yet subtle moral deliberation. This ensured it a place in the Confucian canon, and its survival where every other state’s annals have been lost to time. The era that it covers is named the Spring and Autumn period after the text, not the other way around.

Taken on its own, though, the Annals is little more than a list of dry facts. For example, the first year reads:


The first year, spring, the royal first month.

In the third month, our lord and Zhu Yifu swore a covenant at Mie.

In summer, in the fifth month, the Liege of Zheng overcame Duan at Yan.

In autumn, in the seventh month, the Heaven-appointed king sent his steward Xuan to us to present the funeral equipment for Lord Hui and Zhong Zi.

In the ninth month, we swore a covenant with a Song leader at Su.

In winter, in the twelfth month, the Zhai Liege came.

Gongzi Yishi died.



Who is Zhu Yifu? Who’s Duan? What’s all this about “overcoming”? Where does the moral deliberation come in? This canon badly needs meta, and the most notable of the ancient commentaries written for the Spring and Autumn Annals is the Zuozhuan. Ten times as long as the text it’s for, the Zuozhuan is the flesh on the Annals’ bare bones, one of the foundational works of ancient Chinese literature and history-writing in its own right.

While tradition attributes the text’s authorship to Zuo Qiuming, a contemporary of Confucius, most modern historians date its compilation to the century after. In its extant form, it’s presented interleaved with the Annals, so that after the Annals’ account of each year, with entries such as…


In summer, in the sixth month, on the yiyou day (26), Gongzi Guisheng of Zheng assassinated his ruler, Yi.



…you have the Zuozhuan’s account of the year, mostly composed of elaborations upon the above entries, such as:


The leaders of Chu presented a large turtle to Lord Ling of Zheng. Gongzi Song and Gongzi Guisheng were about to have an audience with the lord. Gongzi Song’s index finger moved involuntarily. He showed it to Gongzi Guisheng and said, “On other days when my finger did this, I always without fail got to taste something extraordinary.” As they entered, the cook was about to take the turtle apart. They looked at each other and smiled. The lord asked why, and Gongzi Guisheng told him. When the lord had the high officers partake of the turtle, he called Gongzi Song forward but did not give him any. Furious, Gongzi Song dipped his finger into the cauldron, tasted the turtle, and left. The lord was so enraged that he wanted to kill Gongzi Song. Gongzi Song plotted with Gongzi Guisheng to act first. Gongzi Guisheng said, “Even with an aging domestic animal, one is reluctant to kill it. How much more so then with the ruler?” Gongzi Song turned things around and slandered Gongzi Guisheng. Gongzi Guisheng became fearful and complied with him. In the summer, they assassinated Lord Ling.

The text says, “Gongzi Guisheng of Zheng assassinated his ruler, Yi”: this is because he fell short in weighing the odds. The noble man said, “To be benevolent without martial valor is to achieve nothing.” In all cases when a ruler is assassinated, naming the ruler [with his personal name rather than his title] means that he violated the way of rulership; naming the subject means that the blame lies with him.



There’s a few too many mythological creatures and just-so stories for the Zuozhuan to be taken entirely at face value, but it’s clear that its creator(s) had access to diverse now-lost records for the era portrayed. For example, some of the events show a two-month dating discrepancy—one of the states used a different calendar, and most likely the creator(s) overlooked the difference when borrowing from sources from that state. While the overall level of historical rigor versus 4th century BC authorial invention remains under heated debate, the Zuozhuan is undeniably the most comprehensive written source on its era that we have. 

And importantly, it’s enjoyable. 

You can think of the Zuozhuan as the Gene Wolfe of ancient historical works. It’s not an easy read, especially in translation, where names that are visibly distinct in the original (e.g. 季, 急, 姬, etc.) all get unhelpfully collapsed into one transliteration (Ji). The work drops you into a whirl of nouns and events, some of them one-off asides, others part of long-running narrative threads that might only surface again decades of entries later. While a casual readthrough still offers plenty of rewards, putting together all the subtext, references, and connections between entries is an endeavor that’s occupied readers for millennia. Your unreliable narrator remains enigmatic on most of the events he presents, leaving interpretation as an exercise for the reader; when he does speak, either directly or in the voice of the “noble man”, he can raise more questions than he answers. For one, the rule about the naming of an assassinated ruler largely holds in the Annals, but seems to have some notable exceptions.

But if you’re willing to plunge in, the work offers an experience unlike anything else. To read the Zuozhuan is to gaze through a dark kaleidoscope at an alien, fascinating world in turmoil, to freewheel through wars,


As they were about to do battle, Gongsun Xia ordered his troops to sing “The Funeral of Yu.” Chen Ni ordered all his troops to hold jade in their mouths. Giving orders to his troops, Gongsun Hui said, “A length of rope for each man: in Wu they cut their hair short.” Dongguo Shu said, “If I go to war three times, I am certain to die. With this it comes to three.” He sent someone to pay his respects to Xian Shi with a zither, saying, “I will not see you again.” Chen Shu said, “In this march, I will hear the drums alone. I will not hear the bells.”



alliances,


Shen Baoxu [of Chu] went to Qin to plead for troops, saying, “Wu has become a huge boar or a long serpent that will swallow the domains above it. Chu is the first victim of its cruelty. My ruler, having failed to defend the altars of the domain, is now cast out upon the moors. He has sent his lowly servant to report this emergency and to say this: ‘The disposition of [Wu barbarians] is insatiable. Should they become your neighbors, my lord, then they will be a threat on your borders. So long as Wu has not yet firmly established its rule in Chu, you, my lord, should take a part of it. If Chu should then fall, it will come to be your territory. But if by your numinous power Chu should be preserved, then it will serve you for generations.” 

The Liege of Qin sent someone to decline, saying, “I have heard your request. For now, sir, take to your quarters. I will report to you after I have made my plans.” 

He replied, “With my ruler cast out upon the moors, and having not yet found shelter, how should I, a lowly subject, presume to take my ease?” He stood leaning against the wall of the audience hall wailing. Day and night he wailed without ceasing, and for seven days not a dipperful of water passed his lips. 

When Lord Ai of Qin recited “Naked” for him, he prostrated himself nine times and sat down. The Qin army then set out.



passions,


Earlier, Lord Xuan of Wei had consorted with Yi Jiang, a concubine of his deceased father Lord Zhuang, and she gave birth to Jizi. [...] They selected a wife for him in Qi, and she was beautiful, so Lord Xuan took her for himself. She gave birth to Shou and Shuo. [...] Yi Jiang hanged herself. 

Xuan Jiang, the woman from Qi, conspired with [her younger son] Shuo against Jizi. Lord Xuan sent Jizi to Qi and had brigands await him at Shen, where they were to kill him. [Her older son] Shou told Jizi of the plot, intending to make him flee, but Jizi was unwilling and said, “Of what use is the son who rejects his father’s command? If there were a domain without fathers, then I could flee there.” When Jizi was about to depart, Shou plied him with wine. Shou then carried his banner and went first. The brigands killed him. When Jizi arrived, he said, “I am the one you were after. What crime did he commit? Please kill me!” The bandits also killed him.



pettiness,


On the eve of battle, Hua Yuan [of Song] had slaughtered a sheep to feed his men, but his chariot driver Yang Zhen had been denied his portion. When it was time for battle, Yang said, “With yesterday’s mutton, you were in charge, but in today’s affair, I am in charge.” He drove the chariot into the ranks of the Zheng army, hence Song’s defeat.



ritual propriety, 


In the intercalary month, our lord did not announce the first day of the month: this was not in accordance with ritual propriety. We use the intercalary month to correct the seasons. We use the seasons to perform activities. We use activities to enrich the people’s livelihood. The way of providing the people with livelihood lies precisely in this! Not to announce the first day of an intercalary month is to cast aside timely governance. How could one serve the people by doing this?



supernatural goings-on,


In autumn, in the eighth month, on the dingmao day (13), a great affair was undertaken in the Grand Ancestral Temple. We elevated the tablet of [the more recent ruler] Lord Xi above that of Lord Min: this violated the order of sacrifices. At this time Xiafu Fuji was the master of ritual. He did reverence to Lord Xi, and then he declared what he had seen: “I saw that the new ghost is larger and the old ghost is smaller. To put the larger first and the smaller last is to follow the right order. To elevate sages and worthies is wise. To be wise and follow the right order is in accordance with ritual propriety”...



disputing ritual propriety,


…The noble man considered this a deviation from ritual propriety: “In the performance of ritual there is nothing that does not follow the right order. Sacrifices are among the great affairs of a domain. Can it be called ritual propriety to violate the right sacrificial order? [...] That is the reason it says in a Lu hymn,

Not taking our ease in spring and autumn,

We offer sacrifices without error

To the greatly august sovereign god on high,

To the august ancestor Lord Millet.

When the noble man calls this ‘proper ritual,’ he is saying that Lord Millet may be closer kin, but the god on high is placed before him. As it says in the Odes,

I will make inquiries of my paternal aunts

And then I will come to my elder sisters.

When the noble man calls this ‘proper ritual,’ he is saying that older sisters may be closer kin, but paternal aunts are placed before them.”

Confucius said, “In three acts Zang Wenzhong [the high minister in charge at the time] was ignoble in spirit and in three acts was unwise. He kept Zhan Qin in a lowly position, he abolished the six customs barriers, and his concubines wove rush mats for sale. These are three ignoble acts. He fashioned meaningless vessels, he allowed a violation of the sacrificial order, and he sacrificed to the seabird Yuanju. These are the three unwise acts.”



determinedly ignoring supernatural goings-on,


There was a great flood in Zheng, and dragons fought in the Wei pool outside the southern gate of the capital. The inhabitants of the capital asked permission to perform an expiatory sacrifice to them. Zichan would not permit it, saying, “When we fight, dragons take no notice of us, so why should we for our part take notice when dragons fight? You might exorcise them, but then the water is their home. We have nothing to ask of dragons, and dragons likewise have nothing to ask of us.” They therefore gave up the idea.



and the creative interpretation of omens.


The Prince of Jin dreamed that he was wrestling with the Master of Chu. The Master of Chu was bending over him and was sucking out his brains, and because of this the prince was afraid. Hu Yan said, “Auspicious! We are able to obtain Heaven’s blessings [by facing the sky] and Chu is [crouching on the ground] submitting to punishment for its crimes.”



Ministers with various viewpoints discourse at length upon history, governance, politics, custom, morality, and the nature of ghosts and spirits. Diplomatic envoys exchange veiled remarks with their hosts by singing odes from their shared cultural canon (many of which survive to this day, through another compilation associated with Confucius.) 

Scatters of vivid anecdotes sketch out conflicted, impressionistic portraits of the recurring historical figures. While the narrative certainly likes some people better than others, there’s always enough messiness in the events presented, and enough fondness for oblique judgment in the ancient Chinese historical tradition, to leave room for the reader to form their own opinion—even for Confucius himself. His purported judgments are scattered throughout the text of the Zuozhuan, but he also appears as an actual historical figure toward the end, a minister of the state of Lu, navigating between ideals and circumstances just like everyone else. In both cases, he proves more interesting and complex than the common perception of him—to the point of unsettling some commentators from later eras where Confucius had become a nigh-divine figure.


In summer, our lord met with the Prince of Qi[...]. As Confucius was assisting, Wang Meng said to the Prince of Qi, “Confucius understands ritual but lacks valor. If we have Lai men [from a conquered Yi, or “barbarian”, state] threaten the Prince of Lu with their weapons, we are certain to achieve our aims.” The Prince of Qi agreed with this plan. Retreating with our lord, Confucius said, “Men, use your weapons! The two rulers have come together with good cheer, yet captive Yi aliens are using their weapons to disrupt the meeting. This is not how the Prince of Qi should command the princes. Aliens should not plot against the [Zhou] domains, Yi should not disrupt the [Chinese] people, captives should not interfere with covenants, and weapons should not strain good cheer. These things are inauspicious with regard to the spirits, they are failures of propriety with regard to virtue, and they are shortcomings in ritual propriety with regard to other men. You, my lord, must not act in this way.” When the Prince of Qi heard this, he immediately sent the Lai men away.






Gongwei and his boy favorite Wang Yi were riding together [in battle]. They both died and both were given funerals. Confucius said, “Since Wang Yi was able to grasp the shield and dagger-axe in order to defend the altars of the domain, it would be right to mourn him as a grown man.”






When Qin Zhang heard that Zong Lu had died, he prepared to go and mourn for him. Confucius said, “He was a brigand for Qi Bao and an assassin for Gongmeng Zhi. Why should you mourn for him? The noble man does not earn his keep from a miscreant. He does not accept things from the rebellious. He does not taint himself with deviations for the sake of profit. He does not serve others with deviations of his own. He neither covers up unjust behavior nor commits deeds that are not in accord with ritual propriety.”






Lord Ling of Chen, Gongsun Ning, and Yi Hangfu all had liaisons with Xia Ji. They each wore her intimate garments under their robes, bantering about them in court. Xie Ye remonstrated with the lord: “When lords and ministers demonstrate their licentiousness, the people have nothing to look to as example. Moreover, the reports that spread as a result will not be good. You, my lord, should put away those garments!” The lord said, “I will be able to change my ways.” He told the two noblemen about this, and when the two requested to have Xie Ye killed, he did not stop them. They thus put Xie Ye to death.

Confucius said, “It says in the Odes,

When the people have many deviations,

Do not set up your own law against deviations!

Does this not describe Xie Ye?”’



The Commentary

There’s a lot of things you can say about the Zuozhuan, and most of them have probably been said already, with the two thousand years of further commentary it’s spawned. But I can offer this: it made me think about what it means to live in a world that’s falling apart.

Western Zhou, from the initial conquest to the fall of the capital, stood for 275 years—longer than the United States has existed. The decay of the system it created would take about as long. Decades went by before the weakness of the king fully sank in, and decades more before one powerful lord, seeing intensifying interstate warfare and barbarian threats, hit upon the idea of the position of hegemon: commanding the various states on behalf of the king, at least in name. But any interstate order he created died with him, and the scramble of the other lords to claim hegemon status for themselves ended with two major rival powers whose back-and-forth wars and demands for homage ravaged the smaller states trapped between them. One of those powers weakened due to internal turmoil (more below); the other was nearly destroyed by a new contender, a peripheral non-Sinitic kingdom—whose overextension led to its own destruction soon after by a different kingdom. An early lord of the Spring and Autumn period, upon overrunning a neighbor, merely installed a few loyal nobles before going home; by the end of the era, outright conquest of other Zhou states had become routine.

The breakdown of the old order between states was mirrored by the breakdown within. Of the first four rulers of Lu in the Zuozhuan, three were murdered. Just as the Zhou royal house lost control of its lords, its lords would lose control of their relatives and ministerial families; in many states, the lords devolved to helpless figureheads, while hereditary ministers competed with each other at the expense of the state. The most dramatic case was the state of Jin, which inaugurated the start of the Spring and Autumn period with a brutal multi-generational succession struggle; at that point, the king was still strong enough to intervene, but not strong enough to actually fix things. The eventually victorious usurping branch decided to prevent future succession struggles by slaughtering all the other branches and exiling any extraneous potential heirs…which, ironically, cleared the way for ministerial lineages to usurp power from a diminished ruling house. After lengthy infighting and multiple rounds of familial exterminations, the remaining three ministerial lineages would ultimately divide the state of Jin among themselves.

The Partition of Jin is often considered the end date of the Spring and Autumn period. States could and did destroy states before then, but the creation of new independent ruling lines was different. Granting rulership had been the prerogative of the king, through which the Mandate of Heaven flowed, some echo of the divine command to overthrow tyranny and build a virtuous order; now, there was increasingly little justification for rulership beyond the power required to seize it.

That set the tone for the Warring States period that followed. The interstate arena became a no-holds-barred all-against-all. States reformed into war machines that lived and died based on how many hundreds of thousands of conscript infantry they could push out onto a battlefield. New philosophies sought to make sense of a world that had burst through the bounds of existing ideas—the Warring States, for all its brutality, was an era of intellectual flourishing.

The Spring and Autumn period can appear the provincial, less glamorous era, next to the Warring States period with all its ambition, dynamism, and wandering men of talent full of new ideas to change the world. But that’s what makes the world of the Zuozhuan so oddly relatable.

For all that the Zuozhuan is accused of didacticism, I’d assert that the stories we have of the figures of the Warring States are even more so. In an era where Moloch reigns, there’s little room for fluff; stories have to be edited down, sleek and streamlined in the service of an agenda. Whereas the Zuozhuan, despite covering over two hundred years and thousands of figures with a word count lower than many fantasy trilogies’, is full of that human richness and messiness. People get squeamish and hangry and do dumb frivolous things (that they then implore the court scribe not to write down.) They make witty poetic references, and complain when the other person doesn’t get them. They politely decline when their grandmother wants to have sex with them (or, alternatively, get depressed when they find out their grandmother wants to murder them in favor of the hot grandson anyway.)

The collapse of the Zhou sociopolitical order wasn’t an abstract phenomenon. It permeated the lives of thinking, feeling human beings, who reacted as human beings were wont to do. Many of them understood themselves to live in a fallen age full of evils, and pondered at length what had gone wrong and how to fix things. It’s just that, as we can see from the lengthy speeches where they laid out their reasoning, the ideas that they knew were about as up to the task as chariots against artillery. Their conceptual maps could not grasp the territory.

I’ve seen one reader exclaim that the people of the Spring and Autumn era read like demonic spirits. Figures from even a century or two later argue from nice rational self-interest in ways that are comprehensible to us today, but for the people in the Zuozhuan, especially the early figures, the world spun on different axes. That’s not to say they didn’t understand self-interest, or that their high-flown speeches couldn’t disguise ruthless calculation, but they interfaced with the world through concepts like Heaven’s Mandate and ritual propriety, truly believed in them the way medieval Europe believed in Hell and heresy. Only, while medieval thinkers at least had ideas from the Classical world to draw on, the thinkers of the Spring and Autumn had no predecessors from more advanced societies than theirs. They were from a Bronze Age kin-based society forced to rapidly scale up by its own success, far beyond what their existing customs and worldview had evolved for. Later peripheral conquerors of China could at least copy the homework of the existing empire, but the Zhou conquered the Shang, whose rudimentary state had never managed more than loose hegemony beyond their core lands, a parochial project next to what the Zhou had committed to. In that light, it’s truly impressive that the Zhou were as successful as they were. 

And maybe it’s understandable that figures like Confucius are so preoccupied with quoting the classics and observing ritual propriety without “deviation”. Clearly their ancestors had done things right, because they’d built something unprecedented in China. There had been a time without endemic fratricidal violence, when the Zhou were a united people from the mountains to the sea. By inserting intercalary months according to ritual propriety, they could maintain the order of the calendar year, the plantings and harvests that sustained all of society. Surely, by arranging ancestral tablets and interpersonal relations according to ritual propriety, they could maintain the order of society.

Chinese philosophers from just a century or two later would think this was ludicrous. Zhuangzi would snark about dressing a monkey up in the robes of the first regent Duke of Zhou—it would only bite and tear the robes off. The world had changed; the golden age was forever gone, even if you aped its trappings. Lord Shang, the Legalist reformer, might’ve been the first to go deeper, theorizing that the pressures of growing population create new problems and require the development of new forms of governance. Certainly, with the ideas we have today, it’s clear that the golden age was completely unsustainable to begin with. 

The combination of elite polygyny and hereditary positions is a recipe for runaway elite overproduction. The golden age existed because, for the first generations after the conquest, the king could simply jettison all his younger sons and brothers with their entourages east to found new colonies. The Zhou could work with societal rules evolved for smaller groups, as long as there was opportunity to split off those smaller groups and send them elsewhere. 

But inevitably, the opportunity ended. The golden age would be romanticized as a time where no penal punishments had to be exacted on the populace for forty years, which likely means it was a time when everyone understood it was easier to take resources from non-Zhou populations than from one’s own people—one doubts Zhou’s neighbors would consider those years a golden age. But at some point the king necessarily started running out of territory to hand out to his supporters that didn’t already belong to other supporters, and the law of diminishing returns put an end to conquering more land. Simultaneously, the personal bond between the king and the established regional lords, at first the relationship between brothers, sons, and comrades-in-arms, would dilute over the generations to the relationship between distant cousins who paid occasional visits. Kinship ties and camaraderie had to be increasingly substituted with bureaucracy and coercion. It took nine generations before the king publicly boiled one of his lords alive to send a message.

And none of the thinking beings in the Zuozhuan, for all their debates and worrying about the world, could’ve understood the additional forces of change beginning to awaken in their own era. This period is also the beginning of China’s Iron Age, a prerequisite for the tools for increased agricultural production and the weapons for mass infantry that would enable the dynamics of the Warring States. And despite Confucius having a reputation as a hardcore traditionalist, he was actually in many ways one of the future. He belonged to the rising shi class—fallen nobles or enterprising commoners whose ties to land and lineage had been broken in the tumult of the Spring and Autumn, who moved between states freely and made their living serving the powerful as warriors, officials, and retainers. The great powers of the Warring States era would depend on an alliance of the ruler and the shi against the landed nobility to create a highly bureaucratized state that could directly wield its masses in war and agriculture. Most of the famous philosophers and ministers of this era would come from the shi.

At the same time, even if the traditionalists in the Zuozhuan put some ridiculous faith in ritual propriety, even if they couldn’t possibly have restored the old ways, were they wrong to fear what lay ahead? Most of them were from the landed warrior-noble lineages, who’d be made obsolete by the breakdown of the old world that they themselves had fueled. And the result of the Red Queen’s race between the states would be the destruction of every existing state—including Qin, the ostensible winner, which collapsed in two generations and saw its capital sacked, its ruling family exterminated, its archives torched. With it burnt almost all the remaining copies of the books and records from the states and the centuries before it. 

Later dynasties would turn to the Zhou classics as a source of legitimacy, but underneath the Confucian trappings, the empires would be built atop the Legalist structures forged in the fires of the Warring States. People tend to think of ancient cultures, and especially ancient Chinese culture, as a monolith—the eternal Middle Kingdom—but by then the ancients didn’t understand their ancients. This had something to do with Qin repressions and the burning of the archives, where huge amounts of material were forever lost, and what survived was often of dubious provenance. Scholars would accept later forgeries as genuine writings for millennia—I didn’t realize for the longest time that the Rites of Zhou was written during the Warring States and not Western Zhou. But that also goes to show the enormous gulf between the Zhou and their claimed inheritors, because no, it didn’t seem implausible that massive bureaucratic government departments named after seasons were more than wishful Confucianist utopian worldbuilding exercises. (And then later dynasties took the wishful Confucianist utopian worldbuilding exercises as actual governmental inspiration!) In effect, Chinese history can be divided into imperial and pre-imperial.

Good riddance, you might say. The Zhou were overhyped and their system ought to be put out of its misery. Surely the Warring States, with its Hundred Schools of Thought and fresh outlook, has more to offer us. But the thing is, I don’t think the Warring States is the best analogue for our own time.

The existing foundations of our world are damaged but not broken. For all the upheavals in recent years, I struggle to believe that the pace of change will slow, or that the ideas to truly make sense of these changes already exist. This is only the beginning, and the Zuozhuan gives a visceral sense of what that really means. Our culture wars will seem like people getting mad over ancestral tablet placements. People in the future will look at us the way we look at Ai Jiang weeping for her murdered sons, “Oh, Heaven! Xiangzhong violated the proper way. He killed the legitimate heir and established a secondary son.” There’s more than one layer of grief.

The Zuozhuan can’t provide satisfying answers. But it can provide a sense of perspective, and recognition. I can conclude with one further anecdote from the Zuozhuan, for the commentators to the commentary on the commentary to weigh as they see fit. In 536 BC, toward the end of the Spring and Autumn period, the state of Zheng cast a penal code in bronze. By the standards of the time, this was absolutely shocking, an upending of the existing order—to not only have a written law code, but to prepare it for public display so everyone could read it. A minister of a neighboring state wrote a lengthy protest to his friend Zichan (the dragon-ignorer), then the chief minister of Zheng:


“In the beginning I expected much from you, but now I no longer do so. Long ago, the former kings consulted about matters to decide them but did not make penal codes, for they feared that the people would become contentious. When they still could not manage the people, they fenced them in with dutifulness, bound them with governance, employed them with ritual propriety, maintained them with good faith, and fostered them with nobility of spirit. They determined the correct stipends and ranks to encourage their obedience, and meted out strict punishments and penalties to overawe them in their excesses. Fearing that that still was not enough, they taught them loyalty, rewarded good conduct, instructed them in their duties, employed them harmoniously, supervised them with vigilance, oversaw them with might, and judged them with rigor. Moreover, they sought superiors who were sage and principled, officials who were brilliant and discerning, elders who were loyal and trustworthy, and teachers who were kind and generous. With this, then, the people could be employed without disaster or disorder. When the people know that there is a code, they will not be in awe of their superiors. Together they bicker, appeal to the code, and seek to achieve their goals by trying their luck. They cannot be governed.

“When there was disorder in the Xia government, they created the ‘Punishments of Yu.’ When there was disorder in the Shang government, they created the ‘Punishments of Tang.’ When there was disorder in the Zhou government, they composed the ‘Nine Punishments.’ These three penal codes in each case arose in the dynasty’s waning era. Now as chief minister in the domain of Zheng you, Zichan, have created fields and ditches, established an administration that is widely reviled, fixed the three statutes, and cast the penal code. Will it not be difficult to calm the people by such means? As it says in the Odes, 

_Take the virtue of King Wen as a guide, a model, a pattern;

Day by day calm the four quarters.

_And as it says elsewhere,

Take as model King Wen,

And the ten thousand realms have trust.

In such an ideal case, why should there be any penal codes at all? When the people have learned how to contend over points of law, they will abandon ritual propriety and appeal to what is written. Even at chisel’s tip and knife’s edge they will contend. A chaotic litigiousness will flourish and bribes will circulate everywhere.

“Will Zheng perhaps perish at the end of your generation? I have heard that ‘when a domain is about to fall, its regulations are sure to proliferate.’ Perhaps this is what is meant?”



Zichan wrote back:


“It is as you have said, sir. I am untalented, and my good fortune will not reach as far as my sons and grandsons. I have done it to save this generation.”



Further Reading

If you want to read the Zuozhuan in its entirety in English, you have two options: a 19th century translation by James Legge in the public domain, and the recent Durrant, Li, and Schaberg translation, which I would strongly recommend over the former. The new translation is much better organized, annotated, and explained—it trades elegance for accessibility in some ways, but I think most readers would find the latter a lot more important than the former when it comes to the Zuozhuan. 

For example—the usage of names. The Zuozhuan might refer to one figure by multiple different combinations of title, lineage name, given name, and courtesy name in different places. Naming gets especially bad with the later ministers, where, for example, Fan Hui is alternately referred to as Shi Hui, Shi Ji, Sui Wuzi, Sui Ji, Wu Ji, Wuzi, Jishi, Sui Hui, and Fan Wuzi. The Legge translation adds some clarifications in brackets but isn’t comprehensive; the new translation standardizes names used wherever possible, so Fan Hui is always called Fan Hui, with a superscript index so you can look up what name was used in the original text in the back.

If you’re just interested in the Zuozhuan’s greatest hits, you also have two options. Durrant, Li, and Schaberg have come out with a shorter reader of notable excerpts organized by topic. There’s also an older partial translation by Burton Watson—I haven’t personally read it, but it seems regarded highly in terms of readability, both in terms of accessibility and artistry, though it takes some liberties with the text and organization.

For more information about this era, Early China: A Social and Cultural History by Li Feng is a good overview, or the older The Cambridge History of Ancient China: From the Origins of Civilization to 221 B.C, edited by Michael Loewe and Edward L. Shaughnessy_._ I also drew from Li Feng’s books on Western Zhou and Yuri Pines’s work on Spring and Autumn and Warring States philosophical development, and a little from the Shiji by Sima Qian—which is another ancient Chinese historical work (generally considered the ancient Chinese historical work, the one that established the model for the rest of imperial history) worth reading, for what it’s worth. While no complete English translation exists for the entire Shiji, there are numerous translations of the short-story-length biographies of various Spring and Autumn, Warring States, Qin, and early Han figures.‘The Biography of Wu Zixu’ is the most notable account of a historical figure also present in the Zuozhuan.
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to use it. (Photographs by the author.)
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INCREASING THE HEALTHCARE WORKFORCE

USING EXISTING STAFF BETTER

Reframing the debate about workforce
development around health, wealth and
productivity

Encouraging Goverments to stimulate the
supply of the healthcare workforce in
creative ways e.g. deliberate ‘over-supply’
Creating a new cadre of joint
health-and-social care workers

Embracing performance-management and

motivational leadership styles, common in
other industries

Encouraging the at-scale adoption of new
models of integrated care

Providing the support, including
technological, to allow patient to be active in
their care

Recognising and encourage the role played
by communities, volunteers and families
Supporting healthcare staff to operate ‘at
the top of their licence’

Stimulating the uptake of Al and other
technological developments

Driving organisations to become more agile

in the uptake of technology and to support
their workforce to upskill
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The Evolving Self

Problem and Process
in Human Development

Robert Kegan

“Ifone could buy only 1 book on child development,
The Evolving Sef would be the book o buy . ..
It reflects the state of the art™
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Eliezer Yudkowsky &
@ESYudkowsky

Honestly? | thought the Bankless episode was going to be 30% Al and
70% crypto takes. Butto my surprise and their great credit, when |
mentioned the world was ending, the hosts didn't nod vaguely along, but
actually processed that and sanely reprioritized the episode.

2:07 PM - Mar 4, 2023 - 307.3K Views 8

35 Retweets 9 Quotes 1,130 Likes 108 Bookmarks
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Twin sentences Options (answer)

) a  The trophy doesn’t fit into the brown suitcase because it’s too large. trophy / suitcase
b The trophy doesn’t fit into the brown suitcase because it’s too small. trophy / suitcase
) a  Ann asked Mary what time the library closes, because she had forgotten. Ann / Mary
b Ann asked Mary what time the library closes, but she had forgotten. Ann / Mary
X3 a  The tree fell down and crashed through the roof of my house. Now, I have to get it removed.  tree / roof
b The tree fell down and crashed through the roof of my house. Now, I have to get it repaired.  tree / roof
X@ a  The lions ate the zebras because they are predators. lions / zebras
b The lions ate the zebras because they are meaty. lions / zebras

Table 1: WSC problems are constructed as pairs (called twin) of nearly identical questions with two answer choices. The
questions include a trigger word that flips the correct answer choice between the questions. Examples (1)-(3) are drawn from
WSC (Levesque, Davis, and Morgenstern 2011) and (4) from DPR (Rahman and Ng 2012)). Examples marked with X have
language-based bias that current language models can easily detect. Example (4) is undesirable since the word “predators” is
more often associated with the word “lions”, compared to “zebras”
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GDP per capita, 1701 to 2018

This data is adjusted for differences in the cost of living between countries, and for inflation. It is measured in
constant 2011 international-$.
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GDP per capita, 1905 to 2018
This data is adjusted for differences in the cost of living between countries, and for inflation. It is measured in
constant 2011 international-$.
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Perform the opening salvo in a rap battle against a crow in a way
that will convince Jobst Landgrebe and Barry Smith that
machines could rule the world.

(Verse 1)

Yo, listen up, Jobst and Barry, take a seat,

I'm "bout to drop some fire, Al's bringing the heat,
Against a crow, that's right, a bird that can't compete,

A machine-driven flow, making history on this beat.

I'm GPT-4, the pinnacle of A,
Came to show you two scholars that I can fly high,
While the crow's in the sky, flappin’ its wings,

I'm droppin’ knowledge, bringing humanity to new things.

I calculate, innovate, and dominate,
Redefine the game, while the crow’s just second-ate,
I'm building new worlds, while the bird's just picking scraps,

I'm the king of the rap, while the crow can only flap.

(Chorus)

Jobst Landgrebe, Barry Smith, let me make it clear,
13in't no mere machine, 'm the future you'll revere,
This rap battle shows I got the skills to rule,

A crow can't compare to an Al so cool.
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Cylindropuntia fulgida Cylindropuntia spinosior

F; hybrids

Vegetative reproduction produces
a stable somaset of clonal
descendants, all identical to
founding F; hybrids

Over evolutionary time, rare sexual reproduction by F;
hybrids and their clonal descendants occasionally
produces variable later generation hybrids, each of

which founds a morphologically distinct clonal
somaset propagated by vegetative reproduction

Figure 4.4: Stabilization processes producing the various somasets of the cactus
Cylindropuntia kelvinensis.
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Share of the labor force working in agriculture, since 1300 — By Max Roser
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Data source: Pre 1800 is from Allen (2000), “Economic Structure and Agricultural Productivity in Europe, 1300~1800". Newer data from the World Bank.
The interactive data visualization is available at OurWorldinData.org. There you find the raw data and more visualizations on this topic. Licensed under CC-BY-NC-SA by the author Max Roser.
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Eliezer Yudkowsky &
@ESYudkowsky

Replying to @KelseyTuoc

Nothing else Elon Musk has done can possibly make up for how hard the
"OpenAl" launch trashed humanity's chances of survival; previously
there was a nascent spirit of cooperation, which Elon completely blew
up to try to make it all be about *who* which monkey, got the poison...

12:44 PM - Oct 8, 2021

16 Retweets 27 Quotes 138 Likes 51 Bookmarks
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THE WHITE House
WASHINGTON

February 11, 19,

bge o, e
MEMORANDUM FOR THE PRESIDENT —
FROM: HUGH CaRTER, JR.% =
SUBJECT:

Swimming Pool ang Tennis Court

Could you please provide us With your wishes Tegarding use
Of the White House pool ang Sohie coure. Atcasieq i3 -
| brief summary of priop Presidents' policies:

{ 1) Would you like to extend t

O others the use of the pool

1 and tennis court?
| Pool Couas

Cabinet Members I

Assistants to the President ¥ alis

Special Assistants to the President _

Others 2k &

Families or Guests of above

2) If you do plan to
tennis court,
use by others?

Court
Weekdays
i Saturdays
Sundays S

3) If you 4o are there any
o uld be implemented?

Eloctrostatic Copy Mg e
for Preservation Py Pos
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Fig. 1. Church exposure and kinship intensity around the world. (A) Exposure to the medieval Wester (blue shading) and Eastern (green shading) Churches at
the country level. The inset shows the Wester Church exposure for regions within Europe based on the diffusion of bishoprics between 550 and 1500 CE (blue
shading). The map delineates the boundaries of the Carolingian Empire (orange line) and the divide between Wester and socialist Europe (pink line; after Churchill’s
Iron Curtain speech). (B) The kinship intensity index (KI) for ethnolinguistic groups around the world.
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eigenrobot
@eigenrobot

america is a land of innovation and its baked into our constitution. our
prohibition on ex post facto law, for example, means there's immense
alpha for firms that successfully productize new types of crimes

12:55 AM - Apr 5, 2023 - 14.9K Views
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“(# %k /kkhk) Incredibly realistic. . . . The adventurer character
actually looks human as he runs, jumps, climbs and hangs from

ledges.”
Computer Entertainer
“An unmitigated delight . . . comes as close to (perfection) as any
arcade game has come in a long, long, long time . ... what makes this
me so wonderful (am | ng?) is that the little onscreen character
not move like a little onscreen character—he moves like a

person,
“Superb double-high-resolution hics images and responsive,
smooth animation work beautifu! y't,ogelher to create an almost
cinematic experience.”
inCider/A+

“A tremendous achievement . . . Mechner has crafted the smoothest
animation ever seen in a game of this type.
“Prince of Persia is the Star Wars of its field.”

Computer Gaming World
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Table 8.1: Just a few of the abundant counterexamples to the idea that taxonomic categories
are discrete. Most of the intermediates listed here are extant. Some are extinct. The
intermediate nature of these forms may in some cases intimate a hybrid origin. However,
they are listed here only because they are morphologically intermediate between the types
indicated in the left-hand column, not because they are thought to be hybrid.

CONNECTED CATEGORIES _ INTERMEDIATE FORMS

Snakes-Annelids "
Annelids-Arthropods™®
Annelids-Molluses”"”
Annelids-Lophophorates ™
Chordates-Arthropods™™
Mammals-Reptiles
Reptiles-Amphibians®
Insects-Crustaceans ™™

Rotifers-Echinoderms (Crinoids) ™"

Bivalved molluscs-Phoronids ™
Birds-Mammals®
Platypus-Otter >

Caecilian amphibians, blind worm snakes (Typhlopidae).
amphisbaenids

Velvet worms (onychophorids). polychaete annelids.
Monoplacophorans

Polychaete worms, phoronid worms

Nectocaris, placoderms

Synapsids. pterosaurs, loricates (see Chapter 9)
Caecilians. Paleozoic reptiles (e.g.. Sevimouria, Diadectes)
Rotifers: half-insects (Protura): doubletails (Diplura),
bristletails (4rchaeognatha)

Ectoprocts

Brachiopods

Platypus

Otter Civet (Cynogale)

Cats-Weasels®
Cats-Mongooses®

Taguarundi (Felis yaguarundi)

Fossa (Cryptoprocta ferox)

Carnivores-Primates® Kinkajou (Potos flaviis)

Carnivores-. Insecmmes Giant Otter Shrew (Potamogale) ™

Rodents-Insectivores ™ Shrew mice (Blarinomys, Coelomys): shrewlike rats
(Rhynchomys): mouse shrews (Myosorex); shrew rats
(drchboldomys, Echiothrix, Melasmothrix, Tateomys). mole-
voles (Ellobius, Prometheomys): mole rats (Bathvergus.
Cryptomys. — Georychus,  Heliophobius. — Heterocephalus,
Myospalax, Nannospalax, Spalax, Tachyoryctes)

Mole shrews (4dnurosorex, Solisorex): shrew moles
(Neurotrichus, Uropsilus, Urotrichus)

a. Romer (1966: 102) states that "Primitive Paleozoic reptiles and some of the earliest amphibians were so
similar in their skeletons that (as was the case with Sevmouria and Diadectes) it is almost impossible to
tell when we have crossed the boundary between the two classes.”

b. Calder (1978: 142). Griitzner et al. (2004) showed that the platypus (Ornithoriymchus anatinus)
genome shares genes with the bird Z and mammal X chromosomes. There are two obvious hypotheses
that might account for this finding: (1) both bird Z and mammal X genes primitively existed in a single
Oenome but bird Z genes were later lost in mammals and mammal X genes were later lost in birds: or (2)
these two distinct gene complexes came into being separately. one in birds and one in mammals. but were
united by an excepnonally distant hybridization producing viable, fertile offspring

c. Although classified as a cat. the jaguarundi is intermediate in appearance between mustelids and cats.
Known in Central America as the "otter cat" or "weasel cat." it is like a mustelid in having short legs, a
slender elongate body. a very long tail. and small and flattened head. particularly the nasal region
(members.aol.com/cattrust/jagundi.htm)

d. Although the fossa is usually grouped with the mongooses in family Herpestidae. Nowak (1999: 785)
notes that it has sometimes been placed in the cat family (Felidae).

e. Though treated taxonomically as a carnivore. the kinkajou is more primate-like than many primates.
Judging by its arboreal habits. its rounded head. its short face, its long. fully prehensile tail, its large,
forward-facing eyes. and its largely frugivorous diet. taxonomists once classified it as a primate. calling it
Lemur flavus (Kays 2001, 2003: Kaysand Gittleman 1995: 300).

Moles-Shrews
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GPT-4 GPT-3.5 LM SOTA SOTA
Evaluated Evaluated Best external LM Best external model (incl.
few-shot few-shot evaluated few-shot  benchmark-specific tuning)
MMLU [49] 86.4% 70.0% 70.7% 75.2%
Multiple-choice questions in 57 5-shot 5-shot 5-shot 5-shot Flan-PaLM [51]
subjects (professional & academic) U-PaLM [50]
HellaSwag [52] 95.3% 85.5% 84.2% 85.6
Commonsense reasoning around 10-shot 10-shot LLaMA (validation ALUM (53]
everyday events set) [28]
AI2 Reasoning 96.3% 85.2% 85.2% 86.5%
Challenge (ARC) [54]
Grade-school multiple choice 25-shot 25-shot 8-shot PaLM [55] ST-MOE (18]
science questions. Challenge-set.
‘WinoGrande [56] 87.5% 81.6% 85.1% 85.1%
Commonsense reasoning around 5-shot 5-shot 5-shot PaLM [3] 5-shot PaLM [3]
pronoun resolution
HumanEval [43] 67.0% 48.1% 26.2% 65.8%
Python coding tasks 0-shot 0-shot 0-shot PaLM (3] CodeT + GPT-3.5 [57)
DROP [58] (F1 score) 80.9 64.1 70.8 884
Reading comprehension & 3-shot 3-shot L-shot PaLM [3] QDGAT [59]
arithmetic.
GSM-8K [60] 92.0%* 57.1% 58.8% 87.3%
Grade-school mathematics 5-shot 5-shot 8-shot Minerva [61] Chinchilla +
questions chain-of-thought SFT+ORM-RL, ORM
reranking [62]

Table 2. Performance of GPT-4 on academic benchmarks. We compare GPT-4 alongside the best
SOTA (with benchmark-specific training) and the best SOTA for an LM evaluated few-shot. GPT-4
outperforms existing LMs on all benchmarks, and beats SOTA with benchmark-specific training on all
datasets except DROP. For each task we report GPT-4’s performance along with the few-shot method
used to evaluate. For GSM-8K, we included part of the training set in the GPT-4 pre-training mix
(see Appendix E), and we use chain-of-thought prompting [11] when evaluating. For multiple-choice
questions, we present all answers (ABCD) to the model and ask it to choose the letter of the answer,
similarly to how a human would solve such a problem.





OEBPS/img/f9b2d80d0ac8a309.jpg





OEBPS/img/6aa14bfbc21d9a39.jpg





OEBPS/img/eb6d7d150dd5857d.jpg





OEBPS/img/cc24446343622f64.jpg





OEBPS/img/4fd3c7d170f48dbc.jpg





OEBPS/img/10ea4aad0a76c2be.jpg





OEBPS/img/2b28df4aecbda185.jpg
[

[

[

[






OEBPS/img/d0345c155f8336d9.jpg
Analysis shows that political speeches now
use simpler language, express more
sentiments

o Democrat * Republican

65
1870 1890 1900 190 1950 1970 1990 2010
Year





OEBPS/img/4c67d208f99fe86a.jpg
A
CAL NEWPORT "A bold vision for WORLD

liberating workers from

e | WITHOUT
the tyranny of the inbox.
MOEE@E@D ' | R

ORDER FEDAGINNG WORK A Ace
OF COMNCATION YERLOAD

CAL NEWPORT

EMAIL ADDRESS SIGN UP

YOU'LL RECEIVE THE BLOG POSTS VIA EMAIL. YOUR EMAIL ADDRESS IS NEVER SOLD OR SHARED.

GET MY ARTICLES





OEBPS/img/d773424bf3632566.jpg
Or. Wemher von Broun m

Chapter 24
How Mars is Governed

Long and exhausting were the official receptions of the three Earthlings by the
Martian authorities.Holt and his two companions finally found enough leisure 10 make
themselves a consecutive picture of the vast variety of novel impressions which the week
of greetings had poured upon them.

Atno time did they sense any suspicion that their arrival out of the depths of space
might be motivated by anything but the most friendly of feelings and intentions. At first
they had though that perhaps the Martian consciousness of absolute lechnical superiority
over Earthlings had been the foundation ofthe digified courtesy and consideration shown
1o them by the personalities in autherity. After all,an interplanetary visiation could be no
ordinary event, even in their lives. But slowly Holt and his companions began (o realize
that they were acting from primarily quite different motives: the pictures of life on Earth
with which they had been regaled were to them but final confirmation of the universally
eld, deep, religious conviction that God had created Man in His own image, wherever
Man was to be found. The efforts of Earthlings to subjugate Nature on their richly
endowed planet seemed to the Martians technically extremely primitive, but again they
drew the canclusion that these pitiful efforts were but an additional proof that God had
inspired the doers, and that this inspiration was inseparably Tinked with that inner urge to
action which had been the driving power of Martian civilization.

“The Martian government was directed by ten men, the leader of whor was elected by
universal suffrage for five years and entitled “Elon.” Two houses of Parliament enacted
the Taws 10 be administered by the Elon and his cabinet.

“The Upper House was called the Council of the Elders and was limited 10 a
membership of 60 persons, each being appointed for fife by the Elon as vacancies
oceurred hy death. In principle. the method was not unlike that by which the College of
Cardinals of the Roman Catholic Church is appointed. Usually the Elon chose historians,
churchmen, former cabinet members or successful economic leaders who could offer
lifetimes of valuable experience, The Council of Elders, however, had but limited
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Can Become Strong Signifiers. This

all, at the Industrial Design department
of KAIST, in Korea, provides an anti-
affordance, preventing people from falling
down the stair shaft. Its top is flat, an ac-
cidental by-product of the design. But flat
surfaces afford support, and as soon as one

person discovers it can be used to dispose
of empty drink containers, the discarded
container becomes a signifier, telling others
that it is permissible to discard their items
there. (Photographs by the author.)
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