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Letter from the Editors

Matt McAlister

Whether compelled to choose activism or inspired by the fights of others, protest is often a very personal experience shared in a very public environment.

It was this sentiment that underpinned this month’s issue themed “Art, Politics and Protest”.

You can relive Occupy Wall Street by reading John Dennehy’s personal account of the first few days of the movement in New York City, an experience beginning with curiosity that became much more than that.

Occupy was one way of reasserting what is ‘ours’, an extension of early graffiti, the street art movement and Banksy-the-brand, as Danny Smith and Jon Hickman wrote.

Photography can be used to give voice as Paul Alberts did in South Africa. Inanimate objects can play a role, too, as Joe Turnbull discovered at the “Disobedient Objects” exhibition at London’s Victoria and Albert museum.

While organisations and groups such as the Alabama Reproductive Rights Advocates can become critical forces for supporting people who need help challenging unfair rules, they can also get caught up in their own political selves, as Matthew Willis found out participating in the Uhuru Movement, a group for white people who support the aims of the African People’s Socialist Party.

But movements resulting from violence are sometimes the most profound. In particular, it’s the heartbreak and suffering of the parents of Mexico’s missing 43 students that is uniting the world in protest through art, as Jen Wiltonand Mandy Gardner wrote.

We decided the best way to follow up the “Art, Politics and Protest” theme was by addressing human rights and free speech next. But we wanted to put some muscle behind it.

So, we invited the world’s leading human rights and free speech organisations to add their voices to the journalism process at Contributoria. They asked journalists to propose articles using our new Topics feature.

If you visit our new Topics section on the web site you will see briefs from Open Society Foundations, Arcus Foundation, Oak Foundation, Equality Now, International Press Institute (IPI), IFEX, Internews, Committee to Protect Journalists, UNESCO, PBS Mediashift and the World Wide Web Foundation.

More partners are joining each month, and you can join in the conversation, too.

If you had access to thousands of journalists around the world, what would you ask them to cover? What issues would you raise? What kind of journalism would you want people to read?

As Joe Turnbull wrote in his critique of Shepard Fairey’s work, To OBEY or not to obey, ultimately it’s the meaning we assign to art that matters.

We want you and your fellow members here at Contributoria to drive the journalism process, to use this platform as your canvas and to create meaning out of what’s happening around us.

Matt, Sarah and Dan





'Vampire' or 'blind mouse' is a bat really a bat?


How our words celebrate and vilify an unsuspecting animal.


Anja Habekost Oliveira

How much does a word determine or express how we think about something?

Take the bat. In most of the world, this animal gets really bad press: It will fly in your hair, it will suck your blood, it can’t see at night. And the fact is that the meaning of the name for “bat” differs wildly in different languages. From “leather wing” to “vampire” to “flutter mouse”.

So what is the truth? Is a bat a type of mouse? Is it a vampire and is it really blind?And how does a name play upon and emphasise the prejudices people have against bats?

North and North Eastern Europe seems to be in agreement that the bat is in fact a type of flying mouse: In Scandinavia as well as in Germany, the bat is known as a “flutter mouse” og “winged mouse”: Danish flagermus, Swedish fladdermus, German fledermaus and Dutch vleermuis.

However, while the bat is indeed a fluttering or flying mammal, it is not a mouse.

In Southern Europe and South/Latin America the bat is still classified as a mouse, but now it is also blind. The Catalan muricech, Portuguese morcego and Spanish murciélago are all derived from Latin caecus (blind) and mus (mouse). The same constellation is found in Croatian slijepi miš and Serbian slepi miš as well as in Breton logod dall (mouse + blind).

In fact, though the bat is a nocturnal animal and hunts in the dark using high frequency echolocation, it is not blind, it sees almost as well as humans. So saying that someone is “blind as a bat” makes little actual sense.

In French, the bat is described as a “bald mouse”, chauve souris. The bat itself is not bald but its wings are. However the word chauve souris has most probably developed from the Latin cava sorix, meaning “owl mouse”, which alludes to something furrier. But over time the word cava became calve (bald), which was adopted into French.

This leads us to the word “leather”, which also appears when describing bats in a number of languages: Latvian sikspārnis and Lithuanian šikšnosparnis (leather wing), Hungarian bőregér (leather mouse) or bőrmadár (leather bird), Estonian nahkhiir (leather mouse) and Icelandic leðurblaka (leather rag). In Old Norse the bat was known as a leðrblaka (leather flapper).

Turning to the dark side of bats, in Greek they are knowns as νυχτερίδα (nichterida), alluding to the animal’s nocturnal activities. The root of the word νύχτα (nichta) meaning “night”.

And then there is the dreaded vampire.

The word “vampire” comes from the Byzantine vampyros and from common Slavic (w)ǫpyr, developing into nektopyr (bat or night flyer) alluding to visions of flying shamans, according to Hans Baagøe, curator at the Natural History Museum of Denmark. And in a number of languages, the word bat reflects this sinister root: Czech netopýr, Slovak netopier, Slovenian netopirji and Polish nietoperz.

Interestingly, in Tagalog (spoken mainly in the Philipines) the word for bat is paniki.

But is there any scientific truth to the connection between bats and vampires? Three species of bats are so-called ‘vampire bats’ and yes, they do feed on blood, but they rarely partake in dramatic neck oriented feasts on human blood. Rather they prefer scratching the skin of animals such as horses and cattle and licking the blood. In medical terms, bat spit has proved useful as an anticoagulant and is being used to develop a medicine aptly named Draculin.

in China, on the other hand, the bat has a much better reputation. Here, the word for bat, fú (蝠) sounds similar to the word for happiness or blessing. The Chinese five blessing motif Wu fu (五福), five bats surrounding the tree of life, represents longevity, wealth, health, love of virtue and a natural death. Bats also have a prominent representation in Chinese art.

The English “bat” has its roots in Middle English bakke (to flap or flutter), which is related to old Danish nath-bakkæ and Old Swedish natt-backa (night bat). Linguist Susan Harvey points out that “the Latin blatta may have lost its “l” to become “bat” in English, and blatta is connected with eyesight”, creating yet another connection to the assumptions about the bat’s alleged blindness.

Kate Rogerson from the Bat Conservation Trust] says that “the major misconceptions we have to deal with include the idea that all bats are bloodsuckers. We work hard to promote bats in the UK, all of which are insectivorous (insect eaters).” She also mentions the irrational fear that women, and some men, have of bats getting tangled in their hair, but dismisses this because bats will always try to avoid objects in the dark using sophisticated echolocation.

“Also bats carry diseases and it is often in the press, especially with their link to ebola; in this country the main issue is rabies but there is no threat to anyone who does not handle bats”, adds Rogerson. “However over 12,000 bats have been tested and only 11, all of one species, were found to carry it”, she says.

Rogerson points out that the prejudices we carry about bats have roots in the very beginning of human history. In most cultures, the myths surrounding bats relate to their habits; flying at night, living in caves and using echolocation rather than sight. In tradition, suggests Harvey, “the fact that the bat is a nocturnal creature has linked it to vampires and the devilish.”

In the Old Testament, Mosaic Law forbids eating bats as they are “unclean” birds, but small fruit bats were eaten in Babylon, Mesopotamia and large fruit bats were a delicacy in Ceylon, according to Sir J.E Tennent who travelled there in 1861. Aristotle claimed that if bats leave roosts in great numbers it is a sign of hot and calm weather the next day but it will be stormy or cloudy if they hide.

Ancient Latin folklore suggests that bats and storks hate each other. The storks will put green leaves in their nests to deter the bats, who can cause eggs to fail with one touch, while French myths has it that bats fly near heads with the intention of transferring lice.

Traditionally Caribs (indigenous people of the Lesser Antilles Caribbean) believed that good spirits are invisible except at night when they take bat form. They regarded bats as guardian spirits and deities, giving them offerings to safeguard health. Whoever killed a bat would fall ill.

But what came first, the human experience of the animal, which then led us to create certain (incorrect) names for it? Or did the word for “bat” appear out of the fog of human history leading us to believe fallacies about it?

Linguist and author Guy Deutscher says: “In general, if the question is whether the sound of words influences our perception of the animal, or our perception of the animal influences the sound, the answer is: in theory, a bit of both.”

The case of China, where a sound similarity leads to a positive belief could suggest that the sounds came first. However, the blind, leathery mice suggest otherwise.

Deutscher writes in Through the Language Glass that “the habits of mind that our culture has instilled in us from infancy shape our orientation to the world and our emotional responses to the objects we encounter, and their consequences probably go far beyond what has been experimentally demonstrated so far; they may also have a marked impact on our beliefs, values and ideologies. We may not know as yet how to measure these consequences directly or how to assess their contribution to cultural or political misunderstandings.”

The bat is not just a bat, a winged mammal that preys at night. It is seen and described as so many other things and accused of even more. Whether we use the word “flying mouse”, “vampire” or “happiness” to describe it, we do it little justice.





Food entrepreneurialism in Italy: mixing tradition and innovation to tackle the crisis

Aurora Percannella

There’s a joke that gets often casually thrown into conversation by young folks in Italy these days. When discussing the latest job hunting adventures in a country that offers its younger citizens a staggering 42.9% unemployment rate, it isn’t rare to hear someone in a group of friends lighten things up by suddenly announcing something like: “But hey, crisis? What crisis? Restaurants are full, we should just open one ourselves!”

It’s a bittersweet remark, some sort of inside joke that manages, at times, to extract a grin from Italy’s disillusioned youth. It was inspired by former Italian Prime Minister and world-renowned comedian Silvio Berlusconi, who in 2011 decided it would be wise to officially deny the existence of the financial crisis at the G20, declaring something along the lines of “we’re not in a crisis, Italy is a wealthy country - in fact, restaurants are always full”.

And his words stuck. Although inaccurate and manipulated by an institutional figure to avoid dealing with the gravity of the contemporary historical situation, his controversial statement still wasn’t completely random; it wasn’t a coincidence that Berlusconi had decided to come up with something inherently related to food to attempt to demonstrate his point.

The relation that Italians entertain with food has become an internationally recognised stereotype. Any travel guide to Italy that you’ll ever read will mention food, and at times it will even report the average amount of hours spent on eating every day by the typical Italian family - whatever that is - or the folkloristic amount of times per week that Italians eat pasta. But when you’re in Italy, when you participate in one of these collective meals, it isn’t difficult to understand the actual meaning of food for the people inhabiting this narrow boot at the periphery of the European continent.

Here, eating is above all a social activity, just like in most other Southern countries - think of Spain, Greece, Turkey, Lebanon, Mexico, and the list goes on. Even when the system around you is collapsing, even when job hunting becomes a Homeric quest, here food provides a temporary, collective escape that simplifies, for a few hours at least, increasingly unmanageable daily routines.

When the crisis overwhelmed the country in 2011, many young people understood this. They understood that food in Italy goes beyond strict considerations of nourishment and cost-effective investment, and that it would be very unlikely for Italians to stop eating out altogether.

It was time to come up with something new. Or better, to experiment with something old to create something new.

In the city of Torino in particular, where the Slow Food movement started conquering the urban landscape from the neighbouring countryside, where it had initially originated in the 80s, high unemployment - or unsatisfactory employment - and food traditions started feeding each other, bringing to life a unique mix of innovative economic creativity and centuries-old cultural identity.

Here, whilst most small businesses were failing and economic stagnation was devouring the country, a brand new movement of youth-led food entrepreneurialism started developing across the city.

“We live in an era where the typical restaurant where you pay 20 or 30 € for a meal struggles to survive,” explains Fabrizio, the 30-something entrepreneur who, in 2013, started his own successful food business in one of the cosy, often-crowded squares of Torino city centre. “People can’t afford to spend that much anymore, so we’ve focused on giving our customers a great quality meal for about 10-12 €.”

And in order to do that, these food entrepreneurs simplified the concept of eating out by going back to what their land had to offer, and simultaneously drawing inspiration from what their travels abroad had taught them.

Take Fabrizio’s business, for example. His restaurant - though it isn’t really a restaurant, just a simple place to sit down and eat - serves burgers and chips. Now, this wouldn’t probably sound too phenomenal to anyone coming from the rest of the planet. In Torino, however, it proved difficult to find a good quality burger until very recently. In fact, it was hard to even find a mediocre quality burger, limiting the options to McDonald’s or…McDonald’s.

Burgers are part of the Anglo-American culinary tradition, and have become one of the symbols of hectic consumerism as applied to food: fast food. Until a few years ago, they were foreign to the Italian conception of food consumption as a slow, pleasurable social practice.

Fabrizio understood this, and after some years spent chasing jobs around Poland and Romania, after a few trips to London, Mexico and Hong Kong, after developing a series of occasional employment opportunities in event planning in the countryside around Torino, he realised there was a gap to fill.

In his travels, he’d seen Mexican and Chinese re-interpretations of the London burger, a product often localised based on the ingredients characterising specific food traditions. When organising festivals and serving burgers made of locally produced meat to big audiences in a social context, Fabrizio had noticed that Italians loved burgers too. That’s how he decided to start La Fassoneria.

The name of his restaurant-but-not-really-a-restaurant derives from Fassona, a particular cattle breed from Piedmont, the region where both Torino and the Slow Food movement originated. Though La Fassoneria is situated in an urban centre, Fabrizio buys all the ingredients needed to make his “slow burger” from small farmers living and working in the countryside and mountains around Torino.

Thus, the cheese accompanying his burgers could be melted local toma or fontina from the surrounding Alps; processed cheese is never an option. Similarly, Fabrizio only serves two types of artisanal beer made by a brewing company located twenty-five kilometres south of the city. And it isn’t a coincidence that this microbrewery was also founded by a young group of friends, who chose to create a high-quality product whilst remaining well rooted in the surrounding environment and anchored to the people inhabiting it when selecting the necessary ingredients and packaging.

La Fassoneria has been a success: Fabrizio now employs five people under 35 years old, he sustains a diverse network of small farmers and businesses, and he’s thinking of expanding.

Of course, compared to what tends to be the norm in the Anglo-American world, we’re talking small numbers and incredibly slow growth. But what if this system were exactly what the specific context of Torino needed to guarantee sustainable employment opportunities and a good life to some of its youth? What if the re-interpretation of popular street food as a slow, social practice had the potential to become a realistic and culturally sensitive - though only partial - solution to youth unemployment across Italy?

And Fabrizio’s business model isn’t an anomaly. Rather, it belongs to a wider movement that, in an inverted fashion, is quickly revitalising the city at a time when most sectors of the Italian economy are either struggling or collapsing.

A slow 10-minute walk away from La Fassoneria, there’s Poormanger. Founded in 2011 by a couple of then-26-year-old friends after an inspiring trip to Scotland, this small street-food-serving restaurant offers jacket potatoes made with ingredients typical of local cooking traditions.

Previously unknown to most of the Italian public, this re-interpretation of the British baked potato has proven incredibly successful. A brief look at their menu, chalked on a blackboard near the entrance, shows that each of their filling combinations is, on average, no more than 6 €. The name they picked after brainstorming with their circle of friends, ‘poormanger’ - a pun conveying, literally, in English and French, the idea of poor, simple eating, and metaphorically, in the local dialect, of casual, unpretentious eating -, echoes that.

The owners select the ingredients from local farmers’ markets, so these all tend to be seasonal. Right now, for example, they make a buttered spud topped with ricotta cheese and a cream of spinach and sun-dried tomatoes.

They currently employ nine people under 30 years old, and they’re thinking of expanding.

And the list goes on, encompassing a wide range of creative food enterprises that promise innovative interpretations of global street food by using traditional ingredients and serving them at a restaurant table for under 10 €. You can find slow crêpes, slow hot dogs, slow ice cream, slow all-you-can-eat buffets and slow soup. And since social aggregation often takes place around a table in Italy, these businesses are contributing to maintaining the city’s inhabitants active at a time when too many vulnerable people could be easily excluded from social urban interactions due to lack of means. In other words, these young food entrepreneurs are keeping urban dwellers anchored to their cultural identity when the isolation deriving from the financial crisis could too easily alienate them.

It’s a unique brand of urban and economic revitalisation pushed from the bottom up. Most importantly, it’s a type of business development that doesn’t clash with local traditions. Of course, this alone can’t even begin to solve the 42.9% youth unemployment rate that is pushing an entire generation into a state of frustration. What it does, however, is constitute an alternative, locally-developed, sustainable narrative, whilst also remaining open to new solutions.

In 2011, when The Economist dedicated its cover to Silvio Berlusconi with the well-known headline “The man who screwed an entire country”, it also launched itself into a symbolic critique of the traditional institution of the bar - the Italian coffee house - as a slow-growth, family-led and generally non-competitive enterprise. It was the beginning of the crisis, and many Italians ran to their trusted newsagent in the morning to buy a copy of a magazine that would finally confirm in English that they were actually screwed when compared to more competitive neighbouring economies; that would tell them, at last, that their coffee was delicious, but that they needed to wake up and imitate the mainstream fast-growth narrative to seriously start selling that coffee.

But that, in Italy, can’t be expected automatically. It could happen, as food multinationals such as Eataly and Ferrero - the genius behind Nutella - have shown, but it couldn’t possibly become the mainstream narrative, because this would ignore the contextual importance of the collective dimension within Italy’s social and cultural identity.

And so it could be that individual achievement, in Italy, is measured in terms of the solidity of established social relations as well as financial success.

As these young food entrepreneurs are demonstrating, when you develop a successful business in Italy, you don’t necessarily aim at steady growth. Rather, these people chose to create “slow” social spaces that don’t alienate either employees or customers. Perhaps these enterprises are no longer family-led, but they are usually founded and managed by a tight network of friends.

As Marco, the co-founder of Poormanger, explains, their business is the result of “a union”, the union of a group of well-travelled friends assisting each other whilst remaining faithful to their food traditions and the surrounding environment. And this union dictates every stage of their business development organically.

“We’re all friends here, the people we employ are friends, or friends of friends; it’s a nice way to do this, because I know that if one day there’s some unplanned extra work to finish, they’ll do us a favour and stay a bit longer without complaining; at the same time, whenever they have an emergency or they have to be elsewhere, they know we’ll understand,” Marco tells me.

And however lacking and non-competitive their attitude could sound to foreign business cultures, in Torino - and perhaps in Italy - this particular combination seems to work. At least for the purpose of creating new employment opportunities, keeping urban social interactions alive, and revitalising centuries-old local traditions with global influences at a time of suffocating stagnation.





Rainbow Nation: the lingering birth trauma

Brada Tease

On 27 April 1994 all eyes of the world watched as people from a country in the southern tip of Africa joined one another in forming some of the longest queues ever seen, in their quest to give birth to a new nation. The long meandering human chains were heading to each and every available polling station littered across the length and breadth of the country, each person with a mission to either cast their ballot or join the crowd in soaking up the atmosphere around the polling stations.

With each passing minute people of different race, creed or colour shared stories, laughter and many even sharing their homemade lunch boxes. The immediate past they had come from as a nation was forgotten as they suffered a collective temporary amnesia fuelled along by the hope of a better future, the one they were seeing as they marched slowly towards the River Rubicon of democracy.

As everyone left the various voting stations with smiles firmly planted on their faces safe in the knowledge that they have played their part in the birth of a baby called The New South Africa, many were happy to be part of the select few of the population that got to vote in the first democratic elections of the country.

Unfortunately though the birth of this new miracle baby had its fair share of birth trauma, some of which luckily faded away over time. As many researches have shown, birth trauma has a way of affecting a person’s life for a very long time and sometimes until to the very end of their life. So It is that some of the trauma is still lingering around and sadly many people in our country choose to ignore it.

One subset of the trauma that waltzed across with the dawn of the new era is racism. In most people’s thinking it was assumed the first democratic elections, signalled the end of racism in all shapes and forms. Racism affected all races in South Africa and many expected it to be left in the past, this was just short of people holding hands and singing the famous Kumbaya song. The reality is that many felt trapped by their past and thought a simple cast of an X would erase the past, thus freeing their conscious from the horrid past.

Over the past 20 years the ugly face of racism has shown its face time and again, for whatever strange reasons people have been alarmed and acted as if it’s a new phenomenon. Many have lambasted those who have uttered or shown racists acts, treating them like they are bringing shame to the family when the truth is that racism has always been there and chances are that it will be with us for a very long time.

Until most people realise that racism is like retreating ocean water at the shoreline, it will be very hard for them to eradicate this ugly scourge. Just because it is not visible that does not mean it is not there, at some point it will return because of a certain trigger.

A quick glance at the countries that have had laws against racism for a long time ie France and USA, tells us that those countries are still grappling with this problem many decades after declaring it unwanted. Many fail to understand that racism is something ingrained in many people and that there’s no magic wand that can whoosh it away, it takes the mindset change from the doer for it to end. No country’s law can stop a person from being a racist, the laws only punish the acts committed by the person.

In the past few weeks some prominent people of different races in the country, have uttered statements that have brought out the underlying racist thinking in them. Many have viewed these utterances as a setback to the progress of our young democracy but the reality has always been that racism is bound to pop up every so often.

In 1998 at an event in Howard University during the celebrations to honour her eventful life, Rosa Parks who was known as the “mother of the civil rights movement”, shared her thoughts and remarked the following:

“Racism is still with us. But it is up to us to prepare our children for what they have to meet, and, hopefully, we shall overcome.”

For South Africans to eradicate it, there must be a long term approach to it. This will start when people realise that many of those who lived and were affected by Apartheid are likely not to change easily even during the democratic years, the focus should be on teaching our children about an ideal country aspired for.

It is by accepting that, just like our moniker, we are of different colours, yet we all have to accept and live together to build an ideal country.





In your face


Getting up close to ethical activists who say "I've had enough"


Cathy Dippnall


We can change the world and make it a better place. It is in your hands to make a difference. - Nelson Mandela



Activists have been around for a long time; not all of them could be called pacifists or ethical activists. However, there are people and organisations that are taking a stand and staking their reputations to make their points known and who continue to pursue their causes until governments, authorities and organisations respond.

The words of Greenpeace national director, Kumi Naidoo, struck a chord when I interviewed him recently. He says: “We have to recognise that history teaches us that humanity has faced big challenges, whether it was slavery, colonialism, woman’s rights, civil rights and many more. These struggles only moved forward when decent men and women stood up and said - enough is enough, and no more. I’m (personally) prepared to put my life on the line and go to prison if necessary.”

It is a bold statement: not everyone is prepared to die for their beliefs. But more and more people are saying "I’ve had enough", whether it is about the environment and global warming, violence, abuse to humans and animals, saying no to gangs and drugs, to save our schools and our children.

Publicly returning an award is not something the average person would do, but not so Vernon Gibbs-Halls, well known for his environmental activism in the Western Cape. Last year he felt so impassioned about the plight of elephants being trained for elephant back riding at the Knysna Elephant Park that he handed back a conservation award he received in 2011 from the Wildlife and Environmental Society of South Africa (Wessa).

The Knysna Elephant Park is a member of Wessa and Vernon says he took the unusual stance of handing back the award because he was not convinced that Wessa is totally against the training of elephants for human entertainment. This came after an international media outcry when video footage was released showing baby elephants in chains being subjected to cruel beatings in order to train them.

“The training method is cruel and unethical as the elephants’ spirits are broken through the use of chains, electric prodders and ropes. These elephants have been traumatised enough as it is, and it is well known that these babies were brought to Knysna after their mothers were shot and killed in an organised hunt in the North West Province.”

Since Gibbs-Hall's public rebuttal of the award, Wessa’s CEO Dr Tommie Burger says that Wessa is consulting with the NSPCA and the Department of Environmental Affairs about the use of elephants for entertainment purposes. “Wessa condones cruel training methods and is against using wild animals for entertainment purposes, particularly where it does not benefit the conservation of those species.”

Gibbs-Hall explains that his decision to return the award was based on his ethical stance and values surrounding the welfare of wildlife, “as there is no place for such (entertainment) activities in the world”.

Non-violent protests to promote peace

One of the best known 20th-century human rights activists, Mahatma Ghandi, has been recognised for his non-violence activism with a statue that was unveiled in Parliament Square in London, 100 years after the Hindu lawyer and supporter of non-violent civil disobedience returned from South Africa to India in 1915.

Ghandi not only supported civil rights for the Indian community in South Africa, he went on to lead many protests and campaigns in India against poverty and caste discrimination, peace between ethnic and religious groups and, notably, for gaining self-rule for the country. He went on hunger strikes to promote religious harmony and was imprisoned numerous times for pursuing non-violent protests. Despite his ethical and moral approach to activism he was thought to be too yielding (to authorities) and was assassinated in 1948 at the age of 78 by a Hindu nationalist.

Although Britain capitulated and granted independence to India, it was partitioned into two countries: India for the majority of Hindus and Pakistan for Muslims. This led to religious violence, still prevalent today, as displaced Hindus, Sikhs and Muslims were moved to their new homelands.

It took a 19th-century British human rights activist, William Wilberforce, 20 years of haranguing the British government before the Anti-slavery Bill was passed. It was a moral victory against the British slave trade and was achieved just three days before Wilberforce died in 1833.

Yet if we look at the world in the 21st century, religious violence and ethnic cleansing abound and modern day slavery in various forms is found in just about every country.

Is it worth getting mad at the system and getting ‘’in your face’’ and up close with authorities to be heard and hopefully affect change? You definitely have to be passionate about your cause, but for many of us, we baulk and withdraw when situations get too hot, or we are threatened.


If we want to achieve real peace in this world, we should start educating children. - Mahatma Ghandi



What was the trigger that started the Save our Schools (SOS) campaign in the Western Cape as outraged communities took on provincial government over the imminent closure of rural schools? Was it political, or was it a realisation that unless the community itself took a stance and cared about the future of its children, they would just become statistics like thousands of others?

I spoke to Vanessa le Roux, the coordinator of the SOS campaign that took the Western Cape Education Department (WCED) to court in 2012 over the proposed closure of 17 rural primary schools across the province.

Le Roux says the campaign started purely as an activist action in reaction to the proposed school closures. “But it was also politically motivated, because the closure of the schools was close to the heart of the leader of the ANC opposition party in the Western Cape, because he had attended one of the schools in question at Bishops Lavis.”

Le Roux is a young woman living in Cape Town, brought up in Oudtshoorn in the Southern Cape Karoo where her mother had attended one of the rural multi-grade schools that was on the list of closures. She admits that the closure of rural schools was not high on her agenda as it did not affect her, but she was caught up by Marius Fransman’s passion.

“There were three of us initially in the action group and at that time we didn’t know how or where we were going to get support.” Within the space of a week they had their first successful public meeting and from there on the cause escalated, with support from many communities in the province. “We didn’t expect such support, but we found we had touched the nerve of many rural communities where their schools were under threat.”

To understand more about rural multi-grade (combined classes) schools, you have to realise that these schools form the heart of many rural communities. They might be basic, lack modern amenities and sports facilities, but they are the backbone of communities. They are also places where communal activities take place, such as meetings and other events, and are polling stations during election time. “Rural schools are more than just schools, they hold communities together,” says le Roux.

Expecting authorities to react against their protests, the action group made back-up plans, ‘’but surprisingly there was never a point when any official tried to stop the protests and there was no violence. I think they [education department] were overwhelmed by the way communities formed a united front coming out in force against school closures.”

Le Roux explains that what started as an emotional response became the strength of the cause, as successful people who were educated at rural schools came forward to support them. But it was also a wake-up call for the communities.

“The campaign was such a blessing in disguise,’’ exclaims le Roux, adding that as affected parents and communities got involved in the campaign they started to look at the problems in question with new eyes. “It was actually a good thing as people woke up and started getting involved in their schools. Last year sponsors were jumping in to help, like the Department of Correctional Services in Knysna that took the local school under its wing, providing the children with uniforms and painting classrooms.”

Small victory for rural schools

An agreement was reached between the Education Department and SOS in February 2015 – the department withdrew the notice of closure for the 14 affected schools SOS were campaigning for and the MEC will start a new process of negotiations for any schools still identified for possible closure, with fresh consultations with stakeholders concerned.

Le Roux says of the verdict, “This is a huge victory not only for the parties involved but for learners and communities across the country. We as the SOS were always of the opinion that education is a partnership and communities should be consulted with regards to the education of their children.

“Through this whole uncertainty many of these schools improved positively in more ways than one, and this is a sign that communities must be involved in the education of their children. We also would encourage the WCED to take poor parents and communities in consideration when making decisions regarding their children, promote fruitful engagements and a learning community.”

However the campaign is not over for le Roux; she gave up her job as a dental assistant and is now a full-time volunteer for SOS. The cause has been registered as a non-profit organisation and it plans to continue giving assistance to schools, parents and children wherever the need is. “We can’t stop now, the battle is only beginning as we reach out to poor or disadvantaged communities, which are overburdened with problems.”

Some of the problems that le Roux faces on a daily basis, as she has become like an agony aunt on the campaign’s Facebook page, is to try and resolve issues such as helping the 500-odd pupils still waiting for places at any one of the already overcrowded schools in Mitchells Plain, or answering desperate pleas from parents worried about escalating gangsterism and crime in their schools.


For if all the beasts were gone, man would die of a great loneliness of the spirit. - Chief Seattle



Nikki Elliot of Cape Town has a lifelong passion for animals and is a very articulate campaigner against animal abuse, particularly wild and domestic animals in circuses, rhino poaching and canned lion hunting. She has been rescuing and nursing animals, reptiles and birds, including raptors, for more than 40 years, but really came into her own as an activist once she discovered the effectiveness of social media in 2012.

“It was only once I found so many animal lovers ‘on tap’ that I decided to evolve into activism and saw the possibility of changing the bigger picture (for the better) for all animals.’’

I first noticed Elliot in December 2013 when she appealed on Facebook for animal lovers to help her rescue hundreds of animals caught up in a devastating fire in an informal settlement in Valhalla Park. While the human population was quickly taken care of by the city council and various NGOs, the injured or frightened dogs, cats and other domestic animals were not so fortunate. “That was a mammoth, but very rewarding task, and happily a small group has been since established as a result of this campaign that assists pet owners on a regular basis and organises sterilisations for the Valhalla Park animals.”

Since that successful animal rescue campaign, Elliot has focused intensively on animal rights causes. This has seen her lately clashing with local authorities over permits for the anti-circus animal marches in and around Cape Town, which have suddenly been denied. “It is wholly and totally outside the law and I am working all hours to get all the information from this and last year’s hassles, so that I can send the information to the Human Rights Commission and Public Protector.”

Elliot says the campaign appears to have been targeted because they protest relentlessly every week for the duration that the circuses tour in Cape Town: literally "getting in the face" of authorities and circus management.

Activism is all about personal sacrifice – like le Roux, Elliot is not paid and it takes its toll on family life. “Balance is probably my biggest challenge – part of the price we pay, and the more committed to causes we become, as the work increases exponentially as a project moves along, the more friends and family (not involved in activism) fall by the wayside and criticism becomes rife.”

But that doesn’t deter Elliot as she has seen change and positive results from her campaigning, especially after the launch of the Animal Matters to Africa (AMA) project last year. “Animals clearly matter to people across Africa, to their families, livelihoods, health and quality of life. They are of social and political importance, and their plight can no longer be ignored. We have a deep bond with and connection to the animal world. Sadly, for some animals, we are rapidly approaching this lonely future – in the face of their extinction.”

The AMA project has seen the alliance of various animal welfare organisations, such as the Pan African Welfare Alliance, World Animal Net and World Animal Protection uniting with the United Front for Animals and TEARS animal rescue, which now host an annual parade through Cape Town on World Animal Day on October 4.

“My ultimate goal is to get African governments to recognise the sentience of animals, and develop and implement adequate animal welfare legislation, as opposed to the current protection against cruelty legislation, which is outdated and wholly inadequate. My aim is also to unite animal lovers and organisations to stand as one and in so doing to ‘force’ our governments to listen to us.”


God almighty has set before me two great objects: the suppression of the slave trade and the reformations of manners. - William Wilberforce



Without passionate people of every generation taking up the cudgel for human and other rights, abuse and degradation would flourish unchecked. William Wilberforce spent nearly a third of his life campaigning for the end of slavery and the Anti-slavery Bill.

The greatest legacy to his untiring activism took place in the British West Indies at midnight on July 31 1834, one year after his death, when 800,000 slaves were freed; it was described by historian Sir Reginald Coupland as one of the greatest events in the history of mankind.





Someone I met in March


“I told them that it was unsustainable, that something had to change. Six months later, the school burnt down to the ground.” Stories of change often begin with something radical, but Lennart Nilsson’s experience took ‘starting from scratch’ to a whole new level.


Danielle Batist

We are standing in the arrivals hall of Stockholm Arlanda Airport, waiting for school principals and teachers from all over Europe to arrive. About forty visionary educationalists have volunteered to lock themselves up on a tiny, remote Swedish island to re-imagine learning for the 21st century.

Principal Lennart Nilsson is the only Swede on the trip and his approach is unique in his country and beyond. While we make our way to the boat to take us across to the island, I read up on his school and find out that there are no classrooms, no year groups and no traditional subjects and lessons. Academic achievements are in line with the rest of Swedish schools, but there is a whole other set of skills that pupils master: from empathy to entrepreneurship and leadership, and –perhaps most importantly- happiness.

In the only house on the island, we compare the state of education in different countries and I get a chance to ask Nilsson the question that had been on my mind since we met at the airport earlier in the day. What made him change his approach to education so rigorously, after more than twenty years in the field?

It all started in 2005, when Nilsson took over as head teacher of a school in Gråbo, near Gothenburg. He had returned to teaching after a couple of years working at a sailing club. The need for change was urgent: the school’s older pupils were misbehaving and many were fast climbing what Nilsson calls the ‘crime ladder’. “The first step is bad language, then further up on the staircase it becomes vandalism, graffiti, school drop-out and worse”, he explains.

Just how bad things could get on the top of the ladder became clear when the unimaginable happened. On a Saturday night in 2007, a group of unidentified youngsters broke into the shed where the lawnmower was stored, took a jerrycan of petrol, climbed on the school roof and poured it down the ventilation pipes. By the time Nilsson got the phone call, the building had mostly gone up in flames.


Rather than stricter rules and punishment, the discussion became a call for more freedom and a different way of learning.



It was the wake-up call that set things in motion. Local policy makers, parents and teachers got together to completely rethink the role of schools in their community. There was a common understanding that the system had failed some of the young people. But rather than stricter rules and punishment, the discussion became a call for more freedom and a different way of learning.

After five years of planning and teaching in temporary barracks, three new schools were opened. Nilsson and his colleague Marie Sandell head up one of them: Röselidsskolan, which is home to 370 pupils aged 6 to 16. Both the learning programme and the school building itself are designed around the ethos that rather than a place of duty and obedience, school should be a place of engagement and inner drive.

I like the idea of having more flexibility for children and a focus on developing ‘soft skills’ like empathy and leadership, but I do wonder how teachers avoid chaos in the set up Nilsson so passionately describes to me. He assures me that although things were rather chaotic in the first couple of months, there is a lot of structure and planning in place to assure children get the most out of their time at school.

Teachers have a very different job than the ‘performer’ role they had before, he explains. “They are process leader, supporter and subject expert. Every morning, everyone takes an hour of calm process time. Teachers and students talk through the current project and work out the best way to make progress. They look at how they can help each other and whether they need to refer to a book, the internet, teacher or sometimes even an external expert. Problems and solutions are discussed together. Once everyone is clear, they get stuck in with the work.”

Pupils work in mixed-aged teams of around 75 children and have sub-teams within that group. Depending on the task, they work with learners of their own age or get together with others who share the same interest. Every two to three weeks they cover a new topic and create projects to tackle it from different angles. The idea is that this kind of learning is closer to what happens in life after school, and in the world of work.


“Walk into any classroom and ask a pupil: What are you working on? Why are you doing it? And what will you use it for? I am convinced that in order to learn, every child should be able to answer all three.”



“Around election time, we pick the topic of democracy”, says Nilsson. “For every theme, we look at the national curriculum and work out how we can meet its requirements. So we cover the history of democracy, but also develop citizenship and Swedish language skills by looking at campaigning and policy making. Everything we do has a connection to the real world.”

Nilsson recalls a conversation he had with a social entrepreneur in Sweden, who introduced him to entrepreneurship education. “He taught me three simple questions to determine whether children are truly learning. Walk into any classroom and ask a pupil: What are you working on? Why are you doing it? And what will you use it for? I am convinced that in order to learn, every child should be able to answer all three. It needs to make sense to them why they do what they do, and how it relates to their lives.”


“Pupils are much more engaged if the learning is driven by them.”



Another project focuses on love. The younger children use arts and crafts to create a human body out of paper, learning biology while looking at organs and body parts. The older ones have conversations around relationships and personal space with sexologists who visit the classroom. The teenage girls of the group then anonymously write down the questions they have for the boys in their class, and vice versa. They then swap lists and answer each other’s questions. Rather than the traditionally awkward sexual education lessons delivered by teachers, this fresh approach works, says Nilsson: “Of course you get some silly answers and giggles, but mostly, pupils are much more engaged if the learning is driven by them.”

Three years into his mission, Nilsson is convinced he made the right decision. He says that if it wasn’t for the disaster and the chance to start again, he would probably have quit his vocation. He admits there were many hurdles, like criticism from colleagues who did not understand his radically different ideas. Some parents were sceptical, too, but he feels that the mindset is slowly shifting in the right direction.

“When parents take their 7-year-old to the dentist, they want that experience to be very different from when they went to the dentist as a 7-year-old themselves. Yet when they bring their 7-year-old to school, they expect things to be the same as two or three decades ago. We make a big effort to involve parents by showing them what we do. Once they witness the learning in action and see their child go to school happy every day, they see that a fuller way of learning is possible.”





I was a teenage tagging vandal


I wrote my name on my city and you should too


Danny Smith

Nobody likes tagging, the squiggles and glyphs you see in drip pen on bus shelters and blank doors. It’s dismissed as “scrawl” or “scribble”, part of an urban blight that will affect the house prices and encourage the crack dealers. Good. You’re not supposed to get it. It’s not for you. That’s an uneasy concept to adjust to in a world of targeted marketing and bland utilitarian culture but that’s the way it is. But don’t get egotistical; it doesn’t exist solely to piss you off either, although that is a delightful side effect.

I grew up in the 80s, just as the more commercial tendrils of hip-hop culture permeated over the ocean into the British consciousness. And I loved graffiti as soon as I saw it, probably in the background of a music video or the classic films, Breakdance the Movie and Breakdance 2: Electric Boogaloo. For an awkward kid who spent most of his time either reading or drawing, suddenly one of those things became cool, not just ordinary cool, American cool, which for a seven year old was the coolest type of cool there is. From then on I would fill any scrap of paper with bold felt-tip lettering, making words like RAP (which was cool) and COOL (which was incredibly cool).

Around that time my mum let me watch a film called Turk 182! The film is about a guy who goes on a graffiti campaign to embarrass the mayor and get recognition for his injured firefighter brother. Looking back it seems an embarrassing cash-in on the graffiti craze, whitewashed of all ethnicity and given more noble cause than the received wisdom of it coming from marking gang territory. Its no coincidence that the tag Turk 182! is incredibly similar to that of one of the first and most prolific graffiti writers, Taki 183. After that film my mum made it very clear that there was good graffiti, the bold colourful complicated “masterpieces”, and the bad sort: the scribble.

But that’s not the way it works. You don’t get to understand the big complicated “wildstyle” without exploring the letter shapes, without intimate and integral knowledge of how letters flow and fit you can never even read the more socially acceptable bigger pieces.

A good tag is beautiful, calligraphy in its most basic version of the word, from the greek kallos, meaning beauty and graphos meaning writing. But that’s not where the similarities end. Like traditional calligraphy there is a set of styles and forms, a grammar of shapes. even the equipment used is similar, the broad flat nibs of a calligraphy pen are the same as the flat nibs of the preferred marker pens, and for the same reason - the variance of line weight of the letters.

Tags themselves are far more dynamic, often written quickly and with a flourish, with an energy that can’t be contained to paper. The stark angular shapes and lines that dip and slink into circles or hover into stars mimic the dynamic and mediated lines of the city. There is a tension in a tag, an uneasy balance between hours practising in notebooks and the heart-beating rush of performing the act.


Putting your name on something is the simplest act of ownership there is.



Hunter S. Thompson wrote the seminal campaign book Fear and Loathing On The Campaign Trail ’72 and said that “politics is the art of controlling your environment”. In the most basic way tagging is an expression of that. We don’t get much of a choice of the environment we grow up in, maybe a little more as we get older, but buildings will get built, huge advertising displays will block the sky and roads will be concreted over your favourite shortcut. None of this you can stop or even affect.

Putting your name on something is the simplest act of ownership there is. A way of marking out your space. But it’s also a way of communicating with others, others who perhaps feel the same as you. A wall covered in tags isn’t a contested piece of real estate, it’s a community, a choir of ink fingered voices, a family.

Graffiti is a way of appropriating the space we are given, like free running, or skateboarding, or urban exploration, turning the imposed concrete and glass habitats into playgrounds, obstacle courses or galleries. The shit-strewn gulleys and wasteland of my childhood became my shit-strewn gulleys and wasteland. The advertisement’s power dulled by layers of unsolicited contributions. And the walls became noticeboards buzzing with information just because I discovered how to see it.

And it’s illegal. It’s hard to deny there is a rush to it, of going out and breaking the law. Evenings spent climbing and skulking, running flat out, heart climbing out of your chest. But this is good, we have two generations of kids using graffiti to negotiate their own way through the gaps between morality and legality, learning that NOT obeying is an option. In a society where the politics of conformity is the only agenda being offered, even the most minor acts of vandalism are civil disobedience.

Tagging is scrawl as much as any painting in a gallery is a daubing. Marshall McLuhan said, “the medium is the message” and in the case of tagging the message is “fuck you - I exist”. If you don’t like it, it simply isn’t for you, and that is all you’ll ever see. But, look harder, smarter, and those scribbles become a symphony of voices, displaces, dispossessed searchers looking for their own space. Tiny masterpieces of form and performance and evidence that there are people out there who are willing to not conform, to break the law even to get their voices heard.





What might a new Government look like in 2015? It’s anyone’s guess!


With neither major party polling higher than 35%, and with the recent shockwaves caused by smaller parties such as the SNP and UKIP, I look at some possibilities regarding what the UK's next government might look like.


David Binder

As the May 2015 General Election fast approaches, it appears that we are in the midst of the tightest contest for generations, with both major parties neck and neck and only polling between 30% and 35% of the popular vote. Moreover, most political commentators and academics share the view that neither major party will gain anything higher come May.

Chris Hanretty, Reader in Politics at the University of East Anglia notes:

‘I think it’s very likely that both Labour and Conservatives will continue in the 30-35% range — and probably closer to the lower end. There’s a 70% chance that the combined Labour and Conservative vote will be the lowest ever in any post-1945 election.’

Will Jennings, Senior Lecturer in Politics & International Relations at the University of Southampton agrees:

‘Both Conservative and Labour have been relatively stagnant in the polls for some time now. Support for the Conservatives really hasn’t moved since the 2012 budget, while Labour have drifted in the polls lately and there really is nothing in it. There is no evidence that either party has the capacity to break into a substantial lead at the moment.’ 

Correspondingly, the current poll ratings of Labour and the Tories do not translate into enough seats (326) to command a majority one party Government. This, no doubt, will annoy Coalition naysayers like Peter Bone MP, plus a fair few in the Labour Party who would prefer a simple majority Labour Government.With the ‘big two’ polling so low, smaller parties like the SNP (Scottish National Party), UKIP (UK Independence Party) and Green Party will have a significant role to play, both in potentially taking votes away from the two major parties and in being part and in playing a part in a potential new coalition government.

The chart below, using data from electionforeccast.co.uk, run by Dr Hanretty and fellow academics Benjamin Lauderdale and Nick Vivyan from Durham University and The London School of Economics respectively shows that on present numbers, the Conservatives will be the largest Party, albeit only just. Hanretty tentatively predicts that this trend will continue until the election:

‘It’ll be really close, in terms of probability, I’d go with 55%-45%, Conservatives - Labour.’ 

Graph showing predicted number of seats for each party.

The incumbency factor

Unless either party wins a majority, David Cameron, as leader of the largest party in the current government will get first dibs in trying to form a new Government, regardless of whether after the May count his party has the most number of seats. Only if he is unable or unwilling to form a new Government will he then resign the role of Prime Minister, at which point the leader of the opposition (Ed Milliband) will be invited to try and establish one instead.

On this basis, the Tories have a clear advantage. However, Labour and left of centre sympathisers may be comforted to know that on current numbers at least, Mr Cameron may not have the support required to form a majority coalition Government. Ed Milliband however might.

Graph showing Coalition possibilities.

Realistic Coalition options

By way of explanation, the colours above equate to the following parties: Mid blue = Conservatives, Yellow = Lib Dems, Pale Blue = DUP, Purple = UKIP, Mid Red = Labour, Dark Red = SNP, Pale Red = SDLP, Orange = Plaid Cymru, Green = Green Party. ‘Other’ MP numbers which are not represented on the chart total 8.

If we add together the numbers of the possible Labour led coalition, we get a total of 347 seats, whilst for the Conservative led coalition we get 320. On these numbers, the Labour camp will surely be happier.

As far as the other parties are concerned, the Liberal Democrats could unite with either major party. Some say that they want to go with the Tories again, yet party president Tim Farron has said that if Labour have the most seats after the election, they’ll go with them. Thus, for all their apparent unpopularity throughout much of the last five years, combined with their low poll ratings Nick Clegg’s party could be the kingmakers in forming the next government.

The SNP and Greens on the have publicly ruled out going into Government with the Conservatives, hence their inclusion above with Labour. I have attached the other nationalist parties, DUP and Plaid Cymru, with the Conservatives and Labour respectively according to their policy and ideological stances, with UKIP also being aligned with the Tories. This isn’t to say these parties wouldn’t align with either party, just what is most likely at this stage.

One thing that becomes clear looking at the above graph is how a Labour collapse in Scotland to the SNP might not be a total disaster for them. It could significantly dent their chances of forming a majority Government on their own, yet due to both parties’ idealogical similarities, the SNP may help Labour into Government in 2015. Could this very real possibility be central to why Alec Salmond entered Westminster politics earlier this year?

A Minority Government?

It could well be that both major parties ditch the idea of a Coalition altogether and go it alone. The idea of either major party doing this for 18 months on a three core policy platform has been mooted by the BBC’s Allegra Stratton. The logic behind this is that either party would demonstrate their competence to the electorate during this period before triggering another General Election and obtaining a majority. Personally however, I see this as unlikely as any opposition at the time could quite easily derail even a core policy platform by voting against a minority government at any given opportunity. Any hopes of appearing competent would therefore be extinguished!

Dr Hanretty disagrees however:

‘At the moment, I think that a single party minority government is the single most likely outcome: but this is my intuition, rather than something that’s based on the forecasting model’

The numbers can (and probably will) change!

Given how tight things are, we can expect the numbers reported above to change. Indeed, if a week is a long time in politics then little over a month until May is surely a lifetime. Both major parties will still say publically that they can still win an outright majority, and the number of seats the smaller parties could win could also change. The Conservatives will be confident of biting into Labour’s very narrow seat lead and taking seats from the Lib Dems in South West England. Labour meanwhile will hope that they can both take some more marginal seats from the Conservatives and Liberal Democrats in England, and from the SNP in Scotland under new leader Jim Murphy.

Interestingly, it is Labour that that the electionforecast.co.uk team are most uncertain about in terms of seat projections:

‘We think there’s a 90% probability they’ll end up with between 235 and 325 seats. But that’s simply a consequence of Labour having a decent chance of winning lots of seats, and lots more if they do well (recover in Scotland, break through in England.’

Other interesting variables are the supposed Liberal Democrat collapse and the emergence of UKIP and the Green Party. The indications above show that whilst Nick Clegg’s outfit will be significantly punished at the polls, they won’t die altogether. They’ll surely be hoping that their one key strength, their local support base, will pay dividends come May.

UKIP meanwhile are surely more of a threat to the Tories in 2015, yet Labour should heed warnings of UKIP gains in constituencies like Great Grimsby. Yet due to the first past the post electoral system their impact may be limited to gaining a seat or two. The Greens meanwhile appear to be attracting disgruntled left of centre voters, although as with UKIP their impact in terms of seats may be limited.

Jennings sums up the overall level of uncertainty well:

‘There are a few questions still up in the air, such as whether the government will benefit from a late swing back, as has happened in past elections and whether Labour’s support is “soft” and thus overstated. I think the biggest uncertainty however is how much of the UKIP vote will turn out - as this will determine what sort of havoc it plays, not necessarily in winning seats but changing the electoral arithmetic in certain seats.’

All to play for

The research from electionforecast.co.uk clearly shows that another Coalition Government is a real possibility post May 2015. Yet other options, such as a short term minority government should not be ruled out. The smaller parties meanwhile will be heartened by the prospect that they’ll be able to have a real say and be a part of the next government.

With all these things in mind, May 2015 has the potential to be one of the most unpredictable General Elections in UK history and I for one intend on enjoying it!

Seat projection data from electionforecast.co.uk and correct as of 28th March 2015.





Open source computer music in the ancient world

Dom Aversano

The very concept of ancient computers might sound bizarre, and the notion of centuries old open source computer music stranger yet, but both represent historical realities with roots far deeper than is generally recognised. At the time of writing this article The Science Museum in London is running an exhibition called The Information Age, with subject matter that ranges from personal computers and the internet, to the telegram and Congolese talking drum. Yet the ancient computers and open source code I wish to discuss are not mentioned. The problem is not that they are forgotten or ignored, but rather that they are not recognised for what they are to begin with.

Before describing the computers themselves it is important to note the context in which they arose. Throughout the European Middle Ages there existed a desire to measure time with ever greater accuracy. This led not only to the invention of the mechanical clock, but triggered a general shift towards a more mechanistic and automated civilisation. A world which once measured time by the light of the sun, agrarian rhythms, and the patterns of human events, gave way to one of objective, standardised time, abstracted from the variable, unregimented flow of nature. Furthermore, since time is concerned with events, when the focus of events shifted from the natural to the mechanical, the seed of the computer age was sown.

During and prior to this transformation, bells played an important role in organising society. In his book Revolutions in Time, author David Landes describes their significance in community life during the Middle Ages:

“Bells sounded for start of work, meal breaks, end of work, closing of gates, start of market, close of market, assembly, emergencies, council meetings, end of drink service, time for street cleaning, curfew, and so on…”

In 17-century Britain the technology of bell towers was adopted for another purpose, or to use a modern term, was ‘hacked’ (not hacked as in a computer being broken into, but the original meaning of the word: to modify technology in creative and inventive ways). The bell technology of church towers – originally intended for community timekeeping – would be put to use for music making. Various combinations of harmonically tuned bells were hung in these towers, controlled by ringers pulling on ropes lower in the building. As the technology for mounting the bells improved, ringers gained better control over their movement, allowing them to create music of greater complexity. This combination of having improved control over the bells, while nevertheless operating within the constrained framework of sounding a large bell using a rope, led to the creation of a unique form of music, composed from algorithms.

An algorithm simply refers to a series of step-by-step instructions, in this case for the purpose of exploring a vast number of bell patterns permutations, in a variety of inventive and aesthetically pleasing ways. This transformed bell towers into computers: with multiple processors (the bellringers), computing algorithms (the compositions), with hardware that output sound (the ringing of bells). This music became know as ‘method ringing’ (or ‘change ringing’), and, interestingly, shares the word ‘method’ with modern programming, in which this word is at the core of its lexicon.

Here is an example of a pattern generated by an algorithm for a three bell tower:

123 132 312 321 231 213 123

Each number above represents one of the bells, which are rung in the order that the numbers appear. In the above code every possible combination of three bells is rung, until the bells return to the order in which they started (i.e., the top and bottom rows, which are bold). The algorithm for computing this is relatively simple:

First switch the order of the last two bells (e.g., 123 → 132), then switch the order of the first two bells (e.g., 132 → 312), then repeat these instructions until you return to 123.

While the above algorithm is relatively simple, and its music short in duration, as more bells are hung the number of permutations increases exponentially: a tower with four bells has 24 possible permutations; a tower with five bells 120; and St Paul’s Cathedral in London - which has twelve bells - has 479,001,600 possible permutations!

Lastly, it should be noted that the above process has a binary dimension to it: a bellringer is instructed to either ring a bell, or not ring a bell. So were we to take “1” to mean that a bell is rung, and “0” that it is not rung, the previous code could be rewritten for the ringer of bell 1 as:

100 100 010 001 001 010 100

So we have computing, but what about open source?

In 1667, the fifth edition of a book called Campanalogia Improved was published, which documented dozens of change ringing methods. The book reads much like a modern day computer programming manual: brimming with algorithm examples, and filled with pages covered in large blocks of computed numbers.

The titles of the compositions in the book contain some fascinating revelations too, since they are frequently named after regions rather than individuals, lending them a strong sense of shared ownership e.g., “Cambridge Surprise”, “Winwick Doubles”, and “Lancashire Delight”. Furthermore, the titles demonstrate that compositions were modified and refined, often regionally. For instance there is a composition genre called “Bob”, which takes on numerous forms: “Plain Bob”, “Plain Bob Triples”, “Double Bob”, “London Double Bob”, “Oxford Double Bob”, “London New Bob”, “Royal Bob”, “Bob Major Double” etc.

The above descriptions meet opensource.org’s first three definitions of open source: there is “free distribution” which does “not require a royalty or other fee”, there is a “well-publicized means of obtaining the source code”, and there is an allowance for “modifications and derived works”.

It should also be noted, while much criticism of modern day open source culture focuses on the notion that it devalues creative work, method ringing was not built on free labour. As described on bellringing.org it was a creative economy with a source of financial sustenance:

“The cost of maintaining bells and payments to the ringers, who at the time were paid for their services, could be quite a high proportion of running the Parish. St Margaret’s, Westminster paid ringers one shilling each for ringing at the beheading of the Queen of Scots. Less than twenty years later, the same church paid ten times that for ringing ‘at the time when the Parliament House should have been blown up’.”

Method ringing continues to be practiced up to the present day, with early ringing societies such as the Lincoln Cathedral Guild claiming to date back to as early as 1612, and, according to the book Music and Mathematics (2003), there exist “over 5200 sets of bells hung for change ringing in England, another 200 in the rest of the British Isles, and about 100 elsewhere in the world.”

While the computers described in this article are neither electrical nor wholly mechanical, to ignore such an important tradition creates a blindspot in the history of computing. Strange though it may initially seem, centuries before Charles Babbage built his Analytical Engine, or Alan Turing imagined his Turing machine, there existed a thriving open source computer movement, which created, shared, and modified algorithms, for the purpose of generating new music.





What about personal debt cancellation?


Britain's real debt crisis is in the households. There are strong moral and economic arguments for these loans to be written off, argues Fanny Malinen


Fanny Malinen

There is a strong moral element to debt: “surely one has to pay what they owe” is perhaps the most common response to any demands of debt cancellation. But for decades, campaigners have been working towards changing this narrative, pointing to how the 1980s debt crisis and the following push to austerity from international financial institutions have resulted in ‘lost decades’ of development in many countries of the global South.

It is calculated that for every dollar owed in 1980, countries in the global South have repaid 7.50 – yet they still owe 4. In the absence of other funds, they are forced to take out new loans to cover the repayments, which creates a vicious circle: interest rates are higher the poorer the lender, supposedly reflecting the risk associated. These loans can be called illegitimate or even odious, as they were often made without the consent of the people and not used to benefit the people. A lengthy list of dictatorships and authoritarian regimes whose debts to the international community have still not been paid includes apartheid South Africa and Mobutu’s Zaire (now the Democratic Republic of Congo).

Applying the same logic, there have recently been calls to write off large proportions of Greece’s debt. 77% of the bail-out money went into the financial sector, but the Greek people are the ones suffering a humanitarian crisis because the country supposedly needs to tighten its belt. This mirrors the previous history of using debt crises to socialise losses from financial risk gone sour – and masking this massive transfer of wealth in the neutral-sounding language, such as logic of the “market”.

Britain’s personal credit crisis

But what about Britain? Did the trillion-pound bank bail-out benefit the people? Seven years after the financial crash, it is obvious who is paying the price for the crisis that originated from financial speculation and deregulation – and it is not the financial sector.

Whilst the government is celebrating an economic recovery, it does not manifest for the majority: in December, the Financial Times found out that only 1 in 7 Britons could feel the recovery where they lived. Employment, although growing, is still too often part-time, low-pay and excludes young people and ethnic minorities.

The gap between falling incomes (real incomes are down by around 13% since the crash) and increasing consumption is bridged by a rise in credit. But as a recent report from London Assembly details, the composition of over-indebtedness in the capital has changed since 2008: instead of borrowing for consumption, the majority of debt problems now stem from “individuals struggling to pay essential living costs”, especially Council Tax arrears and utility bills.

Combined with new regulation that has tightened more traditional lending taps such as bank lending for low-income households after the crisis, this growing debt burden is increasingly driving people to payday and doorstep lenders. The cost of short-term credit is high, but many people have no alternative.

Unsecured debt is rising at a rate of around £1bn a month. The Office for Budgetary Responsibility forecasts that by 2019, household debt as a share of household income will reach 180%. This is higher than in 2008 – and as Professor Steve Keen notes, “debt acceleration is the main factor in determining asset prices. Asset bubbles therefore have to burst, because debt acceleration cannot remain positive forever.”

It is not difficult to see that reduction in private debt levels in a necessity in order to avoid another crash. Keen continues: “The only real question we face is not whether we should or should not repay this debt, but how are we going to go about not repaying it?”

His proposal is a “QE for the public” – quantitative easing usually refers to increasing liquidity in the banking system, but experience from post-crash Britain shows there is no guarantee for the money to end up in any productive activity. Keen’s cash injection would go directly into people’s bank accounts with the requirement of the money being used to repay debts.

Not everyone is equal in the market

But I would argue that there are more than technical reasons for cancelling these debts. The connection to the illegitimacy of dictator debts may seem far-fetched, but looking at the importance access to credit plays in financial capitalism, it becomes clear that debt is often much more than a technical arrangement between two equals.

The mainstream view of debt as something apolitical – you borrow at the cost available to you and you have to pay back – hides the fact that most debtors are actually not free to choose whether they borrow and under what terms. In a similar vein as citizens inheriting national debts by a previous regime, those needing to rely on high-cost credit to meet their living costs have little choice – energy bills in Britain have risen by £360 over the last decade. If people were really free to choose, they would probably not go to Wonga and sign up for an annual interest rate of 1,509% to repay other loans. This is precisely why maintaining a good credit rating is important: the cost of borrowing only increases, the poorer you get.

The argument “we all have to pay our debts” also falls apart because of the value judgements our political system is making. There is nothing technical and neutral in securing the health of German banking sector while life expectancy in Greece is declining; nor in international financial institutions’ power to dictate the terms under which ‘developing’ countries secure extensions to their loans; nor in the austerity cuts that have followed UK government’s response to the crisis, a response that has not held the ones engaged in the speculation that caused the crisis accountable and liable.

Not all of us need to pay our debts, then.

Breaking the taboo

Despite going against a moral code, personal debt write-offs are not unprecedented.

Earlier this year, Croatia announced a debt write-off for some 60,000 of its poorest citizens: those on a monthly income less than 1,250 kuna (£122) or on welfare benefits and without assets or savings. The cancellation was justified by freeing up more money for consumption in the country that has been in a recession for years, and the £212-million cost is borne jointly by the government and private companies.

Another country in the Balkans, Macedonia, embarked on a similar move last October: unemployed and benefit recipients could apply for their overdue bank loans and utility bills to be written off. The companies took the hit, but received tax credits from the government in return. Also neighbouring Kosovo is considering cancelling debts, mostly unpaid taxes and utility bills, from before 2009.

Examples are not limited to Eastern Europe either: In 2013, the Kuwaiti Parliament approved a law to buy personal loans of 47,000 citizens, arguing that banks had overcharged for credit before 2008; banks were ordered to pay back any overcharged interest. It was widely interpreted that there was a political motive to the move, to prevent an Arab Spring type uprising in the country.

Also in Britain last year, the payday loan company Wonga was forced to write off £220 million worth of loans of 330,000 customers who would not have qualified for loans under new, tougher affordability checks. This is a strong example that the responsibility for indebtedness does not all lie with the borrower.

Although the potential of a write-off under the current system is limited – without a more equal income distribution, debts would simply re-accumulate – it would still be a reasonable step towards accepting that it is not one’s own fault to get into debt. Other measures, such as lowering housing costs and tackling the energy monopoly in Britain, could then follow.

As David Graeber says in his book Debt: The First 5,000 Years: “It seems to me that we are long overdue for some kind of Biblical-style Jubilee: one that would affect both international and consumer debt. It would be salutary not just because it would relieve so much genuine human suffering, but also because it would be a way of reminding ourselves that money is not ineffable, that paying one’s debts is not the essence of morality, that all these things are human arrangements and that if democracy is to mean anything, it is the ability to all agree to arrange things in a different way.”





Endometriosis – the monstrous shadow


More than 1.5 million women in the UK suffer from endometriosis, but with a lack of awareness and taboos still surrounding frank discussion of women’s gynaecology and menstruation, it remains little known, chronically underfunded by research and often overshadowed by other conditions.


Giovanna Iozzi

“Endometriosis is unpredictable and capricious…a destroyer of careers, families and relationships, and it is worth more money and research effort - not only for what we would learn about the disease itself, but for the light that would be shed on infertility, immunology, and the connection between illness and psychological states,” says endometriosis sufferer Hilary Mantel.

Endometriosis is the UK’s second most common gynaecological disease, but have you ever heard of it? I’m a confirmed case with stage 4 “endo” (that’s bad by the way, almost off the scale), but before doctors probed into me during a surgical laparoscopy three years ago I had no idea it existed.

A modest estimate suggests 1 in 10 British women have endo; according to charity Endometriosis UK this is almost as many as women with diabetes but little public health debate is focused on it. It's a disease that costs the British economy an estimated £8.2bn a year. There are 176 million sufferers worldwide; women of all ages living a kind of shadowy half-life, struggling to study, hold down jobs, raise children and keep up with social obligations.

At the extreme end of the symptom scale, women suffer such severe pelvic pain they pass out or haemorrhage so much blood they end up in hospital. Some spend their ovulation days bloated, fainting and vomiting. Many endure painful sex and spend days in agony afterwards. Endo can have devastating psychosocial effects: depression, isolation, sexual problems, marriage breakdown and suicidal thoughts. Some 30-50% of infertile women have it.

Endo is a story of concealment. There is an urge for sufferers to share every nuance of their symptom history but also an awareness that non-sufferers can be reluctant or too squeamish to listen. It’s hard describing the times you need to stay near a loo as blood soaks through pad after pad, or, as one woman told me, “when you’re passing clots the size of small satsumas”. Tricky to share the delights of menstrual diarrhoea or mood swings in extremis. It’s a Jekyll and Hyde existence; normal PMT doesn’t touch the sides.

Even trickier is admitting to painful sex (dyspareunia), in an increasingly sexualised society that posits the female body at centre stage. Despite highly contentious research that women who have Endo are more “attractive” try telling that to anyone who has the classic “endo belly”, where inflammatory bloating leaves you looking you’re six months pregnant.

Fact no 1: normal period pain (dysmenorrhoea) isn’t meant to hurt that much. Endometriosis UK advises that if you have bad pelvic pain, irregular or heavy periods, lower back pain, bloating, problems with your bowel or bladder, fatigue or pain during sex, you need to be referred to a specialist clinician by your GP.

What is endometriosis?

Endometriosis occurs when tissue similar to the endometrium (the womb lining) is found elsewhere, mainly in the pelvic cavity, on the ovaries, fallopian tubes, uterus, bladder and bowel. In some rare cases, it’s found in the lung, brain and even the nose.

This foreign cell tissue (fed by an excess of oestrogen) forms lesions and during the month, just like the womb lining it responds to hormone stimulation, builds up and bleeds. But the tissue has no way to escape, leading to blood-filled cysts, inflammation, nerve pain and more clusters of scar tissue or adhesions that can behave like glue, sticking and twisting organs together. Pain occurs throughout the month, not just during ovulation or menstruation.

Endo is slow to diagnose (the average is seven and a half to 10 years, for some women it’s much longer) as it mimics other diseases like IBS (irritable bowel syndrome), appendicitis and PCOS (polycystic ovary syndrome). The only sure way to diagnose is through a laparoscopy, an operation where a camera is pushed through the navel into the pelvis – but there is still only a small number of highly skilled clinicians.

Sometimes referred to as a “disease of theories”, endo has no known cure. You can find a summary of the various genetic, biological and environmental theories here.

Endo has been found in unborn foetuses, eight-year-old girls, women in their 70s and, rarely, even in a few men. Strangely, the severity of the disease does not necessarily correlate with pain. So a woman with stage 1 endo can suffer much more badly than a women with stage 4.

Various hormone treatments can suppress some symptoms but surgery to cut out or laser diseased tissue is often the preferred route. In some cases, parts or whole reproductive organs are removed to try and reduce the spread of disease (with mixed results). Complete hysterectomy is not necessarily a magic wand, as endo seeds and grows in deep tissue outside the uterus, which surgery can’t always reach. Pain can follow a women even into her post-menopausal years.

What strikes you when you scroll through social network Health Unlocked and find the endo section is the sheer level of desperation: it reads like a howling gallery of pain. “Help me” is a frequent title; “I’m in so much pain”, or “I can’t go on”. The women’s medical and surgical stories reflect the complexities of the disease; diagnosis is just the start of the battle, trying to find the right clinician and the right treatment to alleviate symptoms is a further challenge.

A common thread seems to be resistance and a lack of empathy from some quarters of the medical profession. Not all, but many GPS simply do not seem to recognise the severity of their patients’ pain or their pleas for help. Women I interviewed were told as desperate teenagers to go home and get into bed with a hot water bottle. Relax, it’s just the cramps, right?


It’s like your body’s full of razor blades all attached to fishing wire and they all get pulled at the same time.



Ellie’s story

Ellie will never forget her first period. The 29-year-old from west London, says: “I woke up one morning feeling funny, made it to the bathroom and collapsed. I thought my spleen had ruptured, that my insides were falling out. I imagine it’s like when a woman’s water breaks, when she’s giving birth. I thought I was dying. I remember saying goodbye to my mum.”

Ellie’s mum Sheila drove her to hospital, where she stayed for nine hours. She had lost so much blood doctors told her she had severe anaemia.

She says: “The hospital didn’t believe I was in pain. None of the doctors mentioned it could be to do with my periods until my mum explained that I’d started. They told me to go home, use a hot water bottle, have a bath and try to relax.”

Ellie explains what it was like to black out from period pain at such a young age. “When you’re 12 and it’s the first time, it’s terrifying. It comes in like a black shadow from the side of your eyes, you lose your vision and then your hearing goes. You get these white spots in your eyes, you can’t breath. You’re in this void and it’s really scary.”

Ellie bled on and off for two years after her first period in six-week or two-week cycles. For most of her teens and early 20s, life became an excruciating cycle of pain and isolation at her home in rural Guildford. Often missing school and marooned at home in case she had an episode, she grew increasingly despairing. When venturing out, she’d have to crouch down on the street in pain, frequently passing out in shops or in public spaces, relying on strangers to help.

She recalls: “I collapsed in a public toilet once and the paramedics who picked me up thought I was on drugs.”

The disease robbed Ellie of her teenage years. “I didn’t bring it up with friends for years because I was ashamed of it. No one my own age had it so it was very isolating. I was a very private person and didn’t let anyone see me in pain. It was like being like a vampire, I’d have to go and hide, lock myself away and draw the curtains.”

Doctor after doctor told Ellie it was “normal”. “I went to countless GPs, all male, all older in their 50s or 60s. They told me I was too young for endo, it was “psychological”, told me to be braver; one even said I was doing it for attention. My notes said I should be referred for psychological assessment, that I had hypochondria, that I was hysterical.”

Ellie’s fear of being labelled stopped her getting the help she needed. At 16, after conducting her own research into endo she was finally diagnosed with stage 4 of the disease and PCOS but the news from NHS doctors was bleak: “They said I had two options, have a baby or a hysterectomy. It was devastating.”

She saved up for private treatment and found a pioneering surgeon, Dr Renata Hutt at the Royal Surrey County hospital, who for the first time made her feel validated. “I was a broken person when I walked into her surgery. I’d lost my teenage years, had no friends, no boyfriend, hadn’t lived. When she confirmed I had endo and she could help me I burst into tears. I’d been scared to say the word, but I wanted to hug her.”

Ellie, who graduated with a first from Cambridge University, now works in the science communication unit at Imperial College, London. She calls herself an “endo warrior”, saying that women with the disease often “achieve more than others”. To prove her point, during a GCSE Latin exam she hallucinated while on strong medication (“I remember a cat dressed as Sherlock Holmes on the ceiling”) and wrote her second-year university exams from a hospital bed.

The disease is in her bowel, bladder and lungs; her surgeon told her she has one of the most aggressive cases she’d seen. She’s endured 15 operations, not without complication. Two-thirds of her bladder was removed in 2010 and she was left incontinent for six months the following year. After each operation she refers to the “magic window” after surgical pain subsides, three to five months when it feels great. “When I’m ok, it’s like meeting the real me.”

To cope with the pain, she’d been prescribed drugs since her teens, including morphine for 10 years, which she only takes when she feels like she’s “going to die”.

She says: “I’ve taken every drug and hormone imaginable, most of my 20s were spent not even knowing who I was or whether I could make it from my bed to the bathroom.”

At times, Ellie admits she’s felt suicidal; she has a padlock on her medicine cupboard which she locks after taking the required medication “…because there have been times I’ve wanted to take more”.

She tries to explain: “When it’s midnight and it starts, you know you’re facing eight hours of contraction-like pain, it’s the 17th time that month, you’re exhausted - you’re in a very dark place. I’m sure there are women who committed suicide because of it. If I didn’t have my mum, I don’t think I’d be here.”

Ellie has had some sympathetic and caring boyfriends, but is currently single. Her surgeon has told her she has only a 5% chance of pregnancy. She has stopped looking on Facebook as she says friends are constantly putting up posts about impending marriages and their first babies. People keep asking when she’s going to “find a man?”

For the moment her focus is to raise the profile of the disease. “I used to suffer in silence out of some misguided pride/shame. Now I shout to the rooftops to young people about endo so that no young girl has to feel as isolated like I was.”


My daughter had a party and I couldn’t take her. She said: “You ruin everything, you’re always sick.” I told her I wasn’t doing it on purpose. She said: “Well, you don’t look like anything’s wrong with you.” That’s the heart of it - it’s a disease you can’t see.



Valentina’s story

Former fashion PR Valentina, 42, from Chelsea says she’s lost half her life to endometriosis. It took 20 years for a formal diagnosis after doctors initially dismissed her pleas for help during her teens and 20s, diagnosing her with everything from kidney stones to IBS and ME.

She says: “From the minute I started my periods there was always something wrong. You go to your mum at 13/14 and she tells you that’s the way it is and don’t question it, but my periods were much worse than my friends’. My dad was a doctor, but even he just told me not to question anything. When I was 18 I bled so much my mum thought I’d miscarried.

“I remember watching Embarrassing Bodies years later and the doctor was holding up the normal amount of blood a woman loses every month, about half a litre - well that’s what I lose in one morning.”

Valentina’s case highlights the lack in early diagnostic tools for the disease. Despite asking her GP if she might have endo at 18, she was told no, the ultrasound only confirmed the presence of polycystic ovaries. “We now know an ultrasound can’t detect endo,” she says.

Regularly fainting from the amount of blood loss meant Valentina developed extreme anaemia. She would bleed for 10 days a month, developing infections, colds and fatigue. “I was always shivering, even in Italy in 40 degree heat I’d be wearing a cardigan.”

She married Richard in 1998 but couldn’t get pregnant for two years. After visiting University College Hospital she still wasn’t given a laparoscopy, but was told by one clinician she was probably “anxious” and “sub-fertile”. Finally, she tried the NaPRO fertility approach, took natural progesterone and luckily managed to have two daughters, who are now 12 and 10 years old. Juggling childcare, work and endo wasn’t an option so she was forced to leave a job that she enjoyed.

Valentina says one of the most difficult aspects of the disease is the pressure it puts on a relationship, especially when it comes to sex. “If you’re bleeding for 10 days a month then in lots of pain other times, sex takes a back seat. It became increasingly painful, especially in the last few years, and I wasn’t telling Richard. I can only describe it as stabbing pain like someone was shoving a knife up me. Once we had sex and the next day I was in hospital on morphine. Certain positions you just have to avoid.”

She admits: “It’s worn us down and taken its toll, affecting holidays, friendships, he’s always having to apologise for me when I can’t go out.”

After countless investigations and “dismissive” consultants, but still with no laparoscopy, Valentina was finally diagnosed with stage 4 endometriosis and adenomyosis (endo in the uterine wall) in 2011. She says: “Sadly, by that time, the disease was widespread and deeply rooted. I’m one of the unlucky ones who missed out on an early diagnosis.”

Last year, Valentina had a full hysterectomy and went into what she described as “full blown menopause, no sleep, night sweats, feeling very old”, so she was advised to take HRT. Despite some unlucky complications from the operation (which are now resolving), for nine months she’s been mainly clear of pain. But she admits: “I’m not naïve enough to think it won’t return.”


It’s not me, it’s the devil inside me.



Sinead’s story

Sinead, 41, from County Offaly, Ireland, describes herself as an “endo survivor”. The mum of three, a trained fertility practitioner, suffered excruciating pain and mood swings for years. She said she used to think she was just “a cranky bitch - a stereotypical redhead”.

She admits: “There are days when you feel like a devil, that you could fight with your own toenails because you feel so shitty. Endo’s a sneaky little disease in that you can look quite normal but you’re very sick on the inside. It cloaks itself in other illnesses. I got really good at hiding the pain, but at home I’d be on my hands and knees in agony.”

Sinead remembers her first bout of pain vividly, two weeks before her first period in 1984. “We were all sitting around watching a movie on a Saturday night and I just vomited violently and screamed. The pain was right up in my vagina. My dad had to carry me into the hospital. They thought I had appendicitis.”

Since that time Sinead was “back and forth to the GP”, all the while struggling to live with the disease. She describes her pain as “like flash lightning”.

She says: “For 20 years no one made a link between my periods and the pain. No one mentioned the word endometriosis to me. The message from our culture seems to be ‘it’s your period, just shut up and deal with it’.”

In 2005 she pushed for a gynaecological consultation and was admitted to the Coombe hospital in Dublin. “The surgeon was very flippant and let a trainee do the laparoscopy. Afterwards he said: ‘There’s nothing wrong with you, you need a psychological assessment.’ I thought my sister was going to jump over the bed and kill him.”

Finally, in 2008, she was referred to Dr Phil Boyle who helped Sinead get pregnant with her first child as well as diagnosing her with stage 4 endo with bowel involvement. The impact on her private life has been immense. “People get tired of you not turning up for stuff. I couldn’t make my best friend’s 40th birthday and after that the friendship broke down. My own family members don’t understand what it’s like.”

Her three young children have learnt to recognise it when she’s too unwell to function. “The kids know it as the days I lie on the sofa and ‘we watch TV’ and I’m not a TV watcher. They can’t have play dates and we listen to music. My six-year-old is very tuned in to me; if I get a bad dart of pain, she’ll squeeze my hand and comfort me.”

Since stopping breastfeeding her youngest child seven months ago (which helps with pain), she’s now considering a hysterectomy. “I’m crippled with pain again. It’s not a choice to live with. I have endo polyps, nodules like pebbles on different parts of my body. No one can tell me what they are. My uterus is creating more risk, why would you leave it in?”’

“I want to be able to enjoy my children, to get up in the morning and not to have to think to myself, what size will I be today?

Periods: the “icky” factor and research

Menstruation was in the news in January when tennis ace Heather Watson admitted to being off her game at the American Open due to a bad period. Periods are still a taboo subject, so it’s perhaps not surprising that diseases associated with them are an even deeper taboo.

Karen Houppert’s blog, The Curse: Confronting the Last Unmentionable Taboo: Menstruation, challenges the idea of “menstrual etiquette”, the furtiveness and concealment many societies have around periods as well as the womb’s historical association with hysteria.

With reference to endo she says: “When breast cancer awareness campaigns geared up, research dollars followed. It would be terrific to see menstruation talked about casually, so that women had a sense of whether their own periods were within the realm of normal. And it would be terrific to see those illnesses researched and treated with the same dollars and dedication that goes to Viagra.”

Matthew Rosser, a clinical researcher on endo at the University of Manchester, is calling for more openness around menstruation, which he believes would raise the disease’s profile and thus funding potential.

Out of all the grant money awarded for women’s health from the Medical Research Council in 2013/14, just over £1m was dedicated to researching endometriosis – out of a total of almost £8m.

Despite more papers being written on endo in the last five years than the previous 40, Rosser says: “When I start to talk about menstruation and periods, it cuts a conversation dead. For me it’s as mundane as talking about the weather but there’s definitely a level of squeamishness. We need to break down the barrier about this disease. A lot of men feel they can’t talk about periods but this is part of your partner’s life, many women’s lives. If you want to help them - start talking.”

The women I spoke to felt the disease still has an embarrassingly low profile and is undervalued.

Ellie says: “Last year was a good year for diabetes, lots of PhD grants available, adverts, a huge visible presence. Shouldn’t we be doing this for endo?”

Sinead advises: “A questionnaire highlighting risk factors for endo would help with quicker diagnosis. If doctors aren’t trained properly, they won’t find it and they won’t see it.”

Valentina is more strident: “The mainstream media treat endo as a very ‘unsexy’ disease. But if it affected men, I think enough money for research would be found.”

Resources

Accredited Endo clinicians

endometriosis.org

Endopaedia

Center for Endometriosis Care





Professional wrestling - it's basically ballet.

Harry Vale

I’ve got some hobbies and interests that have at one time or another been considered a bit silly, childish or low-brow. Thankfully, over the years they’ve become respectable and mainstream. Comic books (or graphic novels if you’re still not ready to admit your shame) are now the biggest film genre in the world, and Iron Man is more recognisable than Mickey Mouse.

It’s become almost cliche to talk about how mainstream video games are now. Everyone and your gran plays video games. Whether you’re building worlds in Minecraft, swearing and shooting at children in Call of Duty, or sitting on the bus, mindlessly tapping away at Clash of Clans, you’re playing something.

When once I might’ve been hesitant to admit to having an interest in something like this, now everyone’s a geek, everyone’s in a fandom, and everything’s hunky dory. Except for one interest — professional wrestling.

Tell someone that you watch professional wrestling and you’re almost certainly going to be given some sage advice. First, their face will fold in on itself in embarrassment, like you’ve just told them you’re on the sex offender’s register, and then they’ll feel the need to tell you that professional wrestling is fake. “Don’t you know that?”, they’ll ask, as if you’re a child.

Imagine if someone told you they liked The Walking Dead, or Downton Abbey, or fucking Miranda, and you sniggered, tilted your head and said “well, you do know that show’s fake, right?”

You’d be rightly laughed at and ostracised. You’d have to cut all ties, quit your job, and move country just to avoid the embarrassment. Professional wrestling, though? Not only is it stupid, it’s fake, and you must be informed of this, in case it somehow flew over your head. Pretty much everyone who watches wrestling has to endure this tedious imparting of knowledge. Let’s talk professional wrestling, then, the fake sport that’s definitely not a sport.

First of all, professional wrestling isn’t fake, professional wrestling is pre-determined. There’s a key difference here. To call wrestling fake is dishonest and borderline disrespectful. Whenever a wrestler enters the ring to perform, he’s taking his and his opponent’s life in his hands. Becoming a wrestler takes years of training and is incredibly dangerous. Strength, athleticism, imagination and incredibly fast reflexes are just some of the attributes needed to be a good wrestler.

Falling onto padded wood and canvas, being hit over the head with steel chairs, and touring the world for 250 days a year takes a toll on the body. In The Walking Dead — which after a few days research, I can confirm is fake — when Rick is attacked, or a zombie is relieved of its head, or someone takes a punch to the mouth, it’s all fake. CG, stunt men, and editing keeps everyone safe. In pro wrestling, you’re live, you get one take, and you’re going to feel sore in the morning.

DON’T TRY THIS AT HOME

In late March 2015, Perro Aguayo Jr, a massive star in Mexican pro wrestling, took a drop kick, one of the simplest moves in wrestling. It’s one of the first moves a wrestler will learn, one of the most common and safest moves in wrestling, and something went terribly, freakishly wrong. Rey Mysterio Jr, one of the most popular Mexican wrestlers of all time, delivered a beautiful drop kick, Aguayo landed on the ropes to set up the following move, and the impact broke his neck, killing him instantly. He’s not the first to die in the ring and by the show’s very nature, he won’t be the last.

All the wrestlers know what’s going to happen when they get inside. They know the result and they know the story they have to tell. It’s pre-determined. Wrestling has screenwriters and writing rooms, wrestling has politics and bitter backstage backstabbing. The story of professional wrestling and how it works is often way more interesting than the story they tell in the ring. Occasionally, reality bleeds into fiction, in a way that simply isn’t possible in any other storytelling medium in the world.

THE MONTREAL SCREWJOB

Picture the scene: It's 9 November 1997, we're in Montreal, and it's the WWF Survivor Series (World Wrestling Federation, now World Wrestling Entertainment after the panda people put the legal smackdown on them). Bret Hart, Canada’s biggest hero, and current WWF heavyweight champion, is on the verge of jumping ship to WWF’s biggest rival, World Championship Wrestling.

Bret and Vince McMahon - the owner and ‘booker’ of the show ( kind of a jacked up, insane mish-mash of movie director, CEO & sociopath) - have been going back and forth on contract negotiations. Vince doesn’t want him to leave, Bret doesn’t want to leave, but WCW, backed by colorising maniac Ted Turner, are offering him so much money that they’re having it delivered in massive sacks with the word SWAG stitched on.

Eventually, it’s decided that Bret will leave amicably, which is pretty rare in the often childish business world of wrestling, but there’s just one problem. Bret doesn’t want to lose his title to Shawn Michaels, his opponent that night, especially not in Canada. Bret and Shawn have a lot of legitimate hate for each other, and it’s eventually decided that Bret won’t have to lose the title that night, but perhaps the next night; definitely not in Canada.

Cue ominous music.

OMINOUS MUSIC

At one point in the match, Shawn Michaels puts Bret Hart in the Sharpshooter, a devastating submission maneuver, and Bret’s own finishing move. Vince McMahon, at ringside for some reason, starts screaming something at the referee, who prompting signals for the bell. Bret Hart has submitted. Shawn and Bret are tangled at the legs, Bret a look of confusion and betrayal on his face, as he slowly realises what happens. The referee, Earl Hebner, sprints out of the ring, Shawn Michaels picks up the belt, cursing, and also heads backstage sharpish.

Bret Hart looks down upon Vince McMahon and lobs a volley of phlegm at his face. He climbs out of the ring and starts destroying everything in his path. He would later, backstage, punch McMahon in the face, and the whole series of events were caught on camera in an unprecedented documentary, Wrestling With Shadows. The crowd don’t really understand what’s happened, but it quickly transpired that a conspiracy between McMahon, Michaels and Hebner has led to Bret Hart having his title stolen from him, live on pay-per-view. It’s a bizarre, gleefully meta story-within-a-story, and has enormous ramifications for the entire industry. Bret Hart joins WCW, but never really gets on top again, due to terrible writing and various injuries (what should’ve been a safe, innocuous kick to the head leads to his retirement). Bret’s brother, Owen, dies in the ring after a pre-match stunt goes wrong. Vince McMahon, after the world learns of the real life in-ring chicanery, becomes Mr McMahon, the biggest bad guy in professional wrestling history, leading to a record-breaking run of popularity for the company. Said popularity leads to the two major rivals of the WWF closing down and being bought by the WWF, creating a monopoly that exists to this day. All of this, because of one decision made in a sweaty, humid dressing room. It’s a terrible story, but it’s a brilliant story, and it’s most certainly not fake.

IT’S JUST NOT FOR ME

None of this matters. The injuries, the backstage politics, it’s all dull as dishwater to my missus. She will occasionally mock me for my interest and enthusiasm for the show, but I’m determined to try and get her on board. I ask her if she’s willing to take part in an experiment, where I’ll show her a series of matches, to see if I can convert her. She agrees, as long as she can openly mock me. It’s an agreement we’ve had throughout the relationship, so I eagerly agree.

First up is Bret Hart vs Stone Cold Steve Austin from Wrestlemania 13. To me, this is the Citizen Kane of wrestling matches. It’s a simple story of one man trying to prove he’s better than the other. The match can only be won by submission, and for 22 minutes, the two men brawl in and out of the ring, beating the shit out of each other, and ending with Steve Austin (legitimately) bleeding all over the ring, locked into the Sharpshooter. Austin won’t quit, it’s just not in his nature, but Bret won’t break the hold. The camera zooms into Austin’s face, as blood is literally pissing out of his forehead. Austin roars in pain, blood dripping into his mouth, staining his teeth, the mat, and his opponent. Still Austin won’t quit. No one survives the Sharpshooter, but Austin does what no man does and refuses to quit. Eventually he passes out (not really, it’s written this way to make Austin look like a superhuman machine, but also put over how powerful the move is) and Bret, the biggest good guy in wrestling, snaps and beats the piss out of him with a steel chair.

At this point we’re in an era where good vs evil, good guys and bad guys, aren’t so clearly defined. The crowd turn on the good guy, cheer for the bad guy, and a new star is born.

Bec has no interest in this. She admits that she can appreciate the obvious strain the match is putting on their bodies, and that it’s a story well told, but it’s not doing anything for her. The blood puts her off, the violence puts her off, she can’t comfortably watch it knowing that a man is in pain and bleeding everywhere. She can’t enjoy it knowing that at any point someone could seriously injure themselves.

It’s an interesting bit of insight that I’ve never considered. Something really could go wrong at any second. It rarely does, but it could, and this makes me feel a bit weird. Am I watching this hoping to see something go wrong? I like to think I’m there for the stories and the ridiculous metaness of it all, I’d like to think it’s a bit more than just Bumfights in an arena. For her, it’s just too much.

We take a break from gore, and I decide to go for pure showmanship and athleticism. Edge & Christian vs The Hardyz in a tag team ladder match. She’s going to love this. In a ladder match, something is suspended high above the ring, usually a title, and the first person to climb the ladder and retrieve the item wins. This is the first tag team ladder match and lead to an explosion in popularity of the match, each increasingly dangerous and full of spectacular leaps and stunts.

In this first match, the men knock seven shades of shite out of each other with 15ft ladders, take death-defying leaps of faith from said ladders, and generally just fly around and look cool. They’re super heroes come to life in a 20x20 ring, and the crowd eat it up. Despite all the moves and falls, no one is injured, and both teams become massive stars afterwards. For Bec, it’s just too much. She cringes every time someone comes off a ladder. Again, she appreciates and respects the idea of it, but she can’t understand how I can watch it.

“I know something terrible isn’t going to happen, because you wouldn’t make me watch it, but how can you enjoy this live, knowing that at any moment someone can fall and break their neck?”

I’m a bit lost for words. I mumble something about how much training they go through, but she’s not buying it. Two matches in and it’s not looking good. I decide to change tack and go for something a little more low budget. I show her a clip of Chuck Taylor, working for the American company CHIKARA. In the match, Taylor takes out an invisible hand grenade from his invisible pocket and launches it in slow motion at his opponent. Everyone in the ring freaks out, and rightfully so, a hand grenade can cause serious injury and has no place in a wrestling ring. One of the wrestlers, in a pique of self-sacrifice, dives onto the invisible hand grenade in glorious slow motion and takes the brunt of the explosion.

It’s completely fucking stupid and ridiculous, but they play it so straight, you can’t help but love it. Bec is instantly taken.

“See, this is stupid,” she says, “but it’s funny and no one is getting hurt.”

Pro wrestling has been out since the 1980s. Wrestlers from Hulk Hogan to John Cena all admit that it’s a show, that it’s pre-determined, but CHIKARA takes this admission a step further and plays with the tropes and conventions of professional wrestling in an interesting way. The audience, who usually have a cynical suspension of disbelief, is turned into a participant, and the mock horror from the fans as Taylor launches the grenade, turns into gleeful giggles, and everyone loves it.

It only gets sillier. We watch a match featuring the video game inspired Super Smash Brothers, who come out with NES controllers painted onto their trousers. At one point, a quick-witted opponent hits the pause button on the cloth controller, and the wrestler is now static, stuck in time. There’s a colony of ant wrestlers, there’s an anthropomorphic Egyptian cobra wrestler called Ophidian. It’s really stupid and it’s brilliant.

We watch more and more matches and then the unthinkable happens. Bec says she’d be up for seeing this live. I’d done so much research, come up with all these classic, mainstream matches I was going to show her, and invisible hand grenades and a man-snake is what gets her on board. There’s no accounting for taste.

TV-PG

WWE, the biggest wrestling company on the planet, is in an interesting state at the moment. Their show was once based around violence, bad language and scantily-clad women. Then Chris Benoit happened.

Chris Benoit was one of, if not the most, respected pro wrestlers of all time. He wasn’t particularly good on the microphone, he didn’t have the most impressive-looking body, frankly he was a bit of a short-arse, but he overcame all of these traditional limitations and worked all over the world, perfecting his craft. He was known for his exquisite work in the ring, trusted as someone who could pull a good match out of any one, and his determination eventually led to being crowned heavyweight champion of the world at Wrestlemania XX. At the end of a hard-fought match against Triple H and Shawn Michaels, he was embraced by the late Eddie Guerrero, a man he’d toured the world with, a man who, just like Benoit, was told he’d never be champion, never be the top guy. Both men won world titles that night on the biggest, grandest stage of all, and embraced in the ring, covered in sweat, ticker tape, and carrying about 25lbs of gold. It was one of the most beautiful and iconic images in wrestling.

Three years later, and Benoit is booked to win another world title. Something weird has happened, though, Benoit isn’t answering his calls and has gone missing. The one thing you don’t in pro wrestling is no show an event, and for someone like Chris Benoit to do so meant something terrible had happened. No one could’ve predicted this, though. Sometime between 22-24 June 2007, Chris Benoit murdered his wife and child, then killed himself. Tests conducted on Benoit’s brain suggested it was “so severely damaged it resembled the brain of an 85-year-old Alzheimer’s patient”. Brain damage, drug abuse, depression are all blamed, but we’ll never know exactly what was going on in his head when Benoit did the things he did.

WWE reacted swiftly. After initially producing a glowing tribute show, much like they did when former stars Owen Hart and Eddie Guerrero passed away, WWE quickly distanced themselves from Benoit when police released details of the deaths. Benoit was erased from the history books, mentions of him were forbidden on TV, and it’s only been in the last year or two that he’s started being acknowledged by the company again.

The company transitioned from its hard-hitting, adult content, and a PG rating was sought for by Vince McMahon. Steel chair shots to the head were banned, a lot of moves were banned, styles were toned down, the in-ring product was generally watered and slowed down. In the wake of criticism of the company and suggestions that brain damage accumulated over the years in the ring might’ve lead to Benoit’s death, the show has become sterile. However, we’ve also entered a new, weird meta-era of storytelling. Wrestlers now start storylines on Twitter, and real life rivalries and stories bleed into the the writing, creating a new, fascinating type of storytelling. AJ Lee, a “Diva” (professional wrestling is still a bit backwards when it comes to gender politics), took to Twitter to air her grievances about how the company paid and treated its women stars. This was written into the show. Once the question was “is this fake?”. Now the question is “is this real?”

CM Punk (actual, non-ridiculous name, Phil Brooks), AJ Lee’s husband, mixed up real life and reality, with his ‘pipe bomb’ speech live on TV. At one point Punk stares at the camera, which WWE is often at pains to hope you don’t actually notice is there, and broke the fourth wall by waving at us, a shit-eating grin on his face. “Whoops, I’m breaking the fourth wall!” he cries triumphantly, and then he goes on to demolish the fourth wall. He goes on to mention the real-life backstage machinations and politics of Hulk Hogan et al, discusses the mistreatment of wrestlers by management, but who’s talking here? Is it CM Punk, or Phil Brooks? What was real in that speech, what was fake? That people even had to ask was what made it so interesting, and in the end it doesn’t matter, because it was entertainment and that’s all that matters.

Vince McMahon once said that pro wrestling “ain’t ballet”. He is so wrong. It’s no coincidence that Black Swan and The Wrestler, two films about people trapped and consumed by their art forms, were directed by the same person, Darren Aronofsky. He recognised the pain both wrestlers and ballet dancers put themselves through to put on a show. He showed the politics, the backstabbing, and the sacrifices they have to make in order to entertain people, whether it’s 500 people in a theatre, 15,000 people in an arena, 30 people in a school gymnasium, or millions watching at home. Just as it takes a lot of hard work and talent to become a ballet dancer, so too does it take a lot of hard work, talent, and a bit of mental illness to be a wrestler. As Chris Candido, one of a long list of wrestlers who died long before their time said, “From the very fact that at some point during our lives we say that we want to be professional wrestlers… there is obviously something mentally wrong with us.” He ain't wrong.

Yeah, wrestling is hokey. The next Wrestlemania features a match between a Southern Gothic cult leader and an undead wizard, and you know what? It’s going to be fucking brilliant. Wrestling tells stories in a way no other medium can. Its characters can last decades, constantly evolving, and yeah, wrestling is often bad, cringe-worthy, and often downright offensive. But when wrestling is good? Wrestling is brilliant. Wrestling is art. Wrestling is basically ballet.





Indecently female

Helena Greenlees

The female nude has appeared in a variety of contexts historically from Aphrodite or Amazon warriors in ancient Greece to images of the Madonna feeding her child in the Renaissance. Throughout history fashions that exposed the breasts have come and gone. Breasts were frequently depicted in a maternal, life sustaining context, a normal part of life. Today however, at least in western culture, we are more likely to see breasts predominantly in a sexual context. Marilyn Yalom points out in A History of the Breast that in cultures where breasts are not sexualised women go bare breasted in art and life. While great advances have been made towards gender equality, modern western culture has disassociated breasts from the natural female form and from milk, associating them instead primarily with sex and the admiring gaze (in no small part driven by the need to sell products). Because of this women exposing breasts, even to breastfeed, are frequently deemed indecent while bare chested men are not. This has prompted a variety of protest movements, some using breasts as a tool, others seeking greater equality and normalization of breasts.

Arguably breasts are just more obvious: harder to miss. However, many men carry extra fat and have what look like breasts. Women could be flat chested, had their breasts removed or have fake breasts. But even if a man’s “breasts” are larger than a women’s she still can’t go topless where a man can. A few years ago the cover of Dossier magazine featured a 19 year old (Andreja Pejić before she underwent gender reassignment, who at the time modeled both masculine and feminine clothes), hair and make-up done up in a clearly feminine way, shirt off exposing a bare anatomically male torso. The cover was censored by certain US chain stores and the magazine had to be sold in an opaque bag because it was unclear whether we were looking at a slender nude woman or a man. If it had clearly been a man there would have been no problem, but since the image appeared feminine it became obscene. Anatomically we are seeing a male chest, not breasts, so clearly the issue isn’t as simple as being about breasts: it’s the attachment to the nude feminine that creates the indecency.

Last year brought x.pose, a “wearable data-driven sculpture that exposes a person’s skin as a real-time reflection of the data that the wearer is producing.” The more data is produced the more naked the wearer becomes. The sculpture demonstrates that we are all naked in the digital realm; an interesting idea, but again bringing us back to the idea that female nudity is indecent. The exposed skin is a woman’s, not a man’s. I don’t believe the impact would be as great if a man wore this sculpture.


Challenging perceptions

Protest movements like Free the Nipple and GoTopless challenge laws and perceptions preventing women from going topless where men can and promote the right for mothers to breastfeed in public. Topfree Equal Rights Association (TERA) offers assistance to women encountering problems while topless. TERA doesn’t specifically promote toplessness but works towards freedom of choice and the de-sexualisation of breasts. GoTopless Inc. organises protests and wants to see toplessness accepted for women on the same basis as men. FEMEN uses topless protest to attract attention to their cause, using their breasts as “weapons in a war” against patriarchy. Free to Feed, a breastfeeding protest group, organises nurse-ins. All have different reasons for exposing their breasts and different objectives, but linking them all is the indecency attached to the naked female torso in western society.

Topless protests have received criticism for being exhibitionist and undermining feminism by playing into the role of the objectified woman. A valid point since the media and society does often objectify these women, however you could argue that this reaction from the media confirms the message of the protesters: that they are not free from objectification. Most topless protests are not intended to objectify but rather to remind us that women are still objectified and over sexualised, they challenge the requirement that women cover up unless in a sexual context, reminding us of the need for change. The more breasts are seen outside a sexual context the more normalised breasts will become, the less objectified the female body might be, the more natural and normal it might become and as a result, perhaps, the more equal society could be.

Normalising the natural female form could also lead to better body image as we would not be limited to images of slim beautiful photoshoped women with pert enhanced breasts. Some western cultures have a counter balance to “perfection”. Finnish sauna culture means that in same sex public saunas swimsuits are not allowed. People see bodies of all shapes, sizes and ages from a young age leading to a wider perception of what is “normal”. People in Finland do seem much less embarrassed by their and other people’s bodies compared with the UK, which could in part be due to sauna culture. There is also more equality between the sexes, though of course sex is still heavily used to sell. Sauna culture simply offers one counterbalance, public breastfeeding offers another. The more that people see breasts in a non-sexual context the more normalized breasts will become - after all, in nudist colonies the naked body is completely normalized.




The value placed on sex appeal

The emphasis placed on the perfect and sexualised female form can lead to a preception that female value equates to sex appeal as Ariel Levy* writes in Female Chauvinist Pigs *where she discusses raunch culture. Post-feminism suggests that women are now completely liberated so objectification is no longer possible, or at least not gendered. Third wave feminists face a post-feminist backlash, repackaged as “the new feminism”. Shows like “Girls Gone Wild” or the popularity of Burlesque have have been cited as examples of empowerment because the woman is in control of her nudity, making the choice to be objectified. However, she is still performing for the sexual and predominantly male gaze, still validating herself through sex appeal. This could be passed off as “choice feminism” - the notion that nothing is sexist, objectifying or dis-empowering if women chose it - but choices aren’t always really free choices. If culturally an excessively heavy value is placed on sex appeal then I would question if choosing to be sexy is really a choice or an expectation.

19th century Burlesque was subversive, gender bending working class theatre, parodying the aristocracy but has now just become retro striptease fun for the middle classes. Laurie Penny (ex-burlesque dancer) puts it best: “Since the dawn of time, women have been told that their most important social bargaining chip is the power to suggest sex and then withhold it, denying our own desires and manipulating the desires of men. There is nothing at all new about that sort of empowerment, and I don’t want my little sisters learning that artfully withholding intercourse is the best they can hope for… Call me an iron-knickered feminazi, but I’m bored of being sold weary, old-fashioned misogyny and told that it is new, ironic and empowering.”


If you want to feel sexy, have sex – and if you want to be empowered, join a political movement.



In 1976 Lucy Lippard wrote “Because women are considered sex objects, it is taken for granted that a woman who presents her nude body in public is doing so because she thinks she is beautiful.” The same still applies today, take Lena Dunham in the TV series “Girls”. She has a very normal body and, to much criticism, frequently appears naked. Howard Stern said: “It’s a little fat girl who kinda looks like Jonah Hill and she keeps taking her clothes off and it kind of feels like rape… I don’t want to see that.” He highlights what is at the root of the issue society has with female nudity (including breastfeeding): breasts should only be on display for sexual pleasure, therefore they should be perfect, beautiful and free of infants drinking milk and other impediments to their enjoyment. A woman who removes her clothes in public but is not “perfect” is not playing by the rules. She is either deluded into thinking she is beautiful, or she is deliberately trying to annoy or impose (hence the likening by Stern to “rape”).

Women are as critical as men: New York Post TV critic Linda Stasi said of Lena that she had “giant thighs, a sloppy backside and small breasts.” Focusing on her imperfections demonstrates the outrage people feel when a normal female body is displayed publicly, the natural becomes repulsive, despite being very average – after all few women have a “perfect” body. It is also assumed that a woman who is not dressed “modestly” (a highly subjective term) has done so explicitly for the benefit of others: rape victims are frequently cross examined for the clothes they wore, carefully analysed to see if they were “asking for it” by dressing provocatively. Danielle Knafo, a psychoanalyst and art historian said:


Lena Dunham is in a way desensitizing the culture by showing her naked body… All the reactions to it show all the prejudices that people have about what kind of female body is fit to be seen in public.



The emphasis on the sexual value of breasts has even been used in breast cancer campaigns. In 2009 the “Save the Boobs” public service announcement from the Rethink Breast Cancer charity showed a beautiful bikini-clad woman jiggling her breasts while party-goers ogle. “You know you like them, now it’s time to save the boobs” reads the text. Dan Niel wrote that it represented “one of the few occasions when the male tendency to objectify the female body is put to good use, as opposed to selling beer and premium football cable packages. They seem to answer a question… How to get men to care? With rare exceptions, men don’t suffer from breast cancer… These ads make the equation explicit: More breast cancer equals fewer awesome breasts. Brilliant. Where do I send my check?”

Fine. But breast cancer campaigns that focus on the sex appeal of breasts detract from the seriousness of breast cancer and reduce it to a threat to femininity, a woman’s most valued asset: her breasts. Rather than, you know, her life. Women who undergo mastectomies or have scared breasts are vulnerable enough regarding their body image without campaigns focusing on saving breasts rather than lives. As for “getting men to care”, the women that are affected are their mothers, sisters, partners and daughters. I think most men care more about the lives of those they love than breasts.

The SCAR project attempts to bring the focus back to the faces and lives of the people who have battled breast cancer. By showing portraits of young breast cancer sufferers shot by fashion photographer David Jay the project aims to raise awareness, funds and to “help young survivors see their scars, faces, figures and experiences through a new, honest and ultimately empowering lens.” Projects like this bring our attention up from the breasts to look into the faces of the people affected. People that are more than beautiful breasts, but people that live, love and are loved.




FEMEN – walking a tightrope between outrage and objectification

Much of topless protest sets out to normalize breasts and reduce the emphasis on sexual objectification. Some, such as Ukrainian women’s rights activists FEMEN, use bare breasts and the objectification of women as tools in their protests. They have divided feminists and many believe they have sexually objectified themselves and brought the feminist cause backwards. But Inna Shevchenko of FEMEN says:


We are not trying to be beautiful or sexy. We use our nudity as a weapon, to irritate people. We’re taking off what’s on the outside to show we can’t stand it anymore on the inside.



“A woman’s naked body has always been the instrument of the patriarchy. They use it in the sex industry, the fashion industry, advertising, always in men’s hands. We realised the key was to give the naked body back to its rightful owner, to women, and give a new interpretation of nudity.”

FEMEN started as three teenagers discussing the place of women in post-soviet society in a city with high unemployment and few prospects. Poverty made trafficking of women and prostitution commonplace. The girls were regularly propositioned for sex simply walking though their own city, Khreshchatyk. They became activists. “If the female body can sell all kinds of things, we also have to use it to sell social ideas” - Anna Hutsol. Their first topless protest (against internet porn) was in 2009. Anna explains: “The reaction to a nude protest is a measure of freedom in a country… we were not arrested in Switzerland, but we were almost killed in Belarus.”

Alice Schwarzer, founder of Emma, a German feminist magazine, said: “The FEMEN women are catching the boomerang in mid-air and throwing it back… The bare breast, which would normally objectify them, becomes a weapon for them. They use it to attract looks, and to deliver their message to men, namely their protest against the exposure of women! Against prostitution! Against trafficking in women! I think that’s a good thing.” She warns though that it is a fine line between using nakedness as a tool and simply becoming objectified.

I wonder how many people watching a FEMEN protest really take on board the message of the protest: possibly most just watch the show. However, the fact that it is a show is perhaps the most useful message we can take from it. FEMEN tread the line dangerously close to objectification, but they claim they don’t try to be sexy. The end result might be the same, effectively inviting objectification by the media, but while raunch culture called “look at me, I’m sexy”, FEMEN screams “look at me, I’m angry, but all you see is sexy.”

FEMEN are popular in the media, and they do present a predominantly young, thin beautiful image that invites the gaze. Their intention is then to scream into the face of that gaze, but I’m not convinced that the link between toplessness and their message is always clear. PETA famously ran the “I’d rather go naked than wear fur” campaign which used nudity to clearly make a point linked to the campaign. FEMEN go topless in order to draw attention, but their campaigns, (such as flashing underwear made from anti-infection masks in order to reduce public panic caused by a flu epidemic) are not so clearly linked to why they are exposing themselves, unlike topfree who want the right to go topless or Free to Feed who want to normalise breastfeeding.

I’m doubtful about the effectiveness of FEMEN’s individual protests, I’m not convinced by their ideology, and it is true, the media does often objectify them. However their protest is important because the reaction is important: the very fact that their toplessness draws such media attention demonstrates how sexualised breasts are. The fact that they are objectified while trying to protest is surely cause for more protest. It shows that people can’t see a naked female body without sexualising her instantly, proving we have a long way to go regarding the objectification of women. That said, I can’t help but feel nurse-ins are more powerful but under reported: they remind us of the natural purpose of breasts, not selling sex but nourishing children. If anything challenges the hypersexualisation of breasts it’s blatant public breastfeeding of children.




Why protest?

Another criticism of topless protest is that it is pointless, it doesn’t actually change the big feminist issues such as equality between sexes, parental leave, pro-choice legislation, female circumcision or closing the pay gap between the sexes. But protest rarely brings about actual change directly, protest highlights the need for change, it is about changing public perception, raising awareness and spreading a message, which in turn acts as a catalyst to inspire direct action, or though gradual shifts in perception and awareness over time to social change. Topless protest is not a new thing, it more or less guarantees media attention, not because it is really so shocking, but because the hypersexualisation of breasts in western culture means sex sells so breasts sell. By being reminded of the fact that the female naked torso is inherently an object of sexual desire, we might be prompted into considering the objectification of women in general. Ultimately all roads lead into one another and in the long run perhaps topless protest can have a wider impact: the less women are viewed as sexual objects the more they can be seen as equal and respected individuals and the closer we will come to achieving equality.

Not having the answers to a problem should never be cause not to protest against something that you feel is unjust or in need of change. Recognising the need for change comes before real change can be brought about. I doubt very much topless protest will bring this change about directly, but it does spark the debate and remind us of the need for that change, which in turn may help motivate society towards change.

Despite the increase in laws passed permitting breastfeeding in public, it remains hugely stigmatised. I have put this in large part down to the hypersexualisation of breasts. The normalisation of breastfeeding is at the root of protests such as nurse-ins. Free to Feed was founded by Emily Slough who was photographed breastfeeding her child in public without her permission. The photograph was published online with a caption calling her a “tramp”. Free to Feed stage protest events and nurse-ins outside businesses that have asked mothers to cover up or not breastfeed.

In August 2014 Facebook quietly changed its policy on pictures of breastfeeding after years of protest. Despite that there have still been issues: recently mothers staged a protest on Facebook posting breastfeeding selfies after Kaya Wright was banned from a closed Babies & Mums Breastfeeding Information and Support group for posting a picture of her breastfeeding her son having been reported by another member of the group. Facebook has since backtracked regarding the photograph. In June 2014 Free the Nipple staged a topless protest in New York against internet censorship of breasts.

Topless protest goes on and there appears to be a need for it in a world where the objectification of the female form is still the norm: topless or not, many women feel objectified simply because they have breasts: it doesn’t matter whether they are covered up or not. I don’t believe topless protest means that women necessarily want to walk around topless, but rather that they want to be seen for who they are not for their bodies. By going topless or breastfeeding in public they are attempting to fight against the perception that breasts are indecent. Society may continue to view topless protests as exhibitionism and I expect it will be some time before breasts become normalised to enough of an extent that they no longer provoke such strong reactions. If that ever happens the need for topless protest will end.







The ultimate warrior and the Korean nut rage incident


Or why politics is like wrestling


James Alexander

I keep having this dream where the Ultimate Warrior wants to charge me £80 for a hot water bottle. “That’s ridiculous! I refuse,” I say.

Undeterred, he jabs me with his finger: “I came here for one reason.” His hair is like an explosion of 80s rock guitar riffs, his face daubed in neon paint, his eyes wild like a tweaker. “To attack and keep coming! Not to ask, but just to give. Not to want, but just to send!”

“What? That doesn’t make any sense. At all.”

The Warrior can’t look me in the eye and begins to hyperventilate. He shakes the belt on my dressing gown like a top rope (I haven’t even had breakfast, for God’s sake) before pumping his hands in the air and sprinting away.

The dream, understandably, led me to conclude that professional wrestling is a microcosm of global politics.

When I was a kid I was captivated by preternatural wrestlers like the Ultimate Warrior as they engaged in what my tiny mind imagined was real-life-drama. “It is real!” I would wail if another child questioned its legitimacy, before suplexing them through a glass table.

Now all grown up, it’s clear wrestling is theatre, where the actors happen to be giant athletes rather than thespians, and the audience screaming participants rather than silent aesthetes.

Manufactured pain. Manufactured characters. Manufactured story lines. Wrestling’s authenticity lies unquestioned in return for a guarantee the coruscating herculean riverdance will tickle our emotional centres on demand. No wasteful waiting for real-life victories here. The narrative arc will be nicely orchestrated and mainlined into our eyeballs by pirouetting mahogany giants. There will be good guys and bad guys, and the good guys win (mostly) and the bad guys lose, and that’s just how it is.

Despite the fact a shirtless, suit-trousered wrestling bout involving Cameron, Miliband and Farage would be a flaccid, vitamin D-deficient, alabaster tragedy (Paxman could probably do a decent job though), politics is kind of like that too.

Winston Churchill once surmised: “Democracy is the worst form of government except for all the others that have been tried.” He’s probably right, but we can’t be sure because no genuine democracy has ever existed. What passes for democracy has always been some form of representational oligarchy, because democracy has a fatal flaw; electorates are poorly educated, inadequately informed and, given freedom to govern ourselves, we’d have Harry Styles as prime minister and One Direction in the cabinet. If you think we have a real democracy, consider the fact that every single election in the US has been won by the party with the most money. Every single one.

Facing this fact is a little bit like staring into the sun. It hurts, you look stupid and you go blind, so we either turn our backs on the whole thing, or take part in the charade. We ignore the fourth wall, we take political sides, we engage in political debate, we declare this political leader is better than that political leader, and pretend that it all matters.

The reward of taking part, as with wrestling, is getting to be part of a narrative. Causes to support, goals to reach, challenges to overcome. In this context, hollow promises of change are imbued with real hope. Highs are surfed and lows are writhed, victors are cheered and losers are jeered.

In wrestling, one family controls everything: the McMahons. They’ve owned and operated the WWE since 1925. They dictate every storyline, every character’s fate (as a side note - ludicrous as wrestling appears, it’s a serious business; the present value of the WWE is around $2bn).

For the sake of extending this tenuous analogy, we could squish up all the powerful people and families and corporations that sit behind the political machine into nice little nuclear-family shaped ball. Or, we could just go to South Korea.

South Korea’s economy is essentially represented by two companies: Hyundai and Samsung. For example, Samsung don’t just make electronics, they make everything. In Korea, you can drive in a Samsung car, live in Samsung apartments, go to a Samsung mall, buy Samsung insurance, watch Samsung television stations, get married at a Samsung wedding chapel. All the ships that import and export all those Samsung goods are built by, you guessed it, Samsung.

Corporations like Samsung are owned by families known as the Chaebol. The Chaebol have McMahon-style power over an entire nation, because the populace (probably rightly) believes the health of the nation is dependent upon the health of those companies. Without factoring in their rampant dog-eating, this fact alone makes Korea an amalgamation of every dystopian nightmare. A politician who recently exposed corruption within Samsung’s ranks lost his seat in parliament after the judge arbitrarily declared all the evidence inadmissible, simply because the politician had told someone about it.

When your world is that fucked up, what’s left to do? Wait for the scandal, that’s what. When the Heather Cho nut-rage incident reared its head, the Koreans were dancing round their handbags like a morris dancing troupe on speed, buoyant with schadenfreude.

Cho, former vice-president of Korean Airlines and front-runner for Time Person of the Year 2015, was seen weeping on TV as she delivered an apology to the Korean nation. Cho had been sacked and sentenced to a year in jail because, on one of her planes, someone gave her macademia nuts in a bag instead of on a plate. Macademia nuts in a bag! The peasants!

If you’re not familiar with Cho’s nut rage, here’s a (slightly) fictionalised account.

As the plane taxied out to the runway, Cho was in first class, drunk on champagne. Slumped in her seat like a turd in a u-bend, her shoeless feet perched high on the headrest, lightly grazing the head of some peon in front. Cho didn’t care - she was better than everyone on the plane, better than everyone in the world. 

Cho considered the idea that in the eyes of God, we are all equal. Rubbish. Cho must be outside his eyes, probably lying supine on his nose, basking in her awesomeness. If God did see everyone as equal he’d be a terrible vice-president of Korean Airlines. Who fly plane? Kitchen hand? The lady in the adjacent seat reminded Cho of the mould that ringed her platinum showerhead, and it reminded her to whip the maid. 

A hostess sidled down the galley like a pendulum caked in foundation, tending to the passengers like an obsequious pilot fish. Cho hated her more than her own children. 

“Would you like some nuts?” the pendulum said. 

Cho gave a perfunctory nod. The pendulum put the nuts on the table. They were in a bag. A bag. A. fucking. bag. 

Cho sprang from her seat like an incandescent mousetrap and slapped the pendulum to the floor. The head steward appeared, looking nervous. Cho commanded the pathetic couplet to kneel in front of her and beg for forgiveness, before smacking them repeatedly round the head with the service manual - open at the page that said "macademia nuts should be served on a plate" next to a lovely little diagram - until they cried. Then she commanded the captain turn the plane around and return to the terminal, where they were ordered off the plane. 

Inconceivable as these haughty and naughty actions are, all of this (pretty much) actually happened. In the end Cho went to jail. Not because she committed a crime (a slap on the wrist of a suspended sentence is the rule for the Chaebol), but because in doing so she embarrassed her father to such an extent he publicly declared she deserved to.

The power to dictate fate. It’s not that different to wrestling.





Parents of missing Mexican students demand action at UN


The so-called war on drugs has resulted in enforced disappearance of thousands of people since 2006 and triggered a human rights crisis


Jen Wilton

“We have been searching for our children, but we cannot find them,” Bernabé Abraján Gaspar said in Geneva at a special session of the United Nations in early February. His son Adán was one of 43 Ayotzinapa students who were forcibly disappeared in Guerrero, Mexico in September 2014. “We demand of our government that they help us.”

Enforced disappearances involve clandestine detention or abduction by agents of the state, or people working with state support, placing victims outside the protection of the law. More than 20,000 Mexicans have become the victims of enforced disappearance since 2006, when the government launched the ill-fated war on drugs in conjunction with the US.

I attended the 8th session of the Committee on Enforced Disappearances, held at Palais Wilson, a 19th-century building that dominates Lake Geneva’s western waterfront and currently serves as headquarters for the UN High Commissioner for Human Rights. The committee met to look specifically at the alarming number of enforced disappearances in Mexico.

On the first morning of the two-day hearing, thickening snow pelted down as attendees cleared security at the front gate and made their way into the imposing edifice. While I was waiting to get clearance, a small group entered the tight guards’ office speaking Spanish. I quickly deduced this was the Mexican civil society group. Nobody needed to tell me who the victims’ family members were, their pain and suffering were evident at first glance.

Once the sizeable crowd had settled inside, committee chairperson Emmanuel Decaux initiated the morning session with a minute of silence. Delegates solemnly stood in remembrance of victims of enforced disappearances across the globe.

The civil society group from Mexico consisted of NGOs and parents whose children have gone missing in recent years. Hilda Legideño Vargas and Bernabé Abraján Gaspar travelled from Guerrero, where their two sons were abducted along with 41 other classmates by local police. The government alleges the 43 students were subsequently killed by members of a notorious drug cartel. Both parents reject the official version of events and continue to search with other families for the 43 youth, holding out hope against the odds.

They both say local and federal authorities have done little to help. “We hope the UN will call on the Mexican government to tell us the truth, and to return our children to us,” Legideño Vargas said in an interview. “It is the only thing we want, that they return our sons.”


The only thing we want is that they return our sons.



Daniel Joloy, a senior policy officer with Amnesty International, says Mexico is currently facing a grave human rights crisis and that all too often victims are ignored. “The victims are not taken into account and the right for full reparation never takes place in Mexico,” Joloy asserts. “There is no truth and justice for the victims and particularly in the context of enforced disappearances, there is no protocol to find the people who have been disappeared.”

“We accompany family members to the sites, they do not go alone,” Eliana García Laguna of the Mexican Attorney General’s Office told the committee. “They may have begun the work alone, but they are now accompanied by authorities. We have a search plan that we have designed, which involves seeking both remains in mass gravesites and living victims.”

During an extended lunch break, media representatives descended on the parents of the missing Ayotzinapa students. Their plight has made headlines around the world, thrusting them into the international spotlight.

It is hard to imagine how it would feel to not only fear you have lost a child, but to then have to retell the story over and over. Legideño Vargas and Abraján Gaspar both demonstrated incredible strength and determination during the course of the committee hearings.

The next morning, as delegates filed back into the room, the Mexican ambassador carefully circled the room, shaking as many hands as possible in the civil society delegation. I was accidentally swept up in the hand-shaking frenzy, which took me by surprise.

At times, Abraján Gaspar sat pensively with hands clasped in front of his face, as the Mexican government was grilled over how they respond to disappearances and what they can do to improve the worrying situation. There were audible groans from the NGO section of the audience when the Mexican government supplied incorrect information to the committee.


The city of Cuauhtémoc has experienced alarmingly high rates of disappearances in recent years.



“I am searching for my daughter Alejandra, who disappeared in 2009 in the state of Chihuahua,” Olaya Dozal said to me. Her daughter was just 16 at the time of her disappearance. Dozal lives in Cuauhtémoc, a city that has experienced alarmingly high rates of disappearances in recent years.

As I gently placed a kiss on Dozal’s cheek at the end of our interview, her eyes welled up as she confirmed how difficult it had been to make the trip to Geneva. The strength of the victims’ family members shone through at all stages of the proceedings. I was humbled and yet also grateful for the brief conversations I had with the victims’ parents. Although nothing can change what has happened, perhaps in some small way our support can help ease the immense burden they carry.

I sat in the cafeteria and talked to Mexican students who had travelled from their universities in France to attend the sessions. They kindly shared the baguettes and cheese that had made the journey with them. They maintain Ayotzinapa is a perfect example of what happens to people who criticise the government. “Normally, citizens should be protected by the state, not scared of [it],” one of the students lamented.

As the proceedings on Mexico drew to a close, a dedicated group from the civil society contingent braved sub-zero temperatures to gather in the Plaza of Nations in front of the UN’s main complex in Geneva. A 12m-high chair, which symbolises the fight against landmines, dominates one side of the square. Protesters gathered beside the towering structure and lit candles, hoisted banners and took part in sporadic call and response slogans - "You took them alive", "We want them alive".

Parents of the missing youths spoke over the crackly sound system, reiterating their demands for justice and highlighting the Mexican government’s inaction in the face of a crisis of epidemic proportions. Ruth Fierro Pineda, from the Centro de Derechos Humanos de Las Mujeres in the northern Mexican state of Chihuahua, told me the international community can help by questioning the Mexican government and by continuing to apply pressure.

A young Mexican student in a black beret took the microphone, easily switching between Spanish and French to translate his message for the people in the square. He voiced what no doubt many of those gathered were thinking - he offered his unconditional support for the victims’ families, saying, “We are all connected in this struggle.”

Some of the parents of the missing persons visibly held back tears, as the crowd chimed in with a heartfelt chorus of “You are not alone! You are not alone!”

“Thank you for the help,” Abraján Gaspar told the crowd gathered in front of UN headquarters. “We will continue the fight and we hope that you will continue to help us.”





Between cultural revolution and protest: galvanizing jazz behind the iron curtain

Joanna Zajaczkowska

Perceived as “the decadent music of the west” and suppressed by communists, jazz nonetheless found its way to exist in the countries of the Eastern Bloc during the Stalinist era. The development of the jazz scene in 1950s and 1960s was intricately linked to a quest for democracy in those societies.

Under those conditions, jazz embodied a new meaning of rebellion and freedom and drew the attention of youths who sought various ways to counter the official socialist culture. In that time, jazz musicians displayed unprecedented creativity despite the grim reality and the lack of adequate facilities.

Clandestine jam sessions

The origins of jazz in Poland date back to the 1920s. The late 1940s and early 1950s are known as the “Catacomb Era” of Polish jazz, because at that time the communist government’s hostility forced it underground.

Despite large-scale criticism from the government, interest in jazz didn’t decrease in society. By contrast, it had the taste of a forbidden fruit. Art banned by the regime became more attractive, especially among young people. Standard American jazz was unofficially performed in private homes and clubs. Such meetings drew artists from different fields, intellectuals and students. Jazz performed in semi-conspiratorial conditions created a distinct, fascinating and ennobling culture. Participation in clandestine jazz events strongly consolidated people. Jazz embodied art with cosmopolitan character and appeared as a symbol of freedom, cultural independence and non-conformist lifestyle. There were jazz enthusiasts who expressed their non-conformity to the official socialist culture in their very extravagant way of dressing: the so-called Bikiniarze.

“Participation in the world of jazz in a political context became an expression of one’s opposition to models of socialist culture enforced from the top and attracted people who didn’t even care for jazz, yet manifested their distinctiveness in that way,” claims Dr Igor Pietraszewski, author of the book Jazz in Poland: Improvised Freedom.

A unique jazz academy

The American Willis Conover’s Jazz Hour, broadcast on Voice of America, which achieved cult status, played a key role in popularising jazz in Eastern Bloc countries. The programme first appeared on January 6 1955. The cyclical programme presented not only music, but also interviews with the most interesting jazz artists. Approximately 100 million people listened to Conover's broadcasts around the world. They were extremely popular behind the iron curtain. In light of the shortage of music handbooks, records and scores, these broadcasts became a source of information for an entire generation of jazz performers, something of a jazz academy.

The jazz that developed in the countries of “people’s democracies” brought new sounds and new dimensions of jazz expression. Because of the political context, this music symbolised a new hue of freedom. The music that Conover called a cross between total discipline and total anarchy undertook a new meaning in “people’s democracies”.

In Czechoslovakia in the 1950s, Gustav Brom’s band, which played Dixieland and swing, became extremely popular. Later, this band was classified as one of the top 10 big bands in the world, according to the American jazz polls. György Szabados was sometimes dubbed “the father” or “king of the Hungarian free jazz movement” in the 1960s. This avant garde pianist artfully mixed in his music Hungarian folk and modern jazz.

Jazz revolution in Poland

A new phase in the history of jazz began after Stalin’s death. The changes related to the political thaw swept the jazz scene as well in Eastern Bloc countries.

In Poland, jazz was included in state culture more frequently. The government took over the patronage of jazz concerts, and radio and television programmes as well as books devoted to jazz appeared. The jazz “invasion” was spreading rapidly. At the beginning of 1956, the magazine Jazz was established in Gdansk. In later years, it became the only periodical devoted jazz that appeared in the entire Eastern Bloc.

The cultural revival after 1956 opened up new prospects for jazz musicians in Poland: cooperation with radio, television, recordings and jazz bands’ trips to festivals abroad. Jazz meant modern music, fashion, lifestyle and customs. The jazz movement, which integrated people from different milieus, also became the driving force for many intellectual initiatives and projects.

Jazz events were accompanied by exhibitions, theatre performances and poetry readings. Jazz was popular in intellectual circles. Meetings during which jazz was listened to and performed were a pretext for heated debates, not only about jazz.

Polish jazz was strongly connected to the film industry. For example, during the Catacomb Era the band Melomani was established in the milieu of film-makers. Some of its members later graduated from the National Film School in Lodz (among others were Witold Sobocinski, an acclaimed film operator). Thanks to its cooperation with the film industry, Polish jazz later gained great recognition abroad.

In this favourable climate, there was a gradual professionalisation of jazz musicians. Thoroughly educated young musicians whose aim was to play both traditional and modern jazz, at the same time seeking out their own sound and musical identity, appeared. Truly authentic art was being creating then.

“Playing jazz was for us a scream, a protest, an expression of longing for freedom, which was a manifestation of America,” says Michal Urbaniak, a co-founder of the Polish school of jazz. “The established jazz movement of the 1950s and 1960s created a completely new reality. It was a special time when Polish jazz musicians displayed unprecedented creativity in spite of the grim reality and the lack of adequate facilities, including problems with the acquisition of instruments and limited access to the records, scores and difficulties in travelling abroad for concerts,” adds Urbaniak, a world-renowned composer and multi-instrumentalist who has worked with Miles Davis, Herbie Hancock, Chick Corea and Quincy Jones, among others.

Breaking the barriers of sound

A great event in the history of Polish jazz at the national level was the first Sopot Jazz Festival, which was held on August 6-12 1956. The event gathered an audience of 30,000. For many people, this festival was an uninhibited celebration of all that jazz symbolised.

An overview of Polish jazz was presented. Bands playing catchy melodies in the Dixieland style aroused the huddled crowds’ enthusiasm. However, the festival’s biggest stars were Krzysztof Komeda’s band. These young musicians from Poznan gave a nuanced and refined modern jazz performance. The success of the group performing the challenging music in a style reminiscent of Gerry Mulligan and Modern Jazz Quartet inaugurated a new stage in the development of Poland's jazz scene. Shortly thereafter, Komeda’s name was on everyone’s lips.

Thanks to the Komeda Sextet's performance in Sopot, which was widely discussed in the press, modern jazz - which was hitherto known only to connoisseurs - became more and more in vogue. Each day Krzysztof Komeda, a pianist and an ENT doctor by training, gained more and more popularity. The Komeda Sextet began touring regularly. From the beginning of his career, Komeda showed a willingness to experiment and to find his own artistic style. His strong individualism was expressed in his compositions as well in the way he conducted the band.

“Komeda was a wonderful, modest man and charismatic composer and bandleader as well. He had a strong personality and he knew from the beginning what he wanted from his music. He wasn’t satisfied with routinely playing chords. He wanted us to play on the edge of harmony, to risk looking for tough notes in the direction of ‘breaking the barriers of sound’. At the same time, his compositions were characterised by closed form,” says Urbaniak, who worked with Komeda and took part in the recording of his albums, including Jazz Greetings From The East.

The new phenomenon

The Polish jazz school, the phenomenon that appeared with the wave of changes in 1956, was created by a new generation of jazz musicians who had impressive skills and were fascinated by styles like cool and hard bop.

“Polish jazz school was an artistic and sociological phenomenon, which brought to the world of jazz a new Slavic sound: melancholy, lyricism, some kind of phrase,” claims Urbaniak.

Komeda, born Krzysztof Trzcinski, become the leading Polish jazz pianist alongside Andrzej Trzaskowski a in relatively short period of time. Later music bands he founded and future musical collaborations with prominent jazz musicians in Poland and abroad strengthened his position as a daring innovator, acclaimed leader, arranger and outstanding composer.

“Krzysztof Komeda didn’t play music. He let the music play. He had a vision, and he let us extrapolate what he didn’t know. A musician was himself when he was with him,” says Urbaniak.

In 1963, Komeda invited young trumpet player Tomasz Stanko to join his band. Stanko’s trumpet’s unique, rugged sound brought a new dimension to the emotional depth and melancholy of Komeda’s music. Today, Stanko is regarded as one of the world’s outstanding jazz trumpet players. He has collaborated with many acclaimed jazz musicians, including Cecil Taylor, Jan Garbarek, Gary Peacock and Dave Holland.

New dimension of film music

The turning point in Komeda’s career was a meeting with Roman Polanski and working on the score for Polanski’s short black and white silent movie Two Men and a Wardrobe]. Komeda’s début as a composer of film music was a big success. His disturbing music, original and ideally fitting the film’s aura with a leitmotif in the form of a lullaby, gained rave reviews. Since then, the jazzman continued working for the film industry. Writing music for Polanski’s films opened the door to an international career. His score for Rosemary’s Baby was nominated for a Golden Globe.

Over the course of 10 years, Komeda wrote the music for approximately 65 films and worked with the most famous Polish directors of this period, as well as with film-makers from Denmark and the US. In addition to composing film scores, he continued recording jazz albums and toured. In December 1965, during two days at the National Philharmonic, a recording session took place for the legendary album Astigmatic. Today, many music critics consider this album a milestone in the history of jazz. Komeda gained international critical acclaim for his original style of composition.

Komeda's career drew to tragic close in April 1969. His death followed an accident a few months earlier in Los Angeles. His contribution to Polish and world jazz is invaluable.

“Krzysztof Komeda became the symbol of the entire Polish school of jazz, a phenomenon that stands out in European and world jazz. The original style of Komeda’s compositions and his characteristic leitmotifs are a source of endless inspiration for future generations of musicians,” says Tomasz Lach, artist, writer and Komeda’s stepson, heir and curator of the legendary musician's legacy.

Komeda became one of the most important figures of his generation, alongside Polanski, Andrzej Wajda and Jerzy Skolimowski, a generation that celebrated jazz in all its fullness.

“The Polish jazz movement of the 1950s and 1960s was a sign of significant social and cultural changes of the young generation searching for freedom and democracy, as well as a certain otherness. As a sociological phenomenon, it was related to protest movements in Europe and the US in the 1960s, including student protests in France and the American hippy movement” says Lach.





Curating a movement: Disobedient Objects at the V&A


A critical review of the recent exhibition looking at objects of protest


Joe Turnbull

As the world’s largest museum of art and design, the Victoria and Albert has always to some degree straddled the dual roles of art gallery and museum, often blurring the lines between the two. Despite its rich tradition, the V&A continues to hold a reputation as a forward-thinking arts institution.

It’s recent exhibition, Disobedient Objects, was pretty typical of this outlook. The subject matter, namely objects that have played a part in protest movements, was both bold and original. But the exhibition also highlighted the challenges of using inanimate objects to effectively communicate the visceral reality of something like a protest.

The initial impression of Disobedient Objects is one of almost overwhelming awe. A banner declaring "Capitalism is Crisis" is suspended across the cavernous space. Artistic outpourings of dissent in bright colours swarm the walls like insects. There’s even an insanely lurid "Tiki Love Truck" – an actual pickup truck covered in mosaics. Rudimentary plinths made of OSB break the space up and provide the backdrop for the exhibition copy. It feels in keeping with the DIY aesthetic of many of the objects themselves, but the dull beige also provides a nice counterpoint to the vivid colours of the banners slung from the walls.

In the traditional essentials of curation – namely, selection and placement of items – Disobedient Objects is unequivocally successful. The variety of objects and the types of movement they represent were a joy to behold; the big and artistic contrasted with the small and quotidian. From the barricades made to look like famous literary works used in the UK student protests circa 2011, to the imposing figures of the Guerilla Girls’ outfits – which look like human/gorilla hybrids – feminist activists who have protested against issues such as the disparity of female artists at top arts institutions, there were plenty larger than life artefacts of protest on display.

Perhaps the most fascinating were the seemingly inconspicuous domestic items that had been commandeered for seditious means. One such item was a pan lid that had been used as part of a mass protest in Argentina, in which thousands hammered on pots and pans at the government’s neoliberal agenda, eventually leading to the toppling of a number of leaders across the region.

Another real highlight was the specially commissioned "ceramic interventions" by "extreme craftivist and renegade potter", Carrie Reichardt and the Treatment Rooms Collective. These inspirational pieces covered over the V&A’s historic facad,e which usually proudly refers to the institution’s inauguration by the "Empress and Emperor of India" (Queen Victoria and Prince Albert). Atop this symbol of imperialism is a stirring invocation of British protest movements, featuring baton-wielding police and bank notes. The intervention stood out among the exhibition as an active and ongoing cultural product, rather than a passive object to be gawked at.


These objects, beautiful as many of them are, can’t really capture the experience of an explosive street action.



The organisers clearly made an effort to imbue the exhibition with greater dynamism, with pieces like Reichardt’s, performances, talks and by integrating objects into the exhibition from protests that occurred during its run. But despite these efforts, the preoccupation with the inanimate objects of protest was at once the exhibition’s greatest strength ­­– owing to its originality – and its greatest weakness, in that the energy and passion of protest movements was not always fully conveyed. In much the same way as a gun or a shell used on the battlefield can’t begin to express the horrors of war, so these objects, beautiful as many of them are, can’t really capture the experience of an explosive street action.

Disobedient Objects very consciously chose to focus on the passive objects rather than the actions they were involved in. It’s interesting to contrast this approach with a current exhibition chronicling acts of defiance at MOMA PS1, Zero Tolerance. The latter takes the exact opposite approach of the former, using footage, both photographic and video-based, to tell the stories of direct action taken across the globe. While lacking the idiosyncrasies of the V&A exhibition, Zero Tolerance does an excellent job capturing the vibrant energy associated with protesting, to the point where it stirs something inside you; the emotion and gravitas are palpable. Despite featuring video footage, Zero Tolerance also feels somehow less voyeuristic. Perhaps that has something to do with the subjects being active rather than passive, as they were in Disobedient Objects.

As innovative as the V&A was with this exhibition, it was still very much a museum-style exhibition. As such, these disobedient objects were made to conform to the established norms and rather rigid formula of their setting. What’s more, while it may be forward thinking, the V&A is still patently an institution of the establishment. There was therefore something slightly problematic in bending these symbols of sedition to the will of a such a potent symbol of the status quo. Who was subverting whom? Reichardt’s intervention over the inauguration façade was no doubt an acknowledgement of this tension, but it did not necessarily erase it.

Fairly representing acts of political defiance, diffuse and different as they are, will always be something of a minefield, especially for such a large institution that cannot credibly claim to be dissenting. Nevertheless, the V&A should be applauded for attempting the impossible and the curators did make a good fist of overcoming the difficulties such a topic poses. Herein lies the problem with using recalcitrant subjects – even when they are objects; you can’t always control the outcome.





To OBEY or not to Obey? A critical analysis of the work of Shepard Fairey

Joe Turnbull


The production and reception of Fairey's work strikes right at the heart of issues surrounding seditious art – a complex interplay between appropriation and counter-appropriation, of both resistance to, and assimilation into, the status quo.



There is a long history of artists using their work to undermine the power of the establishment: from the 16th-century Baroque artist Artemisia Gentileschi, who explosively depicted female subjects taking bloody revenge on patriarchy; to Joseph Beuys’ famous espousal of the revolutionary potential of art which is latent in all of us; to graffiti and street art which developed in the last decades of the 20th century, which started out as inherently subversive in their form – the artists had to literally break the law when making their pieces on public and private property.

It is here, on the street, where Shepard Fairey cut his teeth, gaining a reputation for his stickers and post ups of Andre the Giant, which in the traditional street art fashion were usually thrown up under cover of darkness, to avoid detection by the authorities. Fast forward to the present and Fairey is about as close to a household name as you can get in the street art world, and has helped set up successful design and advertising companies boasting clients like Pepsi, Saks and Virgin Megastore. This commercial element has brought criticism from some quarters. But this isn’t as simple as a clichéd trope about an artist “selling out”; the production and reception of Fairey’s work strikes right at the heart of issues surrounding seditious art – a complex interplay between appropriation and counter-appropriation, of both resistance to, and assimilation into, the status quo.

On the face of it, Fairey’s work seems to be steeped in sedition. His website boldly claims – in a play on Herman and Chomsky’s famous work – “Manufacturing Quality Dissent Since 1989”. He frequently employs imagery taken from radical leftist movements, including: Chinese Communist propaganda posters; images of Subcomandante Marcos of the Zapatistas, a militant Mexican revolutionary group; and images of Che Guevara and Fidel Castro. His most common choice of palette – striking reds and black and white – seems to be intentionally referencing radical left wing ideologies from communism to anarchism.

Fairey masterfully fuses this loaded imagery with the distinctive street art aesthetic – and by his own admission – with advertising techniques. This gives his work a pleasing immediacy, like a flash-bomb going off in your head. He clearly has a penchant for composition and an adroitness in the essentials of graphic design, which gives his work a mass appeal beyond its leftist symbolism, bearing a likeness to the Pop Art of Andy Warhol. Of course, the symbolism lends Fairey’s work a certain edgy cool, of the type that marketers are constantly trying to tap in to. > [Fairey] sees his entire body of work as a holistic call to “Question everything”. Does that include the artist himself, I wonder?

Despite the obvious monetary reward Fairey has made from work employing such symbolism, he is bullish in the face of criticism levelled at him that he is just using the imagery for his own gain: “It’s not like I’m just jumping on some cool rebel cause for the sake of exploiting it for profit,” Fairey said in an interview with Mother Jones. “I don’t want to demean anyone’s struggles through casual appropriation of something powerful; that’s not my intention.”

Revolutionary symbolism, is of course no one’s to own. Fairey can legitimately claim with his public pieces of art that he is in fact spreading the imagery and message of sedition to a new and broader audience by employing it in his works. Indeed, Fairey is publicly critical of the process of “conspicuous consumption,” and sees his entire body of work as a holistic call to “Question everything”. Does that include the artist himself, I wonder?

For many, Fairey’s revolutionary content becomes egregious when he is using that same style for the marketing campaigns of multi-million dollar companies. Brandalism is a form of street art that appropriates logos from big brands, effectively using the economic might of corporations and turning it back on them by riffing on their ubiquitous brands as a critique of both them and the wider system they represent. Fairey’s work doing advertising for Saks, a luxury department store, is almost the inverse of this process.

He employs imagery, symbolism and even phraseology typical of those critical of the status quo and uses it to enhance the brand of a major company. His Saks campaign draws heavily on the work of Russian constructivist artist Alexander Rodchenko, employing the iconic red and white colours, using phrases like “Want It!”. One piece shows an affluent-looking woman, clutching a handbag in one arm and giving the fist salute – typical of leftist movements – with the other, accompanied by the text “Arm Yourself…with a slouchy bag”.

Fairey claims that his commercial work is all part of his wider ‘manifesto’ and that his “campaign exists in harmony with, not contrary to, conspicuous consumption… The ultimate success of giant [Fairey’s signature design] is commercial embrace because this demonstrates that the unaware consumer, as opposed to the hipster in on the joke, has been subversively indoctrinated.” But is Fairey’s commercial work really the ‘coup’ that he believes it to be? Is his work really subverting the advertising industry, or is it the other way around?


Fairey’s work for big brands could be seen as him being co-opted into the hegemonic culture and in fact becoming an agent of the status quo.



Italian Marxist scholar Antonio Gramsci devised a concept he called hegemony to explain the continued success of the capitalist system. In a nutshell, according to Gramsci, capitalism continues to thrive because even those exploited by it consent to their own subordination by internalising the hegemonic values, beliefs and culture as their own. The hegemonic culture – which in our age is consumer capitalism – achieves this not by being monolithic, but instead by constantly adapting to new threats and challenges, in order to maintain its dominant position.

There are two related processes by which it does this. The first is to assimilate dissident cultural elements – think of subversive subcultures like punk, rap, even graffiti – into the mainstream culture, predominantly by commodifying them and thereby absorbing them into the consumerist system. The second is to co-opt leading dissident voices by offering them prominent positions of power within the status quo.

The commercial success of Fairey’s art and his own position as an entrepreneur is arguably an embodiment of these two processes. As Fairey’s work is both a product of street art culture (formerly an explicitly subversive act) and employing revolutionary symbolism, its commodification is effectively assimilating both of these dissident elements into the status quo. Further, Fairey’s work for big brands could be seen as him being co-opted into the hegemonic culture and in fact becoming an agent of the status quo; whereby he assimilates revolutionary symbolism and reduces it to an advert used to sell products. Clearly, he is aware of the tension between the symbolism of his work and the commercial element of some it, but just by being aware of it and theorising to the contrary, doesn’t diminish the process of hegemonic assimilation which he is complicit in.

His other defence of his commercial work is that he has to make money somehow and that he puts the funds back into his non-commercial ventures. This is of course true, artists, like the rest of us, have to eat. But his other means of making a living by selling his work, or clothing bearing his designs, or even doing album covers seem less problematic than doing advertising for Pepsi. Many artists do corporate work and it’s not really a big deal if it’s consistent with their message. The problem for Fairey is that his work derives its power and meaning from the revolutionary symbolism it employs. If P.Diddy did a Coke advert, few people would raise an eyebrow or be troubled by it; his music primarily derives its power and meaning from consumerism. If an anti-establishment group, like Dead Prez did a Coke advert, it would be so much more problematic, because their music’s meaning and power come from sedition. There’s also the issue of the amount made. With a reported net worth of $15 million, Fairey could definitely afford not to do commercial work, and he still wouldn’t starve. > The act of appropriation only becomes truly problematic when the appropriator is doing so from an empowered subject position.

Another criticism of Fairey’s work is that it is little more than barefaced plagiarism. In his defence, the act of remixing or recontextualising cultural products is an integral part of hip hop culture, which gave rise to contemporary street art. The cut and mix aesthetic is in and of itself not too problematic: “when I’m using someone else’s work as a reference point, I’m just trying to give them props,” says Fairey. He also points out that he paid royalties to both the Zapatistas for his use of Subcomandante Marcos and the estate of René Mederos, a Cuban artist whose work Fairey made an almost facsimile of. However, the latter was only paid once the estate contacted him, which implies he has appropriated many more images without paying royalties.

The act of appropriation only becomes truly problematic when the appropriator is doing so from an empowered subject position. Fairey, as a privileged, wealthy artist should be aware of how unethical it may be to harvest the work of people less fortunate than himself, especially if providing no credit or recompense and making money himself from it. The fact that he has actually sought legal action against other artists who have modified his work, also seems to undermine his position in this regard.

So how do we make sense of the work of Shephard Fairey? It’s not easy, not least because he seems to be such a contradiction. He threw his artistic and financial might behind Barrack Obama’s Presidential Campaign on one hand, and then offered his support for the Occupy Movement on the other. His work appears to critique ‘conspicuous consumption’ whilst at the same time has been used to sell products for a luxury department store.

Ultimately, it matters little what Fairey says or does, what is really significant is the meanings which are inscribed upon his work in the wider context; how people engage with it and what it means to them. The primary meaning of his commercial work is always likely to be one of pro-consumption – buy this product. His murals, post ups and other work might empower the disenfranchised and undermine the status quo. However, there is a danger that the more that his commercial work is associated with the former, the less effectively the rest of his work will communicate the latter. Is his work telling us to obey or not? Perhaps only time will tell.





Our streets: the early days of Occupy Wall Street


John Dennehy believed the US was not capable of a mass protest movement that could topple the status quo. Occupy showed him how things are changing.


John Dennehy

A few hours before I was arrested on the Brooklyn Bridge, I met Nicole in Liberty Park. She wore tight dark blue jeans, a grey sweater and a blue and white scarf that hid behind her long auburn hair. She wore the same pink lipstick she had on at the bar when we met. It was our first date.

Nicole had arrived a few minutes before me, and someone with a pile of quarter sheets with legal advice had given her a stack to hand out. While we stood on the corner she distributed flyers, always saying: “Protest is not a crime.”

“I work for a law firm so the legal stuff interests me,” she explained.

“How long have you been in the city?”

“Just since I found this job, so a few months — protest is not a crime,” she interrupted herself to hand out another flyer. “It doesn’t pay all that much but I live in Harlem and rent is cheap there.”

Occupy Wall Street was two weeks old, and growing quickly. On September 17 protesters armed with sleeping bags had descended on Zucotti Park, renamed it Liberty and set up camp in the heart of the financial district downtown. I had stopped by the first day out of curiosity, but I had no faith that it would amount to anything. All that year, starting in Tunisia with the Arab Spring, unusually powerful protest movements had rocked the world and brought down governments.

But not in the US; that wasn’t something that would ever happen here, much less in the financial district of New York City. Then, somehow, Occupy started to catch on. I began stopping by after work and talking to people in the park. On the edges, protesters stood with homemade signs and tried to engage with passers-by. I stopped next to a middle-aged man wearing a sports jacket and jeans with a sign that read “Banks got bailed out. We got sold out”.

“I voted for Obama in 2008,” he told me, “because I thought he would be different. But when the economy crashed he did the same thing as Bush. In fact, he followed the exact outline that Bush set up before he left and spent billions of taxpayer money bailing out the banks that crashed the economy in the first place. Did you know that Goldman Sachs, right over there,” he pointed to the glass tower at 200 West St, “was the biggest contributor to Obama’s campaign? The banks fund candidates, and once in office those politicians pay back the favor. It’s become a feedback loop between big corporations and government.”

A woman with thick black hair and sunglasses edged in from the sidewalk and caught the end of our dialogue. “It’s worse than that,” she said. “The Bank of New York Mellon got a $3 billion bailout, but that’s not all. They were also awarded a $20 million custodial contract to administer their own bailout. And that’s just one example, it happened with all the banks — the government literally outsourced the work to the same banks that created the crisis. There is no longer any doubt about who is really in charge.”

Mass movements versus the status quo

Inside the park conversations buzzed among strangers. People from around the country who had heard about the protest started calling local pizzerias to send food to the park and there was a constant stream of “occu-pies” being delivered. Other occupiers scavenged downtown searching for expired but still edible food in the dumpsters behind grocery stores. Still more dropped off homemade dishes or gave cash. An ad-hoc kitchen team would go out daily to buy supplies. I slipped $40 into the donation can the first day. In college I would have been one of the people marching through the streets and sleeping in the park, I thought, but that wasn’t my role anymore. I had started a job at the United Nations that week and was earning more money than I ever had before. Plus my 29-year-old body was a lot more demanding about a good night’s sleep than it was just a few years earlier.

I still thought that the experiment would fail, that my home nation was not capable of a mass protest movement that could topple the status quo. But it was clear that this was a different place from the New York I knew.

On October 1, Occupy planned a march to Brooklyn. As a point of principle the movement never applied for permits, thus metal barricades lining the curb forced the crowd into a long thin line on the sidewalk. By the time Nicole and I arrived at the bridge, the front of the march was already funneling onto the pedestrian walkway, though only a handful of police stood at the entrance to the roadway.


A few paces behind us a lone voice began a familiar chant: “Whose streets?” “Our streets!”



“We’re not taking the bridge?” I asked Nicole.

“Doesn’t look that way, I guess they don’t have a permit.”

Protesters bulged at the narrow entrance and had begun to fill the street in front. A few paces behind us a lone voice began a familiar chant: “Whose streets?”

A scattered yet enthusiastic response came from a few other voices around us, “Our streets!”

The second round was much louder. Everyone had picked up the refrain. Without thinking, I stepped off the curb and away from Nicole.

The chant grew quickly and more people moved into the street. The crowd was alive. One police officer spoke into a megaphone but was drowned out by the crowd. A minute later a new chant echoed: “Take the bridge. Take the bridge.”

It was infectious. I had lost myself in the moment and briefly forgotten about Nicole. I thought my idea of protest might have been more aggressive than hers but then she caught my eye, smiled and rushed down from the walkway toward me. Just before she reached me she put her fist in the air and shouted, “Take the bridge.”

We watched as the group of people closest to the police locked arms. Everyone behind them followed their example. The first line marched forward, all moving in unison, connected as one solid mass at the waist. The police turned their backs and walked ahead, leading us onto the bridge. The crowd cheered and rushed up the ramp.

Nicole and I held back a few minutes and helped people climb over the pedestrian railing and onto the road with us. When we began walking again, our hands met so we wouldn’t be separated. Once the crowd spread into all three lanes and gave us space, neither of us let go. Motorists, stuck behind us, were honking in support. People were getting out of their cars and taking photos. Taxi drivers gave rhythm to a new chant: “We are unstoppable. Another world is possible.”

“I can’t get arrested,” Nicole told me.

“They can’t arrest everyone. I can’t see the beginning or end of the crowd. There’s no way they can arrest this many people,” I said.

“Okay, good,” Nicole said, squeezing my hand and looking up at me. “This is incredible.”

The crowd halted then pushed backward, forcing Nicole’s body against mine. The row ahead fell onto us. Our heels landed on toes as we struggled to find enough space. The chants stopped and people began screaming a few rows ahead.

“The police are attacking, go back, go back!” they yelled. I put my arms around Nicole and held her tight; her fingers clasped behind my back and pulled me even closer.

Under attack

To our left, against the inside of the bridge, dozens of people were climbing up the scaffolding and shouting police movements to the crowd. “Riot police are marching toward us from Manhattan,” they yelled. Once it sank in that we were surrounded, everyone began to sit down.

Nicole leaned her head against my arm and I moved my hand across her back. Our bodies moved tighter.

“I can’t get arrested,” Nicole repeated, more desperate than before.

“They can’t arrest everyone,” I repeated, almost as sure.

To our left, where the people had been climbing the scaffolding, police pushed in and set up a net. They immediately walked two protesters in handcuffs down the corridor so everyone could see. They were pushing them hard, making them stumble, almost knocking them on their faces.

We were stuck in a police net, hanging above the East River, completely alone, utterly vulnerable.

We waited, and as we waited the mood became defiant, almost festive. On the first day of Occupy, just two weeks prior, the police arrested anyone who used sound equipment since we never had a permit. To counter that we developed the “mic check” and created a people-powered sound system. When someone shouted “mic check” the crowd closest to that person would repeat and amplify their following words. In larger groups a mic check may go through multiple rings, echoing outward from the speaker. Once the initial panic subsided people started to mic check, mixing rumor and fact. Each time the crowd roared louder than the last.

“5,000 people are watching us on livestream.”

“A crowd is gathering on the Brooklyn side of the bridge; they are waiting for us.”

“10,000 people are watching.”

“The MTA is going on strike in solidarity.”

“25,000 people are watching.”

Even as the minutes dragged into hours and it became clear that the police were in fact going to arrest everyone they had netted, it still felt like victory. Everyone shared what they had; fruit and water passed through the crowd and people called out of work and cancelled dinner plans with borrowed phones.

Nicole and I still held each other. Long after the crowd thinned and the panic passed our hands were still interlocked when we sat and our bodies still pressed to the other when we stood. When I first saw her, a week earlier, she was sitting alone, scribbling into a notebook. She held the pen between her teeth when she wasn’t writing and stared ahead, as if she was somewhere else and not a crowded bar in the East Village. She laughed at an overheard joke my friend made and we smiled at each other.

We got to know each other inside a police net.

“It was a going-away party for a friend,” she told me, “but I don’t drink anymore so I was just hiding in the corner when I saw you. I may have had a bit of a drinking problem.” She laughed. “But I’m seven months sober.”

The police net did not lend itself to secrets.

“Have you been to many protests?” I asked.

“No, but if I knew they were so much fun I would have.”

We both laughed.

Nicole pulled her head out of my arm and we looked into each other’s eyes.

“Best first date ever,” I said. I wasn’t sure if I was talking about the protest or her presence, but it didn’t matter. It was a moment when I couldn’t help but smile, and Nicole happened to be the girl standing next to me.

She giggled.

People were still mic checking, still passing around markers so everyone could write the legal number on their arm, and Nicole and I were still staring into the other, our mouths nearly next to each other. Our lips touched, and then opened.

Getting arrested

We had been in the police net for over three hours when the sun fell below the horizon and it began to rain. “Let’s go get arrested,” I said.

“I’d love to.” Nicole smiled.

I tapped someone on the shoulder near the police blockade. “Is this the line to get arrested?” I asked.

He laughed. “Yeah.”

There was a separate line for women so Nicole and I shared one more kiss.

“I’ll wait for you,” she said in place of goodbye.

A police officer slapped cuffs on my wrist then walked me onto a commandeered MTA bus. All the police stations and holding cells in Manhattan were already overflowing with protesters so we got on the Williamsburg Bridge and, for the second time that day, I headed to Brooklyn. This time, a prisoner in police custody, I made it. The first two precincts we went to were filled and we finally stopped at the 90th precinct. We were the third bus in line so we waited for the others to be processed first.

For more than three hours we stirred uncomfortably, forced to sit at the edge of our seat and lean slightly forward to accommodate the handcuffs digging ever deeper into our wrists. The blood collected in our hands and swelled the skin around the plastic rings. All the while, we took advantage of our captive audience and tried to convert our arresting officers who were now acting as our guards.

“Have you heard of Citizens United?” one of the arrestees asked.

“Yeah, yeah, banks are bad, I get it,” the officer standing in the aisle said.

“It was a Supreme Court case last year concerning campaign finance. The ruling defined corporations as people and claimed that these ‘people’ spoke through money, therefore any restrictions on campaign contributions would be an infringement on their freedom of speech.”

“I think your dreadlocks are seeping into your brain. What good are you sitting here anyway, why don’t you go plant a garden or something?” The officer laughed to himself.

“This system treats corporations as people, and when real people speak up against it they are put in cages. A thousand people will be locked behind bars tonight because they protested the collusion of government and finance, but when the banks manipulated markets for private gain and crashed the economy not a single banker was prosecuted. You don’t see anything wrong with that?”

The officer rolled his eyes, took out his phone and stared blankly at the screen.

My arresting officer was quieter but also more thoughtful.


When the banks manipulated markets for private gain and crashed the economy not a single banker was prosecuted.



“National elections are overwhelmingly decided by who has the most money,” I told him. “Better-funded candidates can distort the narrative in their favor, which gives great power to wealthy corporate CEOs at our expense. The system is broken and while we may not have all the answers, we need to start creating alternatives; we need to take control over our own lives.”

“You’re right,” he said. “The country is heading in the wrong direction and people need to stand up in order to change it, but I got a job to do. I got a wife and kids so if my CO [commanding officer] tells me to make an arrest, I have to do it. I wish I could be with you guys, but I need this paycheck.”

Finally it was our turn and the police marched us off the bus and into the station.

Someone yelled my name as I was being walked to my cell.

“Anita?” I stopped, happy to see a friend smiling behind a row of bars in front of me. “Hey! You got arrested too, huh?” She smiled.

An officer grabbed my arm and yelled, “Get to your cell!”

I kept forgetting I wasn’t free.

In the cells

The cells were built for one with a plank of wood for a bed, a metal toilet, and not much room for anything else. The toilet didn’t flush and was filled with urine and feces. The first thing everyone did was pee and our urine stirred the thick brown liquid and released an even more pungent odor.

Danny, Craig, Adam and Lucas were my cell mates. We were locked in what was essentially a crowded and dirty bathroom, but it felt like a party.

It was the mix of serious and fun that Nicole and I shared on the bridge, that always seemed to be present with Occupy. Danny was Cuban and had the beginnings of a goatee. He studied philosophy in college and constantly crossed and uncrossed his legs as he contemplated his next words. He was a seasoned activist and sang with The Church of Stop Shopping.

Lucas wore a leather jacket with ripped jeans and played guitar in a punk band. “I came out ’cause I saw that video of the cops pepper-spraying those girls last Saturday, just trying to be a good liberal, ya know,” he said.

“Yeah I got caught in that net too,” said Craig. I had met him on the bridge; he was a big guy, over six feet and relayed all the mic checks with a loud soprano voice. That, plus his bright yellow poncho, made him stand out. I remember people kept asking him all sorts of questions as if he had some authority. Turns out he did. He was rounded up just one week earlier with 100 others near Union Square Park in what now seemed like a dry run for the mass arrest on the Brooklyn Bridge.

“How many times have you been arrested?” I asked Craig.

“Counting last week and today...” He pretended to count on his fingers. “Twice.”

I don’t recall how it started but we began to sing Waterfalls by TLC. I didn’t join in initially but by the time we got to the chorus the whole cell block, filled with male protesters, was singing. I wondered what the guards were thinking as we moved onto Ace of Base and other 90s pop songs.

It started on the bridge, but when I realized that we were actually having fun in jail, my apathy fully transformed into belief.


We were actually having fun in jail.



The wooden bench was only big enough for three people so we rotated who had to sit on the floor while we sang and chatted. “Is this the Arab spring come to America?” Lucas wondered.

“Well, there isn’t a dictator, here. This is an entire system that has become rotten,” said Craig. “It’d probably be easier if we could just go after one guy, but the truth is the people running the show aren’t the politicians. In a way the challenges are much deeper, the system much more entrenched here.”

“And worse is, it’s harder to see here because it’s become normalized,” said Danny. “There’s been a slow corporate coup going on and no one noticed because they were too busy on their iPhones. This may or may not last, but this is the start of something new.”

Released

After 12 hours in police custody, they started pulling us out individually, giving us court dates and releasing us. It was the early morning and dark and cold. Two women were waiting outside. Pairs of volunteers were standing in the cold through the night at every police station in the city, waiting for people to be released. They had juice boxes, cookies and took down everyone’s name, phone number and court date to match us up with sympathetic lawyers who had pledged to volunteer their services.

My phone rang while I was taking a second juice box. “You’re out!” Nicole gushed. “Are you okay?”

“Yeah everything’s fine. I’m in Brooklyn, where are you?”

“I’m waiting for you in the park.”

I got on the subway and headed back to Liberty. The streets of the financial district were deserted and police barricades lined every sidewalk. There was a steady stream of people rising from underground, returning from jail. The city was ours.

I ran into Danny and Craig at the edge of the park and we embraced like old friends who hadn’t seen each other in years. Nicole was sitting on a wall with a blanket wrapped over her shoulders. She dropped the blanket and ran toward me. We embraced like old lovers.

“You must be cold, take this.” She threw the blanket over me. She had enormous energy considering the hour.

When the Brooklyn Bridge story broke, people started coming by the camp and dropping off bags of clothes and blankets. Nicole lead me to intake — a fold-out table with various boxes on top. Someone had written “COMFORT” in bold letters on the inside of a pizza box and leaned it against the table.

A college-aged kid with neat short hair and a yellow hoodie came up when he saw us. “What are you guys looking for?” he asked.

“I’m a little cold and my socks are wet,” I told him.

The boxes on the table had not been sorted yet so I looked through them while our helper turned back to the overflowing boxes behind him to grab some socks. I found a purple scarf and brown corduroy jacket in the first box and put them on.

“I didn’t get arrested,” Nicole told me.

“What? How?”

“I guess there were just too many of us. They started letting girls go at the end; some cop just wagged his finger at me and told me to be a good girl, then let a whole group of us walk off the bridge.”

“Weird.”

“I know, and I was all ready too.” She shrugged. “Anyway, the people here are so amazing. Everyone just helps each other.”


Some cop just wagged his finger at me and told me to be a good girl, then let a whole group of us walk off the bridge.



She introduced me to a group lying on an air mattress next to Comfort. Though it was already crowded, they cheerily made space for us. They were all drinking coffee and decided to rise and welcome others returning from jail, leaving us alone in their bed.

We never slept. We barely even talked. Her body and the day’s adrenaline warmed me and kept me awake. An hour after I was released from jail, the darkness began to fade. On all sides the park was hemmed in by skyscrapers creating an empty shaft of air reaching toward the sky. The sun filtered between the walls of concrete and through the honey locust trees above us, bathing New York City in a new light.

Once the sun rose activity picked up. There were people walking around handing out cups of coffee.

“Where did you get that?” I asked.

The man pointed down the street.

Nicole and I set off for the same café and asked for $20 worth of bagels.

“Are you two from Occupy?” the cashier asked.

“Yes”

She nodded her head and filled our bag with at least twice as many bagels as our cash should have bought. “Take a couple of coffees too,” she added, grabbing two cups from under the counter.

The camp kitchen already had a surplus and more money than they knew what to do with but people constantly went off on their own to bring back food for the network of strangers sleeping in or visiting the park.

That evening a crowd gathered at the eastern edge of the occupation where a few curved steps created a makeshift amphitheater. From the first day Occupy had splintered into a growing number of working groups clustered thematically and each night everyone got together to give updates, present proposals and, as a group, make decisions. The General Assembly (GA) was our government.

Hand signals

There was always a pair of facilitators whose job was to keep the meeting on topic and moving forward. A third person kept “stack,” a list and order of people who raised their hand to speak. Along with the mic check the movement had invented or borrowed various other communication devices for large crowds. In order for the mic check to work effectively everyone had to be silent, so to show emotion or call attention we used hand signals. Holding your hands up and twinkling your fingers meant you agreed. Bending your wrists down and twinkling your fingers meant you disagreed. There were lots of other hand signals, such as forming a triangle with two hands which meant “point of process.” This told the facilitator that a speaker was off topic or otherwise breaking protocol and to rein them in. A pointed finger meant you had a direct response to what was just said.

That night the GA was filled with almost exclusively good news.

“Mic check! We have received word that new occupations began in Los Angeles, Boston and St. Louis last night.” Everywhere fingers shot up and twinkled furiously — a silent roar of approval.

Nicole and I became ever more involved with the encampment. She joined the Legal committee and I joined Media. We met at the park every evening, sometimes just for the GA and dinner and sometimes to sleep. The movement had spread to hundreds of cities in a dozen nations in the two weeks since we shared our first kiss on the Brooklyn Bridge. October 15 was declared a Global Day of Action and the GA decided to march across Manhattan and temporarily occupy Times Square.

The police shut it down before we even had a chance. Riot police clustered behind metal barricades all over Manhattan, and it seemed more certain than ever that the movement was spreading; that we had put the status quo on the defensive.


It seemed more certain than ever that the movement was spreading.



The crowd was too large to all fit in Liberty so that night’s GA was held in Washington Square Park.

When Nicole and I arrived it was already 9pm. At every entrance groups of police stood next to their cars with lights flashing and used bullhorns to loudly and repeatedly announce: “The park closes at midnight, anyone remaining in the park at 12:01 will be arrested.”

All week, as more and more people came to Liberty, people had been discussing the need to expand.

The GA was held around the fountain at the park’s center, which had already been drained for the winter. The facilitators stood in the center of the empty basin and the crowd filled the space around them, spilling out over the sides and hundreds of feet beyond. Many people were walking from Times Square and the crowd continued to grow until we formally got underway at 9:30pm. Volunteers stood on the lip of the fountain and acted as relay stations to the crowd beyond: 4,000 people were listening. There was only one thing on the agenda: should we take Washington Square Park? People from the Direct Action working group talked about how we had momentum, how the world was watching, how New York University students who surrounded the park would provide support.

There was a flurry of concerns and counter-concerns sent over the mic check: we need more advanced planning; there are too many police.

The GA suspended itself for 10 minutes so we could form small groups and discuss it among ourselves before opening the GA again. Chris Hedges, a Pulitzer Prize winning journalist and one of my favorite authors, happened to be in the group with us. Occupy was like that, it felt like the whole world was there sometimes.

A man with long brown hair and a full beard argued hard for an occupation “If we stand our ground, we are guaranteed to win,” he said. “If the police arrest everyone it would be even bigger than the Brooklyn Bridge and would bring us even more support.”

Nicole twinkled her fingers down. “I can’t get arrested. And besides, the focus should be on the financial district.”

The bearded man shook his head. “This movement is so threatening to the status quo because it is more than a simple critique. We are an example of what may be. Instead of hierarchy and greed we built a community based on participation and altruism and it needed to begin on the steps of Wall St but it also needs to grow.”

“I think we need to occupy,” said Chris. “I covered the fall of the Soviet bloc in ’89 and there were discussions like this happening all the time then. They arrested wave after wave of people but the people kept coming, they kept resisting and finally the system broke. You can never predict when the tipping point will be, but this is a necessary step. People have to show they are not afraid. Once we start letting them control our emotions, we lose.”

A man standing across from me spoke next. “I agree with that but I’ve got a wife and kids at home and simply can’t risk it.”

When the GA came back together the first reports were from groups who wanted to occupy, and it seemed we would stand our ground. While we were mic checking and discussing our options, a clique of 20 police pushed through the crowd with a bullhorn and announced: “The time is now 11:30pm. In 30 minutes anyone remaining will be arrested. You are ordered to disperse.”

At every gate larger groups of police stood, each of them holding a packet of plastic flexicuffs. Flashing red and blue police lights bounced off every building. The bullhorn never quieted, it roved through the crowd counting down the minutes until a mass arrest.

The added noise did not stop the GA, but as more voices were heard it became apparent that the mood of the group was shifting. By 11:40 some of the outer rings had already begun to file out of the park. At 11:50 the facilitators asked how many people were willing to be arrested. Perhaps 100 hands went up in the quickly thinning crowd. Nicole and I waited until the final minute, then walked out just as the police began to move in en masse.

Leaving the park

Nicole and I hold hands and walk out of the park together as a wave of riot police move in. The flashing red and blue of police cars light the midnight streets in every direction. The protesters still inside are blocked from view by a circle of police. There is no point in staying, but we press against the gate anyway.

After a few minutes everyone inside is arrested and the police begin to stream out of the park and push us away from it. The crowd left through multiple exits and there are fewer than 1,000 massed with us on the west side. No one knows what to do. Small clusters break off and leave in different directions, either retreating to Liberty Park or going home, but Nicole and I want to stay. I’m not sure why; it is emotional rather than rational.

The remaining protesters are defiant and as the police push into us, we try to hold our ground. We are on the front line, our bodies against the police. They hold their batons against their chests, a gloved hand on each side. They push one side out, then the other in rapid succession, jabbing us in the chest and moving forward anytime we step back to avoid the next blow. They yell at us to turn around.

“Is this why you became a police officer?”

A jab to my chest.

“Does it feel good to hit me?”

It was the first time I ever felt anger with Occupy. It was the first time I felt like I didn’t have control. It was the first time we retreated.

A large group in the back breaks off and runs down Waverly Place toward Broadway. The rest of the crowd follows. Still holding hands, Nicole and I turn together and sprint to catch up. Our hands pump, slip from each other and turn to fists. We catch most of the group when it hits Broadway.

It’s late, nearing 2am. There are 300 of us, running through what little traffic there is, screaming. Some people are shouting different chants between gasps of breath but never in unison, just noises competing. On the sidewalk, pedestrians duck into doorways or dash down side streets to avoid us. Cars roll up their windows and lock their doors.

The police catch up with a young man running on the outskirts, against traffic, his face covered by a black and red bandana. They tackle him hard onto the pavement, then pile on top of him, muffling his screams. We all stop, then rush to the pile. More police appear, some in cars or on motorcycles.

“Get back!”

“Fuck you!”

“Get the fuck back! Now!”

I see Nicole a few feet away. A police baton sweeps through the air, just missing her.

A bottle crashes to the ground. Glass shatters across the pavement, and we start running again.





Ol’ Red Eyes is back: raised by wolves


Jon Bounds looks at TV — the new opiate of the masses — from a Marxist perspective. This month the Moran sisters' C4 sitcom set in the wilds of the English Midlands.


Jon Bounds

Class is the main character in Caitlin and Caroline Moran’s Raised by Wolves (Mondays C4), a fictionalised account of their Wolverhampton childhood updated and set in the present day. It’s there trying to steal every frame, mugging to the camera and chewing the scenery, but it doesn’t get many good lines.

The focus is on Germain, Aretha and mum Della and granddad ‘Grampy’. They get the good lines — around one great one per episode — feminism gets the supporting role and Wolverhampton is forced into one of those character roles only fit for the obviously ugly.

Punctuating the dialogue are filmic montages of Wolverhampton, journeys past landmarks noticeable only to the ‘Midlands twats’ who are watching out to spot. Those too will know that Wolverhampton has a ring road that would make that particular way a very roundabout route.

Wolverhampton is an apt setting for a show that wants the “signs of decomposition everywhere”, the scratched plastic of the bus shelter opposite the house show that the Wolvonians, and by extension the writers find this “delightful […], mind[s] not bent upon the conservation of things as they are”. Wolverhampton here is shown almost as an eschatology — it seems to be post-class consciousness and that is to the programme’s detriment. There are engaging characters (although probably too many to give any one enough to do), there is a depth to the warm acknowledgement of the family’s reproductive labor: but without direct reference to the class struggle the programme may be no more than another of TV’s “bribed tools of reactionary intrigue”.

It may seem an unfair criticism to suggest a sitcom is not as good as it could be because it sucks the issue of class, but Caitlin Moran writes beautifully about the proletarian experience in her other works; but more than that history of the sitcom, and the British sitcom in particular, is the history of class struggle.

From the petit bourgeois ennui of Reggie Perrin, to the lumpenproletarian desperation of early Only Fools and Horses, taking in the more obvious shibboleths of Harold and Albert Steptoe, the sitcom is a one of the great texts of revolution for it holds up a mirror to the divisions in society. A great sitcom sit has the characters trapped; and they are often hidebound by their position in the class structure.

When Terry in Terry and June hides under the stairs without his trousers when the boss comes for tea it is because he is without the means of societal production — as well as his trousers — he is both exploited worker and a supervisor of exploitation.

In Raised by Wolves, matriarch Della at least exhibits class consciousness, knowing that she has to beat the ’posh bitches’ to the foragable foodstuffs of the local park. But it goes no further, a disappointment felt more keenly with each time the teenagers quote Chomsky for a laugh rather than in realisation.

The loving family, the safe parochial environment, despite the modern-day setting the programme feels comfortably in the 1980s and 90s (when the experiences it’s based on happened) and one can’t help but feel that in those pre-post-modern eras the characters would be more aware of their situation. And without expecting ‘Freedom for Wolvo’ T-shirts, some power for these people would be welcome.

We’re laughing, but are we laughing not with but at the reproduction of class relations through the generations?


WANT TO SEE MORE OF THESE?


	Read last Feb’s Ol’ Red Eyes: Harry Hill’s Stars in their Eyes

	In March — Ol’ Red Eyes: Wolf Hall









Je Suis Tayyip: exploring the limits of press freedom in modern Turkey


In January 2015 the Turkish Prime Minister Davutoglu walked together with many of the world's leaders on the streets of Paris to stand up for freedom of speech. It was only days later when he ordered the offices of one newspaper to be raided because it dared to republish some of Charlie Hebdo's controversial cartoons.*


Joris Leverink

“If you had a dictator, you couldn’t call him a dictator,” stated the Turkish President Tayyip Erdogan in a speech in the summer of 2013, when he was still prime minister. Not even two years later, in March 2015, the 23-year old student Aykutalp Avşar is sentenced to 14 months in prison for shouting a slogan that referred to Erdogan as a dictator.

All accusations and speculations about the increasing authoritarian turn of Turkey’s political leader aside, one could hardly ask for a more telling example of the state of freedom of speech in Turkey today.

Avşar’s case is by no means unique: since Erdogan was elected president in August 2014 more than 70 people have been prosecuted for “insulting” him. Sefer Selvi, a satirical cartoonist who has been working with a number of independent magazines and newspapers for over thirty years, believes these examples show something that is much more threatening than a mere lack of freedom of expression. “What IS [Islamic State] is trying to do with violence, killings and slavery, the Turkish government is trying to achieve by more ‘democratic’ means, using a different form of pressure.”

For Selvi, the suppression of freedom of expression, the government’s intrusion in people’s personal lives, the idolisation of political leaders, the hate speech, repression and marginalisation of everyone that dares to express critique of the country’s administration are pointing to a type of fascism which in the end is not very different from the close minded ideology that is driving radical jihadists across the Middle East.


A double-edged sword called ‘humoUr’

In a state where the corrupt leadership uses a discourse of religious fundamentalism and xenophobia to scare the population into submission there are few instruments of resistance as powerful as humour and satire. Ercan Akyol, a cartoonist with the Turkish daily Milliyet who started drawing political caricatures when he was a student in the early 1970s, believes that humour is the ideal weapon of a person who is in distress. “It’s function is to warn people, the oppressed, for what’s to come.” According to Akyol the power of humour stems from its possibility to mock, “to mock is to destroy the charisma of power.”

This thought must have been at the forefront of Prime Minister Davutoglu’s mind when upon returning from Paris where he joined other world leaders in the ‘Je Suis Charlie’-march to condemn the attacks on the offices of the French satirical magazine and stand up for the freedom of speech, he decided to launch a police raid on the offices of the Cumhuriyet newspaper after it announced it would reprint parts of Charlie Hebdo’s commemoration issue.

According to the prime minister the cover of the magazine, which featured a cartoon of the prophet Mohammed holding up a sign which read ‘All is forgiven’, had nothing to do with freedom of speech. Instead, Davutoglu called the cartoon an “insult” and a “provocation”, echoing the statements of President Erdogan who argued that the magazine’s cover was nothing but an incitement to “hatred and racism”.

For Akyol the events in Paris can only be interpreted as a “violent attack on humour by ignorant fundamentalism.” In his view, those who are not sharp enough to grasp the meaning of a cartoon are easily insulted and “people that cannot laugh at humour can only attack it.” For this reason, Akyol believes that an attack similar to the one in Paris could easily occur in Turkey too. “Just look at our president and how he deals with humour. With his feudal, sectarian and fundamentalist perspective he wants to oppress humour because he is unable to out-smart it.”

Sefer Selvi was one of the first people to be prosecuted by Erdogan back in 2004 – only two years after Erdogan’s Justice and Development Party (AKP) came to power – for drawing a cartoon that showed one of the then-prime minister’s advisor riding on his back, piggyback style. The cartoonist was ordered to pay around £5,000 in compensation before being acquitted by the country’s High Court. With Akyol he agrees that one of the key functions of political satire is to warn the people of the dangers ahead.

“We don’t just open our mouths after a major disaster has occurred – like the one in the Soma mine for example. We attack the system itself; the bosses and the government, and point out the potential risks we have to deal with. I wish that every now and then the ones in power would listen to us, read our newspapers and magazines and learn something from our drawings; maybe it could turn them into better managers and then we would have to draw less.”




Dictatorial freedom, democratic oppression

When the AKP came to power in 2002, it did so on a promise to democratise the country, in particular setting itself off against the period of military rule in the early 1980s and the covert military control over the democratically elected governments that succeeded it. Remarkably, when looking back on this pre-AKP era, both cartoonists argue that in some way they felt less oppressed under the military regime than under the current, supposedly democratic government.

“Back in those days the pressure was obvious, and very much out there,” Selvi recalls. “But for cartoonists, we felt it less when you compare it with today.” For him the AKP’s democratisation discourse has turned out to be a complete lie. “The more they started to hide themselves behind the narrative that ‘we’re going to democratise this country’, the more they started to exert a different kind of pressure.”

Ercan Akyol believes that the reformist character of the AKP was simply a disguise they put up for the European Union, to increase Turkey’s chances of being allowed to join. It is hard for him to suppress his indignation about the fact that only recently the limits of press freedom in Turkey have been picked up by the international media.

“The tragedy of Turkey is not a contemporary affair, for many years civil rights and freedoms have been under pressure. The issue that we’re dealing with right now is not the repression of rights and freedoms – that has always been the case – but the fact that now it is suffocating us.”

However, not everyone agrees with the statement that there was more freedom or less censorship during the era of military rule. Valentina Marcella, a PhD candidate who is researching political satire in Turkey in the 1980s, argues that the censorship “was more clear and more official, and there was no claim [by the regime] of being democratic.”

Cartoonists knew the topics they couldn’t touch because their offices were housed in the same building as many newspapers where the lists of forbidden topics were hanging prominently on the walls. Even though these lists weren’t meant for them, the cartoonists were aware of what was allowed and what not. “Self-censorship was a way to survive on the market, if you would take a harsh stance chances were that your career would be finished in one day and that you would end up in jail.”

Both Akyol and Selvi point towards the conservative Islamic background of the country’s rulers as an explanation for the increasing arbitrariness of the current censorship policies. They believe that Erdogan is presenting himself as if he were a religious leader who holds a monopoly on the truth. “Erdogan’s word is the law and the truth at the same time,” states Selvi. “If he doesn’t say anything, the people don’t believe that it is true.”

In this context, any text or drawing that mocks Erdogan is an affront to this authority; picturing him as anything but the supreme leader is almost sacrilegious.




Big money controls the media

Besides scaring journalists, writers and cartoonists into self-censorship with threats of prosecution, job-loss and imprisonment the government pursues another tactic to curtail the freedom of speech in Turkey. Stefan Martens, Chief Copy Editor for Hürriyet Daily News (HDN) views the capital behind the pro-government media as one of the major problems threatening the country’s press freedom. Most of the country’s major news outlets are owned by one of the big holdings that due to their financial interests in other sectors of the economy are wary of antagonising the government by publishing anything that might offend them.

“There are many brave journalists who more or less freely publish their stories,” says Martens. “But they basically preach to the choir; they write for small, left-wing publications, providing news of government excess and brutality that merely confirm what their readers already know and believe. But most Turks get their news from TV, and other than the few that have access to stations like Hayat or IMC, most are just watching pro-government channels that suppress any true depiction of events.”

The financial interests of the newspaper’s owners make that many editors uphold a very strict publishing policy designed not to rouse any sleeping dogs. This is was Akyol referred to when claiming that the current censorship is “suffocating”. Back in the days of the military regime he would be held personally accountable if he crossed a line, “but today editors can get into neck-deep shit because of my actions.”

“Nowadays I witness many cases where the editor takes an order from someone to fire a writer. At the same time I’ve witnessed many instances where they have taken orders to hire a specific writer, suggested by someone higher up the ladder.” Because of the close links between the corporations that control the media and the Turkish government “the latter has the power to reshape these newspapers the way it wants.”

In 2009, Turkey’s biggest media company Dogan Yayil, which controls more than half of the country’s non-state media market and part of Dogan Holding’s extensive network, was fined a record $2.53 billion for unpaid taxes. Although the government denied that the fine was politically motivated, many critical observers believed that it was a direct result of some of its television stations’ critical coverage of the government.

According to Martens, the tax fine continues to cast a shadow over what Hürriyet, the bigger, Turkish version of HDN and owned by Dogan Yayil, says. “The government does not exert direct control over the decisions made by Hürriyet’s editorial board,” he continues. “But due to a palpable sense of fear of angering the regime, the board exercises a considerable degree of self-censorship.”




A method of last resort

It is thus at different stages of the production process that the Turkish government tries to implement its censorship; either by scaring writers and cartoonists into submission, or – if they proof brave enough to resist the pressure – by forcing their editors to maintain tight control over what goes into print if they care in any way about the economic viability of their company.

When these methods fail, there is one age-old method of last resort; mob justice. Selvi recalls the tragic events in Sivas in 1993 where 35 people, mostly Alevi intellectuals, died after the hotel where they attended a conference was attacked and set on fire by an angry mob of local Sunni fundamentalists. The attack carried on for eight hours without a single intervention by police, military or fire brigades and Selvi believed that the mob had been angered after rumours had been spread that the Alevis had attempted to burn a local mosque.

“There is no way I can ever trust any form of state force,” says the cartoonist. “The power is something that I always attack. Today they’re messing with us a lot. They prosecute us, fine us, even jail us. But that has attracted so much attention from the international media that it’s now easier to create a climate of hate in which the government doesn’t have to act and can just encourage a lynch mob into action. It’s an old tactic, that’s what they did in Sivas, and you can see the same today.”

Those standing up for freedom of speech in Turkey today are under attack from all sides: from the government, from their employers, and in some cases even from the very people they’re trying to reach out to. The repression hasn’t reached the horrific levels of terror we’re witnessing in the regions under control of the Islamic State, of course, but one does well to remember that fascism is not a state of being, but rather a continuous process of ever-increasing radicalisation.

Step by step, all voices of dissent are quelled until one single, homogeneous mass is left controlled by a single ruler whose wish is law, whose words are truth and who is the victim and the perpetrator, the judge and the prosecutor, the power and the people all at once. The only thing that stands between Erdogan and his aspiration to become the single most important political force in Turkey is the power of the people.

However, there is a bright side to the ever-increasing oppression, because, in Akyol’s words: “The more oppressive they become, the more they serve the cause of a single cartoon, or one little joke.” In order to deflect humorous criticism you have to be witty and smart, and reply with humour, something the ones in power are rarely capable of. This is why it’s such a dangerous tool, and why the power is often so afraid of it that it sees no other way out than to respond with violence. “One single cartoon cannot facilitate a revolution, but if we combine our forces, humour has the power to bring about social change.”

This article was originally commissioned for the March issue, but due to circumstances it has been postponed to the current (April) issue. I would like to extend my gratitude to Tan Tunali and Ozan Balpetek for volunteering to help with the necessary translations.







Resistance art, or the art of resisting: 25 years of the East Side Gallery


How a section of the Wall of Terror became a beacon for the preservation of memory in Berlin


Juliana Alvim

Berlin is not the place you go to if you are looking for romance. It is not quaint, it is not pretty in the most obvious, touristy ways. What Berlin is, is this: a place where you can see many (if not all) of the 20th century’s most horrific historical scars; it is a city that seems to take pride in resisting the urge to sweep its dark past under the rug of gentrification; it is where people go to if they are looking for a taste of the past and a vision of the future.

My history with Berlin goes way back. It was November 1989 and I, then just a girl from Rio de Janeiro, was discovering that there was a world outside of my neighbourhood. As I watched the news on TV, a lightbulb went off in my head, and suddenly the meaning of the word freedom was as clear as water to me.

People stood on top of the Berlin Wall – which had divided the city in half and kept East and West Berliners apart for 28 years – while others tried to tear it down with sledgehammers; some people danced, others broke into song, and in all of their faces there seemed to be incredible relief and optimism. The future seemed bright. Berliners could finally be one. Berlin could be one. And Germany could start entertaining the idea of maybe some day being one again.

A testament to the conflicts of memory

In early 1990, a group of artists from around the world started work at what came to be known as the East Side Gallery – now considered the longest-standing portion of the Berlin Wall and thought to be the largest open air art gallery in the world. Imbued with the spirit of the time, the artwork reflected a generally conciliatory state and combined the desire to celebrate the joyous and improbable events of November 9 1989 with an effort to memorialise the ignominy of the “Wall of Shame” on a 1.3 km stretch of the Berliner Mauer.

Among the paintings, you can see Leonid Brezhnev and Erich Honecker (East Germany’s last dictator) locked in a passionate kiss, the flags of Israel and Germany superposed in a fraternal gesture and a Trabant – a former symbol of East Germany’s shot at industrial progress and today one of the champions for Ostalgie (1) – tearing through the wall into the new, unified Berlin, challenging East and West Berliners alike to “test the rest” and explore the fascinating possibilities brought about by the end of the division of the city and the dismantling of the greater part of the Mauer.

The East Side Gallery still stands at the margins of the Spree river along Mühlenstrasse, in the neighbourhood of Friedrichshain, but its existence is now testament to the conflicts of memory that ensued after the unification of the two Germanys in October 1990. On one side, it is a commemoration of the freedom regained in the aftermath of the fall of the wall. On the other, it is a long-standing memento of a dictatorship long gone, a reminder of a past that Germans are trying to overcome.

To some, the graffiti on the east-facing portion of the wall is a trivialisation of the plight of the many East Germans who died trying to cross the borders into West Berlin. (Citizens of East Berlin could be severely punished for going near the wall and graffiti was strictly forbidden, whereas the western portion of the Berliner Mauer had been long covered in rebellious street art – a dichotomy now lost in the heavily sprayed, colourful remaining pieces of the wall scattered throughout Berlin.)

Restoration and disruption

Still, the East Side Gallery stood the test of time, surviving successive attempts of dismantlement and the increasing threat from developments in the neighbourhoods east of Mitte (the central area of Berlin), as well as inclement weather and tourists and residents spraying graffiti on top of the murals. The wall didn’t receive any protective treatment before the artwork began and the paintings started to fade, becoming almost unrecognisable by 1998, when restoration efforts began in an attempt to save the original murals. The same efforts were repeated in 2000 and 2009, but by then the originality and impact of the East Side Gallery were already being questioned. According to German art historian Gabi Dolff-Bonekämper:

“If we want to keep the material untouched, the original paintings will soon have completely disappeared. If we want to keep the images, they’ll have to be repainted. If we want the gallery to be a living artistic reflection of our own time, new ‘original’ paintings must be allowed, covering the old originals. The general effect [of the restoration in 1998] was not too bad, but somewhat clumsy and slightly anachronistic; probably the painters could no longer identify with their own overjoyed optimistic mood of 1990, nor can the beholders.” (2)

This posed an additional challenge to the gallery, beyond the effective threat of gentrification. In 2006, construction work on the O2 World arena required a 40-metre section of the gallery to be removed so the venue could have its own access to the Spree. More recently, in 2013, there was a widespread public outcry at the prospect of another section of the ESG being removed, this time to make way for a complex of luxury flats funded by investor – and suspected former Stasi spy – Maik Uwe Hinkel. The protests didn’t stop the tearing down of a 20-metre portion of the wall and another gap was created, further disrupting the continuous flow of the East Side Gallery and increasingly depriving the monument of its significance on the landscape of Berlin.

As a memorial, the Gallery still holds its historical importance and visual impact, but as the artwork deteriorates and gets buried under layers of graffiti and as long stretches of the wall are torn down by developments brought on by the gentrification process underway in Friedrichshain, the monument is losing the strength that permeated its original intention of becoming a reminder of the horrors perpetrated by the communist dictatorship that ruled the former GDR with a strict hand for four decades.

Embracing the contradictory

Nevertheless, my own personal experience with the East Side Gallery was profoundly moving. I went to Berlin for the first time in 2012, a year before the luxury condo debacle took place, and the gallery was the last monument I visited before coming home. For roughly two hours, I walked the 1.3 km stretch of the wall taking pictures of the murals, stopping in front of each artwork to reflect on the motivations behind each piece and trying to capture some of that zeitgeist – that same spirit that I read on the faces of Berliners as I watched the wall come down on my television set back in 1989.

The effects of seeing the gallery for the first time were long-lasting and, quite possibly, life-changing. As I was exposed to the scars of a city divided for so long, I strived to understand the complexities of its past. This effort resulted in my academic interest in both the recent history of Berlin and the conflict of memories that ensued once the wall came down and the two Germanys struggled to overcome the contrasting emotions and expectations from both sides of the newly unified country. In a city that is never done with reconstruction – its ever-changing landscape always populated with cranes and huge construction sites – I found solace in understanding that it is OK to embrace the contradictory, as Berlin seemed to subsist on a diet of conflicts between remembrance and forgetfulness.

As the East Side Gallery suffers the double pressure of time and urban development, it sets the backdrop, along with many of the city’s post-unification memorials, for the bigger issue of which memory – and which history – will remain if the wall disappears completely.

According to Anja Saretzki, lecturer at the Leuphana University of Lüneburg: “In the newly reunified Germany of the early 1990s, the top priority was to destroy the wall as quickly as possible, to facilitate the melting of East and West Berlin. No one thought about preserving the wall or parts of it as a memorial. The primary goal was to eradicate all traces of the division. It is understandable that no one mourned the loss of a structure perceived by most as a prison. But the more the wall was dismantled, reduced to rubble, chipped off by wall peckers (people using a chisel and hammer to claim chunks as mementos of the wall) or auctioned off in complete sections as art, the more its disappearance began to be seen as deficit.

“The wall’s symbolic significance to German history became a topic of discussion, leading to the realisation that it was a memorial worth preserving and protecting. It was granted the status of a kind of topographic remembrance, an ‘unintentional memorial’. And it is still a topos of Berlin’s historic landscape that invites discourse.” (3)

Which memory?

In this respect, the wall and its most celebrated remnants scattered throughout Berlin – the gallery, the wall at Bernauer Strasse, and the grey, ungraffitied section at the Topography of Terror, to name just a few – became a topic of dispute over which narrative will be told to future generations. If the 1990s saw the urge to tear down almost every piece of the wall and obliterate any traces that reminded that Berlin was once divided in two, the last decade is marked with efforts to preserve the wall as a token of resistance and a symbol of the fight for democracy and unity.

Markus Meckel, former East Germany’s Minister of Foreign Affairs in the months prior to the unification, declared to the Washington Post in 2009: “(The fall of the wall) was not a victory of the west against the east. It was the victory of freedom and democracy in the east.” (4)

In the attempts to successfully integrate East Germans’ own narrative of the time lived on the other side of the wall, monuments such as the East Side Gallery become material evidence of the fight against oppression, as well as pieces of historical reference for generations too young to have lived through the duress imposed by the communist regime.

On the second threat of removal of a section of the gallery in 2013, Marieke Krämer, a 25-year-old resident of Berlin, told Deutsche Welle: “The wall for me stands for this city’s very special history, and an especially brutal history that is otherwise completely invisible. When the wall is broken up into pieces, the impact is broken up as well. That’s why the memorial has to stay intact.” (5)

A piece of resistance

As a piece of resistance against historical amnesia and gentrification, the East Side Gallery symbolises the dispute that has plagued many (if not all) of Berlin’s memorials. With the added value of the artwork spread all the way across its length – murals depicting freedom, solidarity, optimism, euphoria and unmarred hope for better days to come – the gallery represents more than just a premium display for street art. To many, it is the physical realisation of a collective effort to keep East Germany’s memory alive, and it stands for the battles waged for freedom and democracy.

In the words of Thierry Noir, one of the artists who painted a mural on the Gallery: “We painted these images for future generations, as a memorial, and now it’s simply being removed.” (6) _

Author’s note Despite several attempts (both through email and social media), representatives of the Künstlerinitiative East Side Gallery E.V. could not be reached for comment.
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Puerto Rico's new design movement

Julie Schwietert Collazo

Nearly 525 years ago, Spanish explorers landed on the shores of Puerto Rico—though it wasn’t called that at the time—planting the crown’s flag on the island known as Borikén and thus claiming the newest of Spain’s colonies. The year was 1493 and it was the second of Columbus’s four transatlantic “New World” voyages; it was also, arguably, the most successful one, with a bigger fleet and crew and a bevy of islands claimed for the crown. But Puerto Rico, wrote one member of the expedition, was the choicest island of all. Diego Álvarez Chanca, a doctor who had been appointed by the king and queen to accompany Columbus on his journey, wrote a letter that serves as one of the few existing records of the voyage (Columbus’s own journals of this trip were lost). In his letter, Chanca recalls the voyagers’ arrival at what he referred to as “Burenquen”): “This island is very beautiful and apparently fertile... exceed[ing] all the others in beauty,” he wrote.

In due course, the island, which was initially named “San Juan” for St. John the Baptist, would be named “Puerto Rico,” or “Rich Port.” It wasn’t long before the crown decided that the island wasn’t so rich after all--at least not in the precious metals or stones it so coveted--and thus began more than 400 years of laissez-faire colonialism.

Where the Spanish government saw disappointment in the colony that Chanca assumed would yield promising rewards, the church saw opportunity. If Borikén had souls to save, the church would get to the work of saving them, and priests were dispatched to the island, charged with the task of religious civilization. With them, they brought carved figurines, or santos, statues of saints to be used as teaching tools. As Father Fernando Picó wrote for textual materials accompanying an travelling exhibit of santos organized by the Smithsonian between 2000 and 2002, priests and other representatives of the church would carry the saints with them as a way of introducing prospective converts to the primary figures of church history and lore. For individuals who lived in rural areas, far from a parish--which was practically everyone--santos were powerful visual and physical reminders of a budding faith to be nurtured.

Over time, the figurines inspired another kind of devotion, one that was artistic in nature. Local craftspeople taught themselves how to carve the saints and a folk art was born, one that persists to this day. Along with another handcraft tradition brought from Spain—lace-making, mundillo--the carving of saints might well be considered Puerto Rico’s first and most enduring craft and design tradition. Like so many artistic traditions, these two were passed down within families, with certain surnames becoming associated with the finest examples of the form.

Fast forward to the middle of the 20th century, when the fever of rapid industrialization was rising. The United States had acquired Puerto Rico from Spain as a spoil of the Spanish-American War of 1898, and in the years since had demonstrated just as much ambivalence as Spain toward its territory. Nowhere was that ambivalence more evident than in the federal government’s designation in 1952 of Puerto Rico as a commonwealth, neither free nor a state nor a traditional colony. This status reaffirmed that Puerto Ricans were American citizens (citizenship was granted to Puerto Ricans in 1917), though it did not give them the full benefits of citizenship (Puerto Ricans can not, for example, vote in presidential elections). The commonwealth also established the island as a pseudo-autonomous entity, one that had its own constitution and its own head of state, a governor, but which was also subject to the US constitution and laws of the mainland, as well as to presidential authority. In other words, the commonwealth status allowed the US federal government to make and enforce executive decisions that it believed would be good for the island and its people... and, of course, for its own interests.

One of those executive decisions was Operation Bootstrap. Though the operation was authorized in late 1948, before the commonwealth designation had been formally established, it was representative of the posture the United States would take with respect to island life—and, above all, its labor and economic landscapes—for the entire second half of the 20th century. Bootstrap was intended to fast-track the island into the industrial age, promising educational, professional, and financial benefits for those Puerto Ricans who chose to forego the rural practices of farming, transitioning them—and the island-- to a factory system. The tradition of designing and producing santos and mundillo by hand didn’t disappear, but the reference points for both “worthwhile” labor and objects of consumer desire changed radically, particularly as an aggressive importation scheme sought to convince Puerto Ricans that the majority of their needs and desires should originate beyond their own shores. This would only become more prominent with the arrival of Walmart and similar “big box” stores on the island, promising convenience and goods whose mass-production made them budget-friendly. Increasingly, homes were decorated with objects that weren’t made locally, that weren’t inspired by Puerto Rico or produced with materials sourced domestically, objects that weren’t even made by human hands at all, but by a machine. Dr. James L. Dietz, professor of economics and Latin American Studies at California State University in Fullerton summarized Operation Bootstrap and its impact precisely in his book, Puerto Rico: Negotiating Development and Change: “...U.S. investments and entrepreneurs became substitutes for local financing and local capitalists, not complements that stimulated the expansion of local factors of production.” It also, in subtler ways, perhaps, became a substitute for Puerto Rican creativity and design.

Even tourists lacking knowledge of this complicated history could notice that something wasn’t quite right. In souvenir shops around the capital, t-shirts in bright, tropical colors featured “PUERTO RICO” printed in loopy, happy script beneath the image of an alligator. There are no alligators in Puerto Rico. The cheap t-shirt, made in Taiwan, was symbolic of so much. C.K. Hennon, a retired Spanish teacher from Jamestown, New York, took a group of students to the island in 2005 and recalls, “I was looking for something authentic.” Sadly, what Hennon was seeing—cheap, imported souvenirs that weren’t reflective of the island’s culture—was an authentic version of Puerto Rico, a testament to the complicated dynamics of colonialism and the obliterating effects it can have on cultural identity and cultural production.

It’s around 10:00 on a night in late December 2013 and Jorge Luís Gonzalez Escobar, Cheche Figueroa, and Arvin Soto are walking the streets of the Santurce neighborhood of San Juan, Puerto Rico’s capital. They’re looking for surfaces on which they can affix posters and stickers printed with the word “SOTOMAYOR”; above the name is a pair of machetes, blades crossed. Gonzalez, Figueroa, and Soto aren’t a trio of punks looking for trouble; they’re entrepreneurs, working hard to raise awareness of their brand, Sotomayor, which designs and produces urban streetwear—think t-shirts and ball caps—that are distinctly Puerto Rican in their imagery. Working on a shoestring budget, they’re the real bootstrappers, determined to resist the trend of moving to the mainland or abroad, instead remaining in the country where they were born, the island that inspires them. They know that battle is uphill. For one thing, they have to begin to make homegrown products attractive to consumers who have been trained to think that imported designs have more cachet. For another, the infrastructure for independent craftspeople and designers is very poor. “Here, the local designer isn’t supported,” they tweeted in the fall of 2014.

There is reason to be hopeful that that’s all about to change. The local craft, design, and makers’ movements are all beginning to gather steam, and suddenly—or so it seems to the outside observer—a homegrown design movement is taking root. A growing number of goods is being produced on the island—everything from jewelry to furniture—and, crucially, a growing number of buyers has decided “Hecho en Puerto Rico” (“Made in Puerto Rico”) is best. It’s not just the designers coming out of the woodwork in droves, then; it’s the infrastructure to support them that’s rapidly getting built beneath them.

“A lot of people are actively designing locally and that is different and new and it is driven by a new generation that is tech-savvy, well-educated in design, resourceful, and wants to express a unique point of view,” says Michelle Perez Kenderish, founder of Puerto Rico Diseña, a group that works to create both artistic and commercial opportunities for local designers. Perez and her colleagues took their support one big step forward in late 2014 when they opened Localista, a pop-up concept boutique located inside the just-renovated and reopened Condado Vanderbilt Hotel. This, she says, “was our first experiment creating a commercial platform for local designers.”

Opening the shop inside a luxury hotel that’s located right across the street from Cartier and Louis Vuitton was no small feat. “This is the first time a luxury hotel with an important design legacy in the Caribbean supports the development of local design,” Perez says. “There are a lot of excellent hotels on the island, but the shops are full of meaningless, mass-produced, made-somewhere-else products that [shoppers] can find either online or back home. If you are competing on luxury, there is nothing more luxurious than a product that is finely crafted and created to be meaningful to people without compromising beauty and innovation. A product with a story is what sells and what people want to bring home from a vacation,” she adds.

What has been interesting, in the months since Localista opened, is that it’s not just hotel guests making purchases of the local goods—rings, necklaces, pillows, chairs, tables, and more—sold at the boutique. “Seventy percent of our sales have been to local customers,” says Perez. She believes that shoppers who have a chance to discover the quality and backstory of the pieces on offer at Localista “welcome an alternative to mindless consumption,” and appreciate contributing to the local economy. Given the success of Localista, Perez and her team intend to expand to other upscale hotels on the island, offering a greater number of platforms for local designers to showcase and sell their work.

Perez, who was born on the island, became involved in this mission because she was “tired of seeing these awful shops selling lousy souvenirs made somewhere else.” She knew, because she’d seen them herself, that Puerto Rico was home to a wealth of talent, especially among the younger generation. “There were a lot of designers making great things,” she says, and she was excited to see such an impressive range and quality of goods at events like the island’s Feria de Arte y Diseño (The Art & Design Fair). But, she notes, these designers were “looking for ways to turn [their] ideas into businesses.” Perez thought she could add the missing piece to the puzzle. “I just kept questioning why we had shops full of terrible product and great products sitting on tables in weekend bazaars and fairs that you could never find again. It seemed to me that for local design to have a fair shot..., we needed to showcase it in the right way by curating...and generating collective visibility. I saw tremendous potential in positioning design in the context of cultural tourism,” she says—just the kind of authentic culture and souvenir teacher C.K. Hennon had been looking for a decade ago. “I just didn’t understand why no one was doing this,” Perez says.

While Perez is certainly at the vanguard of this design renaissance in Puerto Rico, she’s in good company, and her work is possible, she acknowledges, because of other factors that happened to converge at this moment in the island’s history of design. “Despite earlier efforts in the 90s to make design viable as a profession on the island,” she explains, “we are just now starting to capitalize on a decade of design education programs in Puerto Rico.” Edna Isabel Acosta, a multidisciplinary designer who in 1991 founded (D)inc., a society for design development on the island, agrees. When she launched (D)inc., she says, the concept of local design was novel. “In Puerto Rico, the idea of design as a discipline and a profession was all but unknown,” she explains. “At the university level, there were only architecture schools; the related design disciplines were neglected.” Acosta, who has been working in the design field for nearly 25 years, believes that the lack of formal academic preparation in the field is the primary reason why local design has been slower to catch on in Puerto Rico than is the case in other places. “The development of design in Puerto Rico has been a slow process,” she says, but “the fact that we’ve developed—and are developing—schools and academic programs [is] pushing the profession forward.”

Currently, the University of Puerto Rico (www.upr.edu), which has 11 campuses across the island, offers an associates and bachelors in interior design and a bachelors in environmental design. Interamerican University (www.inter.edu) also has bachelors programs in design, graphic design, and multidisciplinary studies. The offerings at Escuela de Artes Plásticas (http://www.eap.edu/) in San Juan, which looks out onto the 500 year old Castillo del Morro, an iconic fortress constructed in the colonial era, are even richer; there are bachelors programs in design and digital art, industrial design, and fashion design. None of these programs is more than 15 years old.

Still, the challenges for the growth and sustainability of local design in Puerto Rico are considerable. Developing academic courses of study was critical, of course, acknowledges Acosta, but without jobs to graduate into, a degree in design can seem to be of limited worth. “We have young people educated in design who finish their bachelors degree and they’re ready to join the work force, only to come up against the frustration that, on the island, an industry of design doesn’t exist.” Whereas designers should, in Acosta’s view, be employed by nearly every type of business—from private institutions to government agencies (she herself does catalog, project, and exhibition design for the island’s Institute of Puerto Rican Culture)--because, as she says, “EVERYTHING that surrounds us is design,” this just isn’t the case right now. “I think that in order for a solid design industry to develop on the island, it’s imperative that we educate private industry, the government, and society in general about the value and benefits of design. Frequently, design is seen as a cosmetic or decorative attribute,” she adds, “but design as a discipline and profession has the potential to mold and change the way in which we live; it can improve our quality of life.”

Acosta and Perez both mention the fact that design program graduates exit the university only to find themselves bewilderingly alone, unsure how to translate lessons from the classroom into a self-supporting career. “Design schools teach you how to design a great product,” says Perez, “but they neglect to teach designers how to turn their products into viable businesses.” Acosta agrees, noting that in the absence of gainful employment where design graduates can apply their skills and make a living, “they’re left with no other option but to create their own projects or studios.” But on an island that’s 100 miles by 35 miles and has a large (four million) but finite consumer base, there aren’t enough opportunities for so many self-starters to really make a go of it. “[M]ost designers give up and end up working in something completely unrelated to design; they teach or they leave for New York,” says Perez.

That was the case for Lisa Thon, a fashion designer born and raised in Puerto Rico, who went to study fashion design at New York City’s renowned Fashion Institute of Technology. But unlike many of her cohorts, who stayed on the mainland US to pursue a career that potentially offered a faster, easier trajectory to success—and more support along the way—Thon returned to the island to set up her own atelier. “Having the opportunity to now study art and design and fashion in Puerto Rico has given us a wide range of new, talented artists,” Thon says. She is incredibly excited by the passion and drive she sees in these students and recent graduates, and, like Perez, she is doing her part to stimulate both market demand and places where such demand can be satisfied. Along with a collective of other local designers, Thon founded PERE, a pop-up store where shoppers can buy clothing and accessories inspired by and designed on the island by local fashion designers. And like Localista, the physical location of the first PERE pop-up had great significance; PERE inhabited a storefront at Plaza las Américas, the Caribbean’s largest shopping mall, home to every recognizable mainland chain clothing brand imaginable. “PERE has given me the will and energy to help revive the local fashion industry, one which was very important to our economy in the past century,” Thon says. “As a group, we couldn’t let the government interest pass by without acknowledging all our creativity and hard work. My role,” she says, “is to motivate upcoming talent to developing the industry as a whole, to help them feel proud of their native culture and look for ways to support each other.”

Perez, Acosta, and Thon, then, represent the front lines of this battle to establish and nurture a still-young profession on the island, and all allude to the role that the government needs to play if the design profession is to avoid a cultural brain drain and truly take root. If the past decade was dedicated to simply establishing the academic foundation of design on the island, and beginning to build the bricks and mortar places where people can be exposed to local design and have access to purchasing these products, the next decade will have to be dedicated to policy and infrastructure development. The island’s design programs have a key role to play, as do the designers themselves. Advocating for policies that have a profound impact on their industry but which affect the island as a whole will be central. Such policies include straightforward issues related to taxation, loan and debt structuring, production costs, and import/export issues, but they also include more conceptual matters, such as expressing preference for local designers in contract bids. While these concerns may be far less exciting and interesting to right-brained designers than the actual creative process, these designers and industry analysts agree that until production and cost issues are tackled head-on, the design movement on the island will likely hit a plateau and lose momentum.

“Local manufacturing is a big challenge on the island,” notes Perez. “It is hard to find the resources to develop products in a way that is competitive.” The founders of the urban streetwear company Sotomayor agree, noting that it can be cheaper to send designs to China for printing and manufacturing than to produce t-shirts and hats a few miles away. While they are committed to all-local production, they admit that such a commitment incurs financial costs, which, in turn, can create stress that detracts from the creative process. Production is expensive and the government hasn’t prioritized passing laws and implementing policies that are local-design friendly. Getting seed capital is also a real issue, one that is particularly acute given the island’s profound debt crisis. “It is hard for designers to have the capital to develop product at scale,” Perez points out. “It’s a challenge for designers to find investors to fund design production and to develop products at an affordable price to consumers. Labor is very expensive... and often times what is available in terms of manufacturing is expensive and outdated.” All of the expenses add up, often prompting a designer to seek a loan or line of credit, but credit-worthiness can be difficult to establish.

Another front in the battle is consumer education. While Localista has enjoyed surprisingly enthusiastic shoppers willing to spend more money on a locally-made piece than a mass-produced item, the higher production costs inevitably get passed on to the consumer. For local buyers, in particular, there can be resistance to purchasing locally-made goods because the perception exists that these goods should cost less than a comparable import. Other market sectors, especially food producers, on the island have found that this particular hurdle is a barrier to success. Wanda Otero, a microbiologist turned cheesemaker, says that while she has enjoyed success with her artisanal, locally-made cheeses, she has had to invest more time than she expected on consumer education. Why would a shopper spend $15 on a cheese made in Puerto Rico when he or she could buy a cheese imported from Spain or France for half the cost? Explaining the answer to that question—and the equivalent questions posed to designers—is a responsibility that falls almost entirely on the shoulders of the producers and designers themselves.

Still, say designers and their advocates, momentum is building and the new design movement in Puerto Rico is reaching a critical mass. No longer searching for inspiration and points of reference off the island, and independent of the legacies of colonialism and Bootstrap-era industrialization, contemporary Puerto Rican designers are collaborating on the most important design project of all: the design of their own future, and an affirmation that the island does, in fact, live up to its name. Rich port, indeed.





King Arabic Sandwiches: a taste of Palestine in Johannesburg


When Hanan and Mohammad fled Gaza over a year ago, they left everything behind. But in just over one year, they have used food to build a new home and a community around them in South Africa. As a Jewish South African I wanted to hear their story firsthand.


Kim Harrisberg 

King Arabic Sandwiches sits on the corner of Hanover Street and 9th Avenue in the largely Muslim area of Mayfair, Johannesburg. The colours of the Palestinian flag are mimicked in its black walls, green signs, red doorways and white window frames. It is one of the quieter corners in Mayfair, but cars and cyclists still trickle past, interspersed with shuffling beggars who peep into the windows and young ladies in burkas who giggle with one another as if sharing a secret or two.

Inside, maroon tiles cover the floor, jars filled with an assortment of Middle Eastern delicacies cover the shelves, Palestinian flags hang from the walls and pastries of different sizes greet you at the counter. The smell is rich and spicy, with the sounds of sizzling falafel being fried in the kitchen, and little girls whispering behind a curtain that leads to the back of the restaurant.


First you eat. Then, we talk.



I am here to interview Mohammad Sultan and his wife Hanan Ahmed, refugees who fled Gaza just over a year ago to build a new life. I have so many questions involving politics, food, family and chance, and many of them involve my identity in relation to theirs. The questions swirl around my head like mosquitoes, but before I can ask them, Mohammad and Hanan place a glass of purple hibiscus juice in front of me and a warm, pickle-filled, hummus-infused falafel, wrapped and ready to be devoured. “First,” says Mohammad, smiling, “you eat. Then, we talk.”

Despite what its name alludes to, there is not a sandwich in sight. There was an original King Arabic Sandwiches on which this restaurant is based, but that was more than 12 years ago in Ramallah, almost 10,000 km from where this version now stands.

“Have you been to the Middle East before?” Hanan asks me as I sip the juice. “Yes to Israel, I mean Palestine, I mean…” Hanan smiles kindly.

As a Jew, I have visited many times in the past, and even spent one year there on a leadership “gap year” with the secular Jewish youth movement, Habonim Dror. My relationship with Israel has been convoluted ever since. Many years of Jewish schooling had drummed into me a knee-jerk, defensive reaction to any criticism against Israel, but my time spent living there had shown me that Israel is indeed fallible, with innocent families caught in the crossfire of a dark and seemingly never-ending religious and political battle. It was only when I lived there that I learnt the Jewish day of Independence, Yom Ha’atzmaut, is also known Al Nakba to Muslims, literally meaning “catastrophe”.

I left feeling that in one short year, my interactions with Arab Israelis/Palestinians remained superficial, brief or contrived. This sentiment had lingered with me, acting as a strong catalyst behind my visit to King Arabic Sandwiches one Friday afternoon, urging to me try humanise the Israel-Palestine conflict on a personal level.

A journey of chance and desperation

Eventually, Hanan and Mohammad pull up chairs alongside me. The curtains part and Sara (11) and Suzanna (5) enter the restaurant shyly, slowly approaching the table before smiling and taking a seat.

In broken English, they openly share their story. “When no bombing, Gaza is best place,” Suzanna tells me, small dimples forming when she smiles. “But, when bombing, very bad place.” Her dimples have disappeared. They miss their home, familiarity and family, yet they knew that another day spent in the camp was not an option for them. Mohammad confides in me that Suzanna cries at night in fear of bombs hitting the restaurant.

Hanan and Mohammad grew up in Palestine/Israel, but then were forcibly moved to the Al-Shati refugee camp in Gaza when the Second Intifada spread through the country. The continuous bombing made it almost impossible for them to rebuild their restaurant, so they sold their products at weddings and hotels and to friends and neighbours.

Al-Shati refugee camp is described as a beach camp owing to its location alongside the Mediterranean coastline. The Palestinian Central Bureau of Statistics (PCBS) claims that in 2006, the Al-Shati camp was home to 87,158 inhabitants.

“I would love to visit Cape Town because the sea will remind me of home,” says Mohammad. He illustrates with hand gestures how he used to go diving for fish.

Their journey to South Africa was one of both chance and desperation. When the Israeli government closed the border to Gaza during the 2000 Second Intifada, the lives of those living within its parameters changed forever. They fled on a boat, uncertain of where it would port. Their destination happened to be Durban.


Suzanna went into her friend’s house after it had been bombed and saw her friend’s dead body.



The United Nations Relief and Works Agency for Palestine Refugees in the Near East  ]was established in 1949, following the Arab-Israeli conflict. The relief work for Palestinian refugees was seen as vital then, and with no political solution in sight, the General Assembly has repeatedly renewed UNRWA’s mandate to continue its work for the 5 million Palestinian refugees they say are eligible for UNRWA assistance. Four of them are living in Mayfair now, and it is only with their family traditions, resourcefulness and kindness from the community that they have been able to build a life for themselves in Johannesburg in such a short time.

Between the past and present

They initially fled without their daughters, leaving them with close family and the hope of sending for them as soon as they could. A customer, and now close friend, found Mohammad crying in the restaurant. “Suzanna had gone into her friend’s house after it had been bombed and she saw her friend’s dead body,” says Mohammad. When the customer found Mohammad in tears, she returned with the money and air tickets to sponsor Sara and Suzanna’s journeys all the way to the corner of Hanover and 9th Avenue.

Their landlord also kindly negotiated with the council to have the family trade and live in the same area, and did not ask them for a deposit. “We were first just selling our hummus, labneh (sour yoghurt cheese), baba ghanoush and biscuits. After three months we had saved enough money and we didn’t wait long before we opened the restaurant,” says Hanan.

Their narration swings between the past and present, their current success intermingled with a strong sense of historical dislocation and injustice.

When Mohammad speaks about politics, he talks with an urgency filled with both sadness and frustration. “You see this room,” he gestures across the entirety of the restaurant. “If we both have lived in this room, and then you come and take the entire space, and push me to the back room only and tell me to be happy, I cannot be. We must share it, we must share the space.”

He is using "you" in a general, allegorical sense, although I feel my cheeks flush. “But please,” he cautions, still completely oblivious of my religious background, “not all Jews are bad. Really, my neighbour in Ramallah, he was a Jew and he is my good friend. Still, he phones me to see how I am. He cried when I was forced to the refugee camp. Really, not all Jews are bad.”

I smile. “I am a Jew too,” I tell the family. I have visited Israel many times, eaten the food many times, yet have never spoken to a Palestinian family like this before.”

Mohammad and Hanan look at each other with incredulity. Their eyes wide. I worry I have said too much, but then they both begin to laugh. “You see!” he says, “not all Jews are bad!”

I see us from a bird’s eye view. As the world passes by King Arabic Sandwiches in Mayfair, a young, South African, Jewish journalist sits across from an exhausted yet resilient Palestinian family, in a country whose political past has been equated to the current separation and subjugations taking place in Israel. I see us smiling, laughing and engaging, our interaction filling the small, shared space.





Ugla Stefanía Jónsdóttir: "There are six billion people in the world; of course everyone doesn't fall into one of two boxes."


Iceland's young transgender activist on LGBT issues in Europe and the fight for political progress


Lauren Razavi

Ugla Stefanía Jónsdóttir was 11 years old when she realised she was a woman. “I saw an interview with a transwoman on TV and that was when it clicked,” she says. “I had never heard that this was possible before, and that’s when I started thinking that this could be a possibility for me in the future.”

It would be years, however, before Jónsdóttir started on the path to the transformation she desired. As a teenager in Iceland during the early 2000s, there was no organisation to go to for support and nobody to talk to about the feelings she was having. In her search for acceptance, she turned to the internet.

“When I was 14, I started playing World of Warcraft online and I decided to present myself as a girl,” she explains. “It wasn’t planned; it just sort of happened. But this was the first setting where I could really be myself.”


My father had just one question: “So which locker room are you going to use when you go swimming?” It was quite funny.



But it wasn’t long before her online identity presented a real world challenge. “At 17, I’d made really good friends in this game and they wanted to meet,” she says. “That’s where it got a lot more complicated, because I hadn’t been presenting myself as a woman in my everyday life.”

She decided to take the opportunity to meet her digital cohorts in person and found that they had no problem accepting her as she was. In fact, it was this that prompted her to come out as trans to a few of her closest friends over the months that followed.

Born in a remote part of Northern Iceland to a family of farmers, the prospect of sharing the realisation that she was transgender was not something she took lightly. “I was so afraid to tell my parents. In the end, I wrote them a letter and told them that they should read it, then go take care of the farm and give themselves some time to really digest it,” she explains with a faint smile. “When my father came back, he had just one question: ‘So which locker room are you going to use when you go swimming?’ It was quite funny.”

Sitting across from her now, it’s difficult to believe that Jónsdóttir was ever the unsure, timid teenager she describes. She has been campaigning and raising awareness on behalf of trans and LGBT people for years, earning her a reputation as a champion of the community and an authority on transgender issues in Iceland. As we cradle our lattes in a cosy Reykjavík cafe, the young woman in front of me oozes confidence, intelligence and grace.


I had to become a role model — even my own role model, in a way.



“I never planned on becoming an activist. I was this scared, 18-year-old kid taking my first steps in the healthcare system, at a time when nobody even knew what trans was,” she says with contempt. “There was nobody for me to look up to, nobody to approach for advice. So I decided that I had to become this person. I had to become a role model — even my own role model, in a way.”

And she’s done just that, exceeding even her own expectations of how many people she could help and what she could achieve for the trans community. After volunteering for Samtökin ’78, Iceland’s national LGBT organisation, she was awarded the esteemed role of education officer, overseeing the group’s awareness-raising programmes in schools, universities and companies. She’s also president of student organisations Trans-Iceland and the Q-Association of Queer Students in Reykjavík. This involvement, combined with her willingness to engage in conversations with media outlets and the government, has seen her become an accomplished LGBT spokesperson on a national scale.

More remarkable still, Jónsdóttir’s work has not been limited to Icelandic shores — she’s becoming an increasingly recognisable global figure, too. In 2014, she was invited to speak at the first official trans meeting in Lithuania, organised by national LGBT rights organisation LGL, and to participate in a week-long conference called Crossing Paths in Bologna, Italy, which welcomed activists from all over the world and set out to examine the connections between LGBT, socioeconomic, racial and ethnic identity.

For 2015-16, she has been elected as a board member of the International Bisexual, Trans and Queer Youth Organisation (IGLYO), a European-wide association based in Brussels that hosts events, seminars and conferences internationally. Starting with a few shy interviews for blogs and radio in Reykjavík, she quickly established a name for herself and today stands at the forefront of LGBT activism across the continent.


There are six billion people in the world; of course everyone doesn’t fall into one of two boxes.



Despite such extensive work and varied roles in the transgender community, 23-year-old Jónsdóttir is only just getting started. In January, she began studying for an MA in gender studies at the University of Iceland, something that she hopes will aid her in making even more of a positive difference for trans and LGBT groups all over the world. Though Jónsdóttir is more interested in influence than celebrity; she sees her role as one of opening political dialogues, increasing awareness and understanding, and speaking to people about their individual experiences.

Iceland has been consistently pioneering when it comes to gay rights — it was the first European country to recognise same-sex unions, supported the adoption of children by gay couples, and was the first country in the world to elect an openly gay person as head of state. But the country still has a way to go on trans issues, and adequate legislation and infrastructure has been slow to develop.

One of the biggest problems for transgender people worldwide is a general lack of understanding from the wider public and, as a result, the problems faced by transpeople are often left by the wayside. Jónsdóttir’s journey through the Icelandic system was not without some twists and turns, and the sharing of her own experiences has been a crucial part of her success as an activist.

When she began the transitioning process in 2010, there was one sole psychiatrist in Iceland who handled all trans patients and made all decisions regarding their care. She went through a series of tests that seemed to have little to do with the procedure she was about to undertake. “There were no questions or requirements that had to do with my experience as a woman. I had to do an IQ test, which I thought was really weird. I’m not sure if you can be ‘not intelligent enough’ to do this,” she tells me.

After psychiatric evaluation came hormone therapy, with the procedure following two and a half years later. But there’s no Icelandic doctor specialised enough to embark on gender reassignment surgery alone, so a doctor is borrowed from Sweden once or twice per year. Trans people often have to wait six to 12 months to have the surgery as a result.


Recognition is crucial; it’s surely a fundamental right that everyone’s existence should be recognised, don’t you think?



Progress has been slow, but things are getting better. Psychological tests have been dropped from requirements, and a 2012 law change on transgender rights saw administrative procedures reformed, improvements around gender reassignment surgeries and the process for legal name changes simplified. The commission’s statement acknowledged that “although this group has received medical treatments and the understanding of the Icelandic government, it is important to clarify the legal status of the individuals involved”.

“That’s one of our biggest victories,” Jónsdóttir says. “And in that way, we are definitely on a good path here in Iceland. There aren’t a lot of countries who actually have a law for transpeople.”

In Iceland, the considerable expense of gender reassignment surgery is covered by insurance schemes, but this system is not without its flaws. “Insurance only pays for something if it’s legally a disease or condition. The law says that being trans is a condition called gender identity disorder,” Jónsdóttir explains. “Transpeople have to submit to this diagnosis and accept that the transition surgery will ‘cure’ this disorder.”

The trans movement has existed in Iceland for 35 years and the country has been moving steadily towards a better community for LGBT people during that time. But a lot of important work still needs to be done. “We’re still very ‘gender binary’. We only have male and female, and everybody has to fall into one box, which obviously all people don’t,” she adds. “There are six billion people in the world; of course everyone doesn’t fall into one of two boxes. We need to work on education about what gender identity — and gender itself — actually is.”

“We’re still at such a starting point. The conversation has been going for 40 years, yet there’s still no positive action in some countries,” she points out. “People deny the existence of transpeople. Recognition is crucial; it’s surely a fundamental right that everyone’s existence should be recognised, don’t you think?”

Follow Ugla on Twitter uglastefania





Growing up behind bars

Louise Lucas

We met for a tea and an interview in a desert bar, Ali, Hasan his friend who accepted to translate the interview, and me. Going to the point took us a long time. I had chosen the place and they needed reassurance.* “Yes it is safe to talk here, don’t worry. Can I record the interview ?”* I asked. “No, don’t do that, if you get arrested on your way back from here, it is evidence.” “But I’m not doing anything illegal.” “All the same, take notes in French, not in English, change our names, but don’t record, you never know.”

I am not used to being afraid of censorship or political tension, but I respect that they would be, both of them had been to prison, both of them for political reasons.

Ali is in his mid thirties, with a smile on his face in unshaven beard. Sure of himself, the kind of man you see everyday in Istanbul. But Ali was arrested in 1997 at the age of 16 and stayed in prison for six years. The same day, two of his friends faced the same situation. The end of your teenagehood and beginning of your young adult life spent in prison. Ali grew up in Diyarbakır, capital of Turkish Kurdistan. His political engagement was a familly thing. At a young age, he got close to the marxist branch of the PKK. The PKK organisation (Kurdistan Worker’s Party) is on the terrorist organizations lists of most of the western world and some communist parties are still illegal in Turkey, like the Marxist-leninist party (TKIP) or the Maoist party (MKP).

One evening, coming back from high-school, Ali was followed by the police who arrested him at home. He was charged with affiliation with a terrorist organisation, convicted and sent to prison for 6 years. “You know, when it happens to you, you are not surprised, he explains, you know it can happen, you know what you do, who you meet or what you say is illegal. So when I arrived in prison I did not think about my familly, my friends, I only thought about the revolution and the fight, that’s all I had in mind. The first week was the most difficult, they beat me up and interrogated me. After that they leave you alone. They only interrogate you for the first week.”

From what he recalls, a day in the life of a prisoner in Turkey, at least in a political prison is not very exciting. “You drink a lot of tea, and you read, you talk, sometimes you can play football” he says with a smile. “We were in the old prison, so we slept in dormitories, so you are never alone even if you are not with your family anymore. People take care of each other, if someone has a problem or is sad people worry about him. We read and talked about politics and society, all those things” It was till bad though you know, we tried to escape once with one other guy, but we failed. There was one last door we could not pass, but we had already been pretty far, he relates. Just when they were changing us from one prison to another we tried that.” Ali changed prison only one time, in 2000, he had been incarcerated for 3 years already.

“In 2000, the Turkish government decided they wanted to break the solidarity in the political prisons. You know, in every political prison, the things went very well for the prisoners, Ali remembers, there was a lot of solidarity. Older prisoners watching out for younger ones. We were all there for the same reason, all Kurds or mostly. I learned a lot for example, it is in prison that I built my political culture. But the Turkish government didn’t like this happening, so they did the operation.”

At this point, Ali takes a break, we help ourselves with another cup of tea and he takes out his phone to show me some videos. They picture soldiers inside a prison, inmates being pulled out of their cells, smoke rising up from a building, a female prisoner shouting at soldiers while they evacuate a inert man, punctuated with Kurdish music in the background. The two friends, Ali and Hasan hum the song as it plays. Ali explains : “There was too much solidarity in the political prisons, the turkish government didn’t like that, they made that to break us. Break our moral and the movement, after that they transferred a lot of people to different prisons. In the prison where I was, six people died, one man chocked because of the tear gas they fired and the other five were shot. One day they evacuated all the cells and regrouped us, all the prisoners in the same room, the soldiers were above us and they started firing tear gas in the middle of the crowd, then they shot bullets”. Even if Ali never says he was afraid, he was 19 when the operation took place, his voice is more emotional when he recalls the incident. “You know, we were on hunger strike to protest against our conditions in prison, and there was a lot of solidarity, a lot of people followed the strike, they just wanted to break us”. 

In fact, this operation was name Return to Life, it was meant to break a massive hunger strike in the political prisons. The Turkish government at that time referred to an unofficial report declaring there were 2,000 prisoners on starvation, some of them for two month already and that the strikes were supported by 10, 000 other prisoners. According to the officials, most of the people on strike were forced into starvation by their political leaders, that is how the operation was justified to the public. The newspapers at that time report that the prisoners were indeed protesting against their life conditions, but also against a bill supposed to reform the political prisons. The judiciary power wanted to stop using old prisons where inmates were living in big dormitories and in contact with each other all the time. The new type F prisons were supposed to follow different rules where inmates were three by cells and in contact with other prisoners for a very limited amount of time per week, an isolation prison so to say. Between the 19 and the 26 of December 2000, 10,000 Turkish soldiers were sent to occupy 48 prisons in the country. On the national scale, the operation resulted in the death of 31 prisoners, two soldiers, eight disappearances and at least 426 wounded prisoners according to Murat Paker from the Middle East Research and Information Project. An official sources at the time stated that the number of people on hunger strike went from 282 before the Return to Life operation, to 353 after the events.

When the operation happened in 2000, Ali was 19 years old, he had been in prison for 3 years and still had another 3 years to go. He does not open about a fear he could have had for his life at the time, but his tone implies he did not loose his political rage in prison. “I told you there was solidarity between us, he says when asked if those events changed him, it became stronger maybe. Where I was, 70 or 80 percent of the prisoners were young like me, between 16 and 25, we knew we were mistreated and we were all coming from the same place, fighting the same fight. We had no contact with the outside, people could send us letters and we could do too, but everything was read by the prison administration and they would censor the letters if they did not like what was written.” 

A group of young people, politically aware young people, cut from the outside world, you have to recreate a kind of family feeling. “As Kurds, we are brothers. I stopped high-school at 16, when I was arrested, and I did not want to go back after I was freed. Prison was my school, but I didn’t know how I could go back to school after that. It seemed too far.” Ali is not the first person to say that, if prison is often considered as a place for radicalization, where young minds get angrier at the society that put them in there, easing recidivism, we consider it less like a school, from the prisoner’s point of view. “But you have to learn, Ali quietly explains, you in big dormitories dormitory, so you need a kind of discipline anyway, and not just the one imposed to you. Then you talk a lot when there is a problem, everyone deliberates to find a solution.”

But even with this political family inside, what about the outside ? 16 to 22 is the age you become an adult, but for most of us, we become an adult being free, thinking about our future, having dreams, experimenting, discovering, maybe moving away from our parents, graduating… Even if prison is a school, you don’t get the same experience, your options are limited, and you are stuck behind a wall left with your dreams.

“Yes it is true that you miss things after some time. You don’t really think about girls or normal things a young man thinks about, Ali laughs. But personally, after some time, I missed walking, taking a long walk in the countryside, and ice-cream, oh I remember I missed eating ice-cream so much”. 

Today, Ali is a *çayc**ı, he works 6 days a week in a tea garden in Istanbul, and only a few people around him know he went to prison. He is not ashamed he says, but it is still dangerous to say you are Kurd and people might react badly if they knew he went to prison. He is still active in his political fight though. “That is how I met a lot of my very good friends in Istanbul, he smiles, we find each other in the protests.”*





A South African photographer: pictures of art, politics and protest


The legacy of Paul Alberts, photographer, publisher and writer is an enduring one.


Madi Hanekom

Four years ago I walked into the lounge of a friend’s house for a first visit, stopped in my tracks and stared. A gallery of black and white photographs on the brick walls stared back at me.

I recognised most of the faces in the photos: well-known and loved South African artists, writers and photographers. But I had never seen these photos before and the power and beauty of these images will stay with me forever, such is their magic. Each portrait was signed by the personality depicted and by the photographer, Paul Alberts – a name I had never come across before.

With my interest piqued, I started digging. I needed to take a peek into the life of Paul Alberts and, like Shakespeare, ask: What manner of man is this?

Who was Paul Alberts?

Paul Alberts (1946–2010) was a prolific South African photographer, writer and publisher. And he is remembered not just for his substantial body of work, but also for his indomitable approach to life and unique character.

Alberts’ body of work documented not only the arts, but he also in his later years achieved widespread recognition, in South Africa and abroad, as one of South Africa’s leading social-political documentary photographers. His reflections on what were important in his life at a given point in time clearly emerged in his body of work.

Leaving behind a legacy

The focus of Alberts’ portfolio of work changed over the years and is a testimony to his own reflections on the work environment of creative society, politics, South African history, the plight of children and the aged, and his own questioning approach towards life in general.

In the early years he worked as a journalist on various South African newspapers, including a stint as editor of the arts page in Die Burger. His interest in both photography and the arts at that time gave impetus to him capturing on film the movers and shakers of that time in the country, especially during the 70s and 80s.

This then was the period in his life when he created the legacy he left us of the hauntingly beautiful portraits of much loved local artists, writers, actors, the photographer Peter Magubane and even a government minister from the apartheid era, Magnus Malan, the then Minister of Defence. Alberts managed to unerringly capture the essence of the mood and character of his subjects. I later established that most of these photos were published in his book, In Camera: Portraits of South African Artists (1979, HAUM, Cape Town.)

His further photography, writing, establishing of his own publishing house and participation in major exhibitions represented a robust and sustained growth phase in his career. Alberts had seven photographic books published in his lifetime and his work (together with other photographers or with his photos used as illustration) was also published in a further nine books. These works include Children of the Flats (1980, Reijger Publishers, Cape Town), The Borders of Apartheid (1983, The Gallery Press, Cape Town), Some evidence of things seen: Children of South Africa (1977, Open Hand Press, Rivonia) and* *Faces of Age (2005, Kraal Publishers, Brandfort).

Alberts furthermore contributed to a number of major photography exhibitions, including some of which were shown in major US cities, as well as in the UK and Europe.

In March 2002, Paul Alberts was awarded a Medal of Honour by the South African Academy of Science and Arts for his work as social documentary photographer.

In 2003, the War Museum in Bloemfontein assigned him to edit and compile a major exhibition, Suffering of War, which depicted the suffering of both Boer and British soldiers, as well as citizens, animals and the countryside during the Anglo-Boer War (1899–1902). This exhibition was staged in various cities in South Africa, Europe and the Far East during 2005 and 2006. It also formed part of the South African government’s celebrations of the 10th anniversary of the country’s democracy.

Alberts , together with his wife Charmaine, also undertook a large project to assist 3,000 marginalised people living in small rural towns in the Free State province, as well as inmates of jails, to obtain ID photos in order to secure their identity documents.

But back to those arresting black and white portraits on the walls and the years when art played a major role in Alberts’ life.

Celebrities remember Alberts

My friend, Christo Rademeyer, who became a close friend of Alberts in his later life and had the greatest admiration and respect for him, just happened to buy a copy of Alberts’ photo journal, In Camera, in 2007. He became so fascinated by these photos that he drove more than 400 km from Pretoria to the little village of Brandfort in the Free State province where Paul lived, to ask him to sign his copy. It was the beginning of a strong and enduring friendship.

In 2008, Alberts decided to select about 30 of the photos, which he still had on film, as part of creating a collection, print three sets on quality acid-free paper, A3 size, sign the photos and approach each celebrity to also sign their respective photos. Rademeyer became the man who subsequently travelled the length and breadth of South Africa to take these originals to the celebrities for signature and leave them each with their own signed portrait as a gift from Alberts. In gratitude, Rademeyer received a full set of these signed portraits from Alberts as a gift. And these are the photos hanging on the brick walls in Rademeyer’s house in Pretoria.

Here was a story that needed to be told so I approached a few of the personalities depicted in the photos. They all generously agreed to share their memories of working with Paul Alberts and what was happening in their lives when the photos were taken.

André P Brink

Alberts photographed the late André P Brink (1935–2015) in 1973, showing a young and urbane looking Brink, formally attired in a dark suit and flowery tie, with a pair of dark-rimmed glasses perched on his nose. Brink projects a studious look, staring pensively into the distance and holding a document between long, sensitive fingers.

This is a fitting portrait of a man internationally renowned as a literary heavyweight: author, translator, academic and critic. Brink was shortlisted twice for the Booker Prize, in 1976 for An Instant in the Wind and in 1978 for Rumours of Rain, as well as for the Nobel Prize for literature several times since 1979. His novels were translated into more than 30 languages, including Japanese, isiXhosa and Vietnamese.

Alberts’ photo of Brink was published in the latter’s controversial book, Kennis van die Aand (the first Afrikaans novel to be banned by the apartheid government in 1974 and only unbanned in 1982 after a court case) – later translated into English as Looking on Darkness. It tells the story of black actor, Joseph Malan, awaiting execution for the murder of his white lover.

But what had Brink to say about Alberts and the photo?

“Paul caught me unawares and revealed a vulnerability of which one is not always aware. I had just returned from my second long stay in Paris and was very unsure whether I was coming or going: full of new ideas. And uncertain if anything will work out although I was determined to come and live in South Africa, this time because I wánted to be here – therefore out of choice and not because I had to.

“This was also at the start of my career in the theatre, as director at Pact (Performing Arts Council of the Transvaal), determined to try out all sorts of new things. Also to approach my writing in a new way. And Kennis van die Aand was the first result of this new approach. It was the beginning of the most tumultuous and exciting year of my life. When Christo brought me the photo it was like the sudden opening of a window on a part of my past which I had almost forgotten.”

Of Alberts’ photo journal, In Camera – first published in Afrikaans – in which this photo is also published, Brink said: “I think this was actually the first Afrikaans photo journal of its kind. Portraits of artists as people; it reveals what goes on behind the masks people tend to wear and succeeds in capturing a person’s life in one single moment.”

What does he remember about Paul Alberts? “His tremendous ability to visualise. Before, I lived via words but thanks to Paul I started giving prominence to visual aspects, also in my writing. I also remember his appreciation of women, the way he understood them so well.”

And where is this photo now, I asked Brink. “The photo is in a special drawer of my desk where I keep my most treasured visual memories.”

Mimi Coertse

Paul Alberts shared in the career highlights of many South African celebrities.

His evocative photo of the South African-born, internationally famous opera singer, Mimi Coertse, taken in 1976, shows Mimi in all her formidable glory inside the Vienna State Opera, with the bright lights of the opera house encircling her like the star she is. In an elegant dark outfit, three strings of pearls sparkling around her neck, pearl earrings, numerous bangles and a huge ring on her right hand – dramatically clasped to her breast – Alberts’ photo captures all the resplendent gravitas one would expect from a photo of “our Mimi”, as she is known the world over.

“This photo appeared on the front page of Die Huisgenoot magazine of 24 February 1978 as well as in other publications,” says Mimi, during a visit to her house in Pretoria early one evening.

Mimi offers tea; we end up quaffing her favourite drink, champagne. She chases the dogs outside and starts reminiscing. “Paul toured with me through Europe in 1976 to take photos of me in the cities where I performed; also in Vienna, where he took this specific photo.” To this day the Viennese people just love Mimi. She tells of a dinner she and Paul enjoyed in a restaurant in Vienna. ”As we walked into the restaurant, Drei Husaren, where I often ate when I stayed in the city, all the people in the restaurant stood up and clapped their hands – Paul has never forgotten this.”

Talking about the photo brings forth many memories for Mimi and she laughingly tells a story about a funny incident that happened one evening while performing the lead role in Norma. She was singing a very dramatic high note with two small children, a brother and sister, performing on stage with her. They saw her stomach quivering from the exertion of singing the aria and started giggling.

“I had to give both of them an impromptu cuff on the ear to stop the giggling and continued singing with the audience none the wiser. During the interval I was, however, summoned by the children’s mother and expected a severe reprimand for daring to discipline her offspring. To my great relief she asked if I would please come and stay with them for a month and teach the children how to behave!”

Years later, when performing in Vienna again, a young man with a bouquet of drooping flowers waited for her backstage and said: “Good evening, Aunt Mimi” The disconcerted opera singer made it clear to him that only her family is allowed to call her Aunt Mimi. But he chirped back: “If you felt free to slap me I am surely allowed to call you Aunt!” It was none other than the young man she had to discipline many years ago.

Such are the memories awakened by a cherished photo taken by a consummate photographer.

Marius Weyers

The 1981 photo shows a handsome young actor, Marius Weyers, taken in the Space Theatre in Cape Town during final rehearsals for Dimetos, a play written by Athol Fugard and directed by Dieter Reible. The bearded actor is wearing tight blue jeans and a white shirt, sitting with his arms crossed and his right hand gesticulating expressively to emphasise a point: a superb study in concentration and focus. The portrait at the same time reveals a glimpse of there being a very private person concealed behind the public persona.

Marius mentions that he was very grateful to receive this photo via Christo. This was shortly after he had heard that Paul was ill. “Paul was such an exceptional person and a unique talent. I only have four photos in my home, very special ones. Paul’s photo hangs in the most prominent place. As one walks in the front door, it is immediately obvious: Aaaa, thát is a Paul Alberts!”

Where did he meet Paul and what did he think of him?

“Paul had the ability to take photos in a very unobtrusive way. He took photos during rehearsals but also during breaks and these photos wonderfully captured the nature of our work and the personalities of the actors themselves.

“I met Paul in the 60s in Pretoria. We spent many hours together. He was an intense and exciting conversationalist and a caring person. I still have the image in my head of Paul with his camera in the dusty roads of Mamre, running after protest marchers and looking to capture the best possible photo. He took me along and it was a day I will never forget.”

Pieter-Dirk Uys

Pieter-Dirk Uys, the South African satirist, has a somewhat moody look on his face in the photo taken in 1975. But there is also something tongue in cheek about his stare, which says that this is all a pose, not to be taken seriously. He is, after all, a comedian, especially well known for his portrayal of Tannie Evita, the fictitious female South African ambassador to the non-existent country of Bapetikosweti, poking fun at the black homelands created by the South African government during the apartheid years.

Pieter-Dirk sends an email all the way from Darling, a small hamlet in the Western Cape province. “In those years I was involved in the Space Theatre as writer, actor, mopper of floors and this, that and the other, with Brian Astbury as leader of our gang. Paul then took this photo for an article he was writing for Die Burger. We spent lots of time together with our cheap box wine (Tassenberg) and talked about everything: politics, the country, the language – but always with humour. And he was such an attractive Paul Newman-type character. Butch Cassidy. We all wanted to be his Sundance Kid.”

How did he experience Paul as a human being and as a photographer?

“His portrayal was always brutally honest, without beating about the bush. He was very angry about the South African political situation. But his anger was never stronger than his compassion.

“I was so upset and shocked to learn how ill Paul was. I knew this but did not know the details of his suffering. I cannot believe that I did not phone him to thank him for the photo which Christo delivered to me. I want to use this opportunity to do so. Thank you Paul – I drink a glass of Tassies in memory of you.”

Where is this photo now? “The photo is a part of my life – possibly the best portrayal of what I was in those years: a bit sloppy and crazy, trendy in a dishevelled way and also not, artistic, skinny and with hair. And with a million ideas to make the world a better and nicer place. Things which I shared with Paul and Brian.”

Tributes upon Paul Alberts’ death

There were many tributes from far and wide for Alberts after his death from cancer on 18 November 2010, both for his work and who he was as a person. But the Mail and Guardian article written by journalist Matthew Burbidge resonated with me and below I share a few quotes from it.

Charmaine Alberts remembers him as a fearless fighter for the underdog and was quoted as saying: “He couldn’t handle it that people bullied people who could not stand up for themselves.”

David Goldblatt, described by some as South Africa’s most famous photographer, said: “We shared a lot. He was also an extraordinarily passionate and compassionate person. Both of these qualities got him into a lot of trouble and led him to do a lot of good things. … He liked to believe the best of people.”

Equally renowned South African photojournalist, Cloete Breytenbach, is quoted as follows: “He was a very honest man, an honest photographer. He contributed a hell of a lot to the history of this country. He was very convinced in what he was doing. He had no hidden agenda.”

Frik Jacobs, a retired director of the War Museum in Bloemfontein, met Alberts when he approached him seeking permission to access the museum’s large photographic collection dealing with the Anglo-Boer War. ”I remember him in his studio, sitting with a photograph. He was enhancing a print of a small girl in a concentration camp – she was on the point of dying. He was working on [the image of] her toe and there were tears running down his face. He was emotionally touched by his subject. It was more than a job; it was a calling.”

This is my tribute to a remarkable man and his legacy. Paul Alberts was one of a kind.





Protests in Mexico's capital: mirroring the great European revolutions


Activists are using art to raise awareness of 43 missing students


Mandy Gardner


Una revolucion sin arte es como querer cambiar el systema con dinero, poder y violencia. (A revolution without art is like wanting to change the system using money, power and violence.)



Late in 2014, thousands of protesters gathered outside the Mexican presidential palace, calling for the resignation of Enrique Peña Nieto. It’s a scene that one doesn’t often see outside of historical movies about the Russian or French Revolutions.

In the minds of the protesters, Peña Nieto’s government is responsible for the alleged murder of 43 students from Ayotzinapa school, as well as the subsequent cover-up after they went missing in Iguala. The students were en route to a speech by the town’s mayor’s wife, which they reportedly planned to protest. En route, the local police intercepted the students and although it isn’t clear what exactly happened, sources claim that the students were held in custody before being released to a local cartel, murdered and disposed of under the instruction of mayor José Luis Abarca Velázquez.

Through the heartbreak, disbelief and violence, Mexican protesters in the city and throughout the country have been using art to express themselves and deal with an unforgivable situation. From rough graffiti to emotional performance art to intricate classic paintings, art, politics and protest are all weaving themselves together to create a part of history that has stunned the world.

Saner’s Primitivo

Edgar Flores is a Mexican artist who has taken artistic inspiration from the tragedy and turned it into an entire exhibition in New York City. Primitivo is a set of paintings that are meant to convey a sense of the past and present existing together. Images of historical and modern figures are painted wearing traditional Mexican masks, inviting viewers’ consideration on how so-called primitive man influences modern man, and the ways in which he has been forgotten.

Flores, who works under the name Saner, believes that primitive cultures enjoyed a more balanced relationship with their environment, something that has been largely lost in his eyes. Perhaps the most poignant of Saner’s work within the Primitivo exhibition is a drawing that depicts armed police and other people, some of who mare wearing traditional animal masks. This seemingly simple drawing reveals a scene of confusion and chaos, together with the mixed mentalities of the past and present. Some figures hide, others lie wounded, some are shuttled off by men in masks. A lone video cameraman films from the midst. You can view the artwork here.

Of the Iguala tragedy, Flores says: “We are a voice to not let the 43 students and all those who died in Mexico - reporters, social activists, farmers, children - be forgotten.”

Poner el Cuerpo, Sacar la Voz

Meanwhile, photographer Edgar Olguin and model Sara Yatziri Guerrero Juárez are part of a group that is staging nude artwork for shock value. The former remarked: “In our society, it’s more alarming to see a naked body than to see a charred cadaver in column eight of the newspaper.”

“Poner el Cuerpo, Sacar la Voz” translates as “using the body, expressing the voice.” Olguin, Guerrero Juárez and their fellow activists have been stripping off and painting anti-government slogans on their bodies to raise awareness for the 43 lost students. A popular phrase seen on their flesh is “Ya me canse” (I am tired). The phrase is being used ironically after it was uttered by Jesus Murillo Karam, Mexico’s attorney general, in response to repeated questioning about the lost and presumably murdered 43 students of Iguala.


Activists have been stripping off and painting anti-government slogans on their bodies to raise awareness for the 43 lost students.



The work these protesters have done on their performance and “human sign” art has expanded into film and the activists say they are nowhere near finished. Larger human-body protest art is being planned both in honour of the Iguala students and the girls who have been kidnapped and killed throughout Mexico these past years.

View photos of some of the group’s nude protest art here.

Gran OM protesta

A Mexican artist known as Gran OM has also been incredibly affected by the recent events in his country, evidence of which we can find in the form of pseudo-prints online. One moving image features an empty student’s desk, upon which sits a single, burning candle. The text above and below the image proclaims: Compañeros estudiantes de Ayotzinapa, su lugar los espera. Vivos se los llevaron, y así los queremos vivan! (fellow students of Ayotzinapa, your place awaits you. Alive they were taken, alive we want them!).

The “yo” in Ayotzinapa has been highlighted in white against a red banner, signifying “I”. In doing so, the artist, like his colleagues, is demonstrating his kinship with those who were taken. The Ayotzinapa college for teaching students was a known left-leaning organization, which is perhaps why the loss of its students has resonated so strongly with other liberal arts supporters such as these and many more artists.

See Gran OM’s protest image here.

Graffiti, street art and the will to make things better

The works of these and many anonymous artists throughout Mexico and the rest of the world has been pivotal in spreading awareness for the events in Iguala late in 2014, and garnering support from ordinary citizens in Mexico. From red handprints on the walls to #YaMeCanse hashtags on Twitter, citizens of Mexico are showing their solidarity. Not just with the students, activists and innocent bystanders who were killed in the protests, but with fellow citizens who aren’t willing to let their country continue in this vein.

Sara Yatziri Guerrero Juárez put the continued fight for Mexican citizens’ rights best, expressing her belief that every individual should stand together and teach each other compassion: “The fight of Ayotzinapa’s students’ families speaks by itself and is undoubtedly an example for all of us. My family too is well aware of the project and they’re very proud of the courage this kind of expression takes. My parents are the ones who taught me these ideals and strengths.”

Iguala mayor José Luis Abarca and his wife fled the city following accusations of letting the local cartel dispose of the arrested protesting students, but were recently found and arrested in Mexico City.
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"I lost the primary thing that held meaning to me for my adult life"


An interview with an activist who spent 16 years in a radical left-wing organisation that he now views as a political cult


Mark O'Brien

A lot of people become more politically engaged in college as they meet new people and are opened up to new ideas and new ways of thinking. Matthew Willis, who graduated from college in Massachusetts in 1992, certainly found himself becoming more politically engaged during his college years, coinciding as they did with the First Gulf War. He became involved in civil disobedience against the war, including a sit-in at Mac-Dill Airforce Base in Florida. These actions did little to prevent the war and Matthew became demoralised by the failure of the protest movement and his politics became further radicalised. “I wanted something with more power than the ‘peace movement’ seemed to have,” he says of that time.

This was also the time of the Los Angeles riots. The riots followed the acquittal on charges of assault and use of excessive force of four police officers after they had been filmed beating a black man named Rodney King. The riots were the biggest seen in America since the 1960s and Matthew felt a sense of solidarity with the black community, who were rebelling against the treatment that they were receiving from the LA police force. He began listening to Public Enemy and old Malcolm X speeches, and not long after he finished college he moved to Oakland, California, where his brother lived.

With no job, Matthew had time on his hands. “There was an interesting little coffee shop near where I was staying called Uhuru Café, which had a big red, black and green silhouette of Africa hanging in front,” he says. “Since I wasn’t working, I would go in there, order a coffee and read sometimes during the day. The coffee was good, I liked the atmosphere and I was also intrigued that the workers seemed to all be white even though the place gave off a ‘black power’ vibe.”

This was where Matthew first came in to contact with the Uhuru Movement, an organisation to which he would dedicate a large chunk of the next 16 years of his life.

It started when Matthew was reading a book of speeches by Malcolm X, and the woman behind the counter asked what he thought of it, engaging him in a discussion about Malcolm X. “She also introduced me to the politics of Uhuru. I was happy to have someone to talk and debate politics with, and challenged by her position that I had ‘white left’ views, which were reactionary from an Uhuru Movement perspective,” he says of this woman.

“White left is a term used by Uhuru to describe sectors of marginalized whites - working class, women, gays, etc - who are able to acknowledge their own contradictions, view themselves as oppressed and do political work to change things for themselves, but who are unable to recognize themselves as members of a colonizer nation who benefit from colonialism despite any oppression they might experience, and who will unite with the ruling class against colonized peoples’ interests when push comes to shove,” Matthew explains.

The Uhuru Movement is a radical organisation that grew from the civil rights and Black Power movements of the 1960s and is centred on the principles of Pan-Africanism. Pan-Africanism advocates the political and economic liberation of black Africans on the continent of Africa and those of African descent living elsewhere in the world. The movement is headed by chairman Omali Yeshitela, the leader of the African People’s Socialist Party, which was founded in 1972. The party believes that the US government and nation were founded on “the genocide of Native people, the theft of their land, and the forcible, dispersal, enslavement and colonization of millions of African people”.

According to the beliefs of the party, this means that the existence of people of African descent in the US amounts to colonialism and that colonialism is the biggest problem that black people in America face. Also under the umbrella of the Uhuru Movement is the African People’s Solidarity Committee, a group for white people who support the aims of the APSP. This is the group that Matthew came to join after he was invited to attend an event in East Oakland.

“It was electrifying,” he says of that first event. “It was the first time I heard Omali Yeshitela. I was also invited to volunteer at a fundraiser, selling sausages at an outdoor festival that was going to happen in Marin. I attended and had a good experience meeting interesting and nice people and being appreciated for my work.” That day, July 4 1992, was the first of many volunteer shifts that Matthew would put in over the next 16 years as he became heavily involved with the APSC and the Uhuru Movement.

Initially, things went well for Matthew. “I rose pretty high into the leadership in the African People’s Solidarity Committee,” he says of that time. “I was in the Political Bureau, which is the highest body in APSC (and the only white male to have ever achieved that level of leadership up to that point).”

“I was the local chairman of the Oakland unit. I had a reputation for producing the best propaganda in the entire movement.”

On top of this, Matthew did a lot of other work for the movement. “I produced artwork and literature, provided IT support, participated in fundraisers such as street fairs and bake sales, drove around in a truck to pick up and move furniture donations, did phone banking, participated in multiple weekly meetings, organized events, represented myself as a spokesperson, participated in civil disobedience and donated a significant portion of the money I could earn working at for-pay jobs,” he says.

However, things began to take a turn for the worse for Matthew in 2004 when he was put under pressure to move to St Petersburg in Florida, where the leadership of the Uhuru Movement is concentrated. This relocation was a common thing for Uhuru leaders to be called to do, but Matthew was resistant.

“The idea of uprooting from a place I had lived for 13 or so years to a place where I had no interest in living, where I’d have no job, no income and no network of people outside of the few people I worked with in Uhuru was something I essentially dreaded,” he says.

This reluctance caused trouble with his superiors within the movement. Matthew was declared as “being in struggle”, a move that he believes was made to intensify the pressure on him to relocate to St Petersburg. “’Being in struggle’ is to be in state of political backwardness, where one can do nothing right, and evidence for one’s political backwardness is presented in almost every meeting,” he explains. “When one is ‘in struggle’ he or she is usually stripped of some leadership. In my case, I was expelled from the political bureau. He or she is also expected to submit to a ‘rectification process’. In my case, it was to move to Florida, as was expected of me, and proving myself worthy through assisting APSP.”

And so Matthew found himself forced to move to Florida. Once he was there things did not go well. He was assigned to work with a party member for whom he felt he couldn’t do anything right. “She hated me and would regularly complain about me to the leadership.” This eventually led to Matthew being expelled from the APSC in 2006 and set to do “mass work”. Matthew tried his best to keep his head down, carry out his mass work and return to the party’s good graces but the resentment was building up inside.

“I was growing tired and resentful of working my ass off and getting nothing but disdain and unfair criticism from the people around me as thanks,” he says. “I resented having been bullied to move to St Petersburg where I hated it. I figured I could work hard in the mass work, limit the number of meetings I needed to attend and avoid the kind of criticism I had experienced as an APSC member.”

Throughout this time, Matthew was subjected to regular group criticism sessions. “I’d be denounced by members higher up in the Solidarity Committee and then the meeting would be ‘opened up’ so that other attendees could demonstrate their allegiance by agreeing with the denunciation and expressing in their own words how they experienced my shortcomings,” he says of these meetings.

The criticism ranged from valid things like falling short of a deadline, to strange things such as being accused of failing to produce some work that actually had been produced. “I remember sitting in one meeting where I was severely criticized for having ‘sabotaged’ the process of creating an important graphic that I had been assigned to create, listening to these terrible denunciations of me while looking at stacks of the recently published newspaper with the graphic I had supposedly sabotaged being the primary image on the front page.”

Things came to a head in February 2008 when Matthew attended a meeting where he made some criticisms of a paper that had been written, “instead of saying how much I agreed with it, and how profound it was, which was what was expected of everyone in these types of situations”.

“This culminated in receiving a long, wild diatribe accusing me of having done all sorts of terrible things over the years. A week or so later, I was called by a Political Bureau member and told that I was expelled from the mass work and I was no longer welcome to do anything,” he says. “A week or so after that, I was asked to attend a meeting where things could be ‘summed up’. This meeting proved to be nothing more than a kangaroo court, where party leaders could have an opportunity to endorse the content of the email. After that I was banished and shunned.”

Some of the things that Matthew was accused of were reproduced in this article and include accusations of Matthew being a sexual predator, an accusation that Matthew strongly denies. “Most of the leaders in APSC are women who come from radical feminist separatist political roots. While straight, white men are allowed to do work in the ‘Solidarity Movement’ there is a certain level of hostility one will experience,” he explains. “That political environment, coupled with the desire to defame my character with anything they could come up with is why that claim was made.”

After his banishment, Matthew felt somewhat lost. “For several years, I felt humiliation, shame, anger, terror, bitterness and hopelessness,” he says. “I lost the primary thing that held meaning to me for my adult life, along with many of my deepest friends.” Despite this he says he also felt some relief. “I was no longer accountable to the unreasonable demands I had sunken into after all those years as an Uhuru zealot,” he explains.

As time wore on, Matthew began to believe that the movement that he had been involved in was a political cult. In particular he cites Ideological Intransigence, Democratic Centralism and Cultism by Denis Tourish as an influence on his thinking. “Tourish spent 11 years as a member of the Committee for a Workers International (CWI), was able to understand it as a political cult and write about his observations,” he says. “Substitute the names of the leaders and heroes mentioned in his essay with the Uhuru pantheon, and the story is exactly the same.”

Despite his experience, Matthew’s political beliefs remain intact. “My fundamental political beliefs remained unaltered,” he says. “After a while I discovered a number of individuals - many of whom were also Uhuru expatriates - to work with to act upon my leftist political views.” One of these individuals is Courtland Rowles, who had a similar experience in APSC and, like Matthew, believes that the organisation is a political cult.

“There was definitely good that came of it,” he says, when asked if he completely regrets his involvement with the movement. “I think their political and economic theories are mostly correct and I’m glad to be well versed in them.”

Things are less hectic for Matthew now, but he still stays involved with leftist politics. “I donate money and time to various organizations and activists on a case-by-case basis. I’ve helped build a few events. I’ve attended some local demonstrations to denounce police brutality,” he says. “I am much quieter politically now, but the fundamental convictions that led me to Uhuru remain with me.”

And does he think that the goal of the Uhuru Movement is achievable?

“Sadly, it seems most likely to me that humans will become extinct relatively soon and take a number of more innocent species with us as we go down,” he says before warning, “If the goal of African liberation is achievable, it will require as part of the process the exposing of the tendency on the left for organizations to function as political cults.”

﻿The African People’s Solidarity Committee have not yet responded to requests for comment on this article. This article will be updated if they choose to do so.





No wine before its time: The impact of climate change on South Africa's vineyards

Rebecca L. Weber

This year the wine came early.

In Stellenbosch, South Africa, the epicentre of the country’s vineyards, some labourers were called back to the fields early from their end-of-year holiday. August—usually as wet as it gets in that part of the world—had been warm, and was followed by hot, dry months in the southern hemisphere’s early summer. The grapes ripened early, and needed to be picked.

By the time picking normally starts, the season was coming to a close.

Whether the anomalous season was just part of the normal variation, or symptomatic of climate change’s increasing frequency of extreme weather events, one thing is clear: Southern African wine farmers will have to adapt their geography, crops, and/or methods to continue to produce.

At least in Europe and North America, it’s generally possible to move further north to cooler climes; as regions previously considered inhospitable to wine growing, such as the UK, grow warmer, they become more viable. But most African vineyards reach toward the southernmost coast of the continent. Heading further from the equator would mean landing in the sea.

“We’re the end of the line,” says Michael Back of Backsberg Estate Cellars, the first carbon-neutral vineyard in the country, and recipient of a Climate Change Leadership Award for their lightweight bottles, which reduce the quantity of raw materials and fuel for shipping.

“Climate change has the potential to increase unemployment, it has the potential to decrease health status, and it will all result in lower performance, less competitiveness,” says Back. “But you can’t sit around and worry about those things. You have to worry about the now, and what can you as an individual do to mitigate your actions.”

Rather than resting on its green laurels, Backsberg continues to experiment. They’ve been planting prickly pears to harvest along with other organic waste matter to produce biogas to generate electricity and fuel, which represent the two largest energy demands on the farm.

“We take three steps forward, think we’ve got some brilliant idea, and then it turns up pear-shaped and we look for the next idea. We don’t have a recipe. Then it would be easier, and everybody could just follow it,” says Back.


Sustainable solutions

Ironically, although Africa as a whole contributes far less to global warming than do industrialised nations, the consequences are expected to be felt more quickly. Average temperatures are projected to rise at twice the pace in sub-Saharan Africa as compared to the northern hemisphere.

That said, South Africa has a bigger carbon footprint than any of its neighbours, and big agriculture in particular is a major factor in its high output of greenhouse gases. But the SA wine industry has been more pro-active than other crops growers in terms of launching sustainability initiatives with an eye on both environmental and economic impacts of climate change.

For example, the Confronting Climate Change Initiative recently analysed the positions of retailers around the world, including chains like Tesco, Marks & Spencer, and Walmart, when it comes to how they evaluate emissions all along the supply chains. The Initiative has developed a carbon calculator tool to enable farms to chart progress from their own annual emissions data, as well as against others in the industry.

“On the winery side, we look at our carbon footprint,” says Jacques Rossouw, environmental manager of Distell in Stellenbosch. “One of our main focuses is on reducing energy.” Renewables like concentrated solar and wind generation are under review there as alternatives.

And nearly 200 vineyards are members of the Biodiversity and Wine Initiative, in partnership with the conservation sector, which has conserved more than 140,000 hectares of land.




Location for innovation

From a commercial point of view, South Africa’s wine industry has been a major post-apartheid success story. Sanctions and boycotts curbed exports for many years, but its normalised trade dovetailed with modern globalisation and increased interest in affordable bottles overseas.

Prior to 1994, areas where wine grapes could be planted were far more strictly controlled. Farmers now experiment in areas that were previously not approved for grapes.

For example, two decades ago, farmers in Elgin and Grabouw, about 45 kilometres southeast of Stellenbosch, focused on apples, but increasingly now grow grapes.

Typically one wouldn’t think that the same land could serve both the damp needs of deciduous fruits and the heat for vineyards, but microclimates, water availability, soil conditions, and the financial value of the harvests all play a role in seeing how far its growing capacities can extend. Sea/wind effects, mountains that shade and catch clouds, slope aspects all contribute to productive microclimates.

Arable land that could be coaxed into production can’t be too far from existing infrastructure, as a critical part of harvest depends on transporting the grapes quickly.




Adaptation

As a general rule, grapevines have a great adaptability, which is why they’re found in such diverse climates around the world.

In the short-term, rising temperatures themselves are not necessarily a bad thing for wine: warmer weather can mean more consistent grape harvests, more sugar, and more alcohol. But in the complicated knot of climate change, less water, more pests, and increasing market pressures to curb emissions mark the situation as an urgent one.

Irrigation management has received urgent attention in recent years, which includes expanding capacity in reservoirs, as well as measuring plant water status to be more water wise. Different cultivars that require less water can also mitigate the impact of less water—though there’s no quick fix, as what’s planted today will still be under harvest for decades to come.

Recent rolling blackouts, a result of a strained national grid, also make plain the need for reduced reliance on electricity, which powers irrigation systems.

“You make a huge mistake if you don’t account for historical practices,” says Back, who is cautiously optimistic about his forbears’ land being used to produce wine in 50 years’ time. “Most of the issues I look at, the solutions are to be found in history. People were growing fruit for hundreds of years. We need to look back, and modify what they did for today’s times.”







ARRA - supporting a woman's right to choose


These Alabama protesters became a gateway for women's access to abortion - and more


Robin Marty

It’s a story that happens far too often. A young college student, years away from finishing, holds a pregnancy test in her hand. Behind the plastic window, color slowly fills in, turning one line into two.

She knows she wants to get her degree. She knows she doesn’t want to be a mother right now. In fact, she doesn’t even want to stay pregnant or give birth. What she really wants, she realizes, is to have an abortion, graduate and start a family when she is ready.

The problem is, she is in the state of Alabama. And getting that abortion? That’s not nearly as easy as one would think.

That’s the sort of situation that “College Girl,” a young African American college student living in southern Alabama found herself in at the beginning of 2015. Unable to juggle a low wage job and her classes, without a partner after her boyfriend broke things off, she decided that her life wasn’t at a place where she could parent, and that she didn’t want to carry pregnancy to term and give birth, risking her own health and putting her schooling in jeopardy, just to give that child away.

Despite still being in her first trimester, local options were limited. She was too far advanced for a medical abortion, which can only be performed in the first nine weeks of gestation – or nine weeks since her last period began – and the clinic was already booked for a month in advance even if she was within that timeframe.

All manner of obstacles

What should have been a simple medical procedure instead turned into days of navigating driving distances, clinic schedules, Alabama’s state mandated 48-hour waiting periods and non-profit organizations. A trip to the next nearest clinic, one actually located the next state over in Florida, was canceled because it didn’t accept funding from a national abortion fund set up to help lower income patients pay for their procedures (many of which cost $500-$900 even in the first trimester). Another didn’t have openings before she would make it past their first trimester limit.

Eventually, College Girl obtained an abortion only after a small fundraiser. In order to meet the Alabama requirement that a person make two separate trips to a clinic to be certain she has time to “think over” her decision, she slept for two nights at a stranger’s home. When she still didn’t have enough money to pay for the abortion, because once she made it to the clinic she found out she also needed a rhogam shot because of a blood-type issue, the community paid for it, too.

College Girl’s additional funding, as well as her travel, housing and emotional support system, was almost entirely provided by the members of the Alabama Reproductive Rights Advocates. Yet only one year earlier, a group like ARRA didn’t even exist in that state.

Just a few years ago, an organization like ARRA wouldn’t have been so imperative to ensuring that abortion and other sexual healthcare remain accessible in a state like Alabama. Although Alabama has never had the progressive laws and access of a state such as New York or California, there were still a number of abortion providers in proportion to the population in the state.

According to the Guttmacher Institute, a research organization specializing in sexual health and reproduction, there were at least 20 abortion providers – either clinic, hospital or doctor’s office – in the early 1990s. By 2011 that number had shrunk to just eight. Doctors who offer abortions have faced harassment and violence from extremist anti-abortion activists at their offices and homes throughout that timeframe; in 1998 the bombing of an abortion clinic in Birmingham, Alabama, killed one doctor and left a nurse gravely and permanently injured.

Moving goalposts

Now, even since 2011, that situation has moved from difficult to dire. A legislative bill that required all doctors offering abortion services to have admitting privileges at a local hospital and mandated the building requirements of every clinic that performed the procedure turned into a one-two attack meant to close every clinic in the state down. Those clinics that had doctors with the necessary privileges were facing up to hundreds of thousands of dollars in expenses to rebuild their offices.

Meanwhile, those who could afford to make the changes were employing physicians who could not get admitting privileges because of the high fraught political debate surrounding the social issue of abortion. While a legal challenge against the admitting privileges requirement worked its way through the court system (and was blocked as it went), the clinic building regulations went into effect. Then the state passed a new mandatory 48-hour wait in between receiving an ultrasound and having an abortion procedure, making it impossible for a pregnant person travelling across the state to be able to simply stay one night out of town and then return home.

In Huntsville, the most northern located clinic in the state, the owner was forced to purchase an entirely new building, a prospect less expensive than trying to rebuild a spiral staircase that led to the second floor of the current building – where only his own office was located. The closure and relicensing of that clinic left northern Alabama with no abortion provider for nearly three months, while the local city council debated whether or not to continue an already existing medical zoning variance in the newly purchased building. Patients hoping to obtain an abortion instead often found themselves advised to head out of state to Nashville, Tennessee, instead.

These new requirements and restrictions were part of a wave of legislation that was overtaking the US, starting in 2011, as a number of states saw their legislatures overtaken by extremely socially conservative Republican majorities. It was at this same time, and because of this environment in Alabama, that two women first joined forces to form the nucleus of what would eventually evolve into ARRA.


The clinic was overrun with antis who did everything they could to get access to women entering it.



One was Anathalee Sandlin. In 2011, she started a Facebook group called “Stop the War on Women” that eventually grew to 800 members, but one of the very first to join in was Pamela Willis Watters. Watters was an Alabama artist and dedicated activist, and her first action was to put together a group of locals in Huntsville who would be interested in providing clinic defense – acting as escorts to help patients navigate the abortion protesters who often sat outside abortion clinics with graphic signs, offers of help, and a determination to talk patients out of terminating their pregnancies. The owner had hired security to make sure protesters didn’t interfere with patient access, but the situation was still overwhelming for those trying to access care.

“Our first day was during the 40 Days for Life campaign the Knights of Columbus promotes twice a year and the clinic was overrun with antis who did everything they could to get access to women entering it,” said Sandlin. “They would rush the cars to both block them from leaving and hand them literature as they shouted at them to not ‘kill their babies.’ When we first got there the antis were not only vocal about our presence but also physical as they pushed, pinched, shoved and hit us.”

According to Sandlin, Watters soon took control of the sidewalks. She met with police and the FBI to ensure that the escorts were following all of the local and federal laws, and to learn what rules the abortion opponents needed to adhere to as well. She coordinated documentation of the activities outside the clinic by the anti-abortion activists trying to stop patients from entering the clinic, and even pursued charges against one of them for spraying an escort with “holy water” on the clinic sidewalk.

“Pamela started this group with a set of ground rules for the volunteers, a steering committee, she’s maintained a good working relationship with the city of Huntsville, the police department and the FBI and she’s kept everyone’s focus on our mission - to protect not provoke,” added Sandlin.

But protecting one clinic in Huntsville wasn’t going to be enough to try to undo the barrage of anti-abortion, anti-birth control, anti-sex education restrictions pouring across the state. They needed to reach more people, more cities, and move beyond abortion clinic protection. While abortion was important, they realized, so was preventing pregnancy through access to contraception and health insurance. And so was even understanding how to prevent pregnancy in the first place, which meant sex-ed was a must. All of that was being struck down at the state level. If they wanted to reverse that, they needed to spread across the state.

“As our work at the clinic progressed it became apparent that we needed to reach out to people across the state,” said Sandlin. “Early in 2014 the Alabama Reproductive Rights Advocates was started and shortly thereafter Pamela and I incorporated the group as an LLC.”

The organization recruited Mia Raven, a jewelry maker who frequently went to house and senate hearings to record debate over socially conservative bills, and made her their director of legislative affairs, and Jayme Calhoun, a young Huntsville mother, as the director of publicity – both on an entirely volunteer basis.

“ARRA decided to have a legislative liaison to be able to call more attention to these bills and explain them to the women of Alabama,” said Raven. “All too often, these bills are deceptively titled, such as the ‘Women’s Health & Safety Act,’ which sounds good on its face, but we all know it was not.”

Activism vs legislation

Because Raven was already in Montgomery and familiar with the legislature through her own activism, she was able to use her experience to provide immediate feedback to the community, which turned her legislative reports into actions, requesting members contact their legislators or write letters to the press to oppose restrictive proposals.

While the outreach is still new, Raven hopes that as ARRA continues they will grow their legislative power. “Our plan is to continue to foster relationships with the elected officials who understand that women’s reproductive healthcare choices should be left up to her and her doctor,” she said. “We also keep a keen eye on any possible proposed legislation we hear about and prepare to fight back with facts and previous history of similar bills (if any) getting struck down as unconstitutional in other states. Alabama is currently facing a $200-$700 million budget shortfall, and passing anti-choice legislation is not going to fix that problem.”

With ARRA matriarch Watters moving out of state, the organization also needed someone to act as their consistent media face; Jayme Calhoun, a local Hunstvillian who was camera-friendly and at an age where reproductive rights issues would directly affect her, was a perfect fit.

For Calhoun, her decision to be more involved in ARRA was an extension of her own personal battles at the clinic door during her pregnancy. “I got involved with ARRA because I went to the clinic for my own medical care,” she said. “I have a chronic illness and had an especially complicated pregnancy that threatened my life. I was harassed entering the clinic to the point of people reaching their hands in the window of our car when we were going to park. I was so mad. I ran into a neighbor of mine who I have known most of my life and she was an escort. I knew that I was confident in my ability to make my own decisions about my body, so it didn’t do anything other than make me extremely angry, but I couldn’t stop thinking about how it would feel to be young and confused and how upset it must make the other patients feel.

“Watching ARRA form and being a part of it has been one of the best experiences of my life,” said Calhoun. “There is such a stigma in Alabama about sex, especially female sexuality, that the conversation usually stops before it begins.”

Helping to start that conversation has been another key initiative of ARRA since it launched. Not content to simply help those who had an unwanted pregnancy access the abortion she wanted, the group decided that they needed to start a dialog on how pregnancy happens in the first place. In a state that relies solely on abstinence-only education in their schools, that was a daunting and necessary task.

To remedy the situation, ARRA drafted its own sex-ed pamphlet, complete with information on the human reproductive system, explanations of how pregnancy occurs and the steps and timing between ovulation and a positive pregnancy test, as well as different methods of contraception and their effectiveness. The pamphlets, which ARRA designed and printed, will be handed out starting this spring.

Pregnancy prevention isn’t only an on-paper project for the group, but one they embrace in real life crisis situations as well. One ARRA member recounted a time when the group helped a mother of four obtain emergency contraception after she and her husband had unprotected sex. The woman had already had many difficult pregnancies and wasn’t sure if her health could withstand another, but when she approached her husband about her taking the morning-after pill to be completely certain, he said that if she got pregnant, obviously it was meant to be.

His complete control over the family finances made it impossible for her to purchase the medicine, which, while sold over the counter, often costs $40-$50 for a dose, without him noticing the expense. ARRA stepped in and paid for the drugs from its own fund, just as it has financially assisted dozens of women struggling to finance their own healthcare needs.

In just one year, ARRA's impact has been massive. Through personal fundraising alone, it raised $10,000. More than $1,000 came in donations raised after a well-known US anti-abortion group called Pro-Life Action League sent a pair of handcuffs to a number of the clinics in the state. The mailing was part of a national campaign to convince doctors to give up providing abortions or risk being sent to jail if they were ever caught breaking one of the myriad of abortion restrictions being passed at the state level. Rather than frighten the physicians, instead the action opened up new funding for helping support women in need.

ARRA’s funding comes via its non-profit arm, the Linda D. Foundation. Named after one of the original escorts at the Huntsville clinic who recently lost her battle with cancer, Linda was “a brilliant woman with a huge heart”, according to Watters.

“When nothing else could be done to help her, we set up the Linda D. Foundation,” Watters said. “We wanted her to know about it before she passed away. She was thrilled that she would be continuing to help women. “

As of March 2015, the fund has assisted eight women with the costs involved with their abortions, paid for multiple doses of emergency contraception as well as pregnancy tests for women who didn’t want to enter a crisis pregnancy center to obtain a free one. It has also financed the printing of ARRA’s 2,000 sex-ed brochures, the building of a privacy fence around the Huntsville clinic to protect patients from the protesters that gather there, and even assisted a young student with college costs so she could train to be a nurse practitioner.

Even in just one year, much has changed in Alabama and for ARRA. One more clinic closed temporarily after its doctor retired, although it is now operational again. All of the handful of clinics remaining continue to face longer waits and more patients still needing care. Setting an appointment in some cities still takes weeks, and others are considering adding more procedure days to keep up. Meanwhile, a hearing in Louisiana over another abortion restriction could close most of those clinics, too, and the ripple effect would send hundreds or thousands of patients into Alabama seeking abortion if that occurred.

There has been change in ARRA, too. Watters moved out of state, but members Josie Poland and Kathy Zentner took over coordinating duties outside the Huntsville clinic where the group originally formed. The organization has better defined its mission from being one that protects abortion access one clinic at a time to one that advocates on behalf of those who are denied care simply because of the socially conservative bent of the culture in Alabama, giving a voice back to the women and girls so often told that pregnancy and giving birth is simply the inevitable product of being female, and their highest calling in life.

“To look at how far we have come in the last year is absolutely incredible and humbling,” said Calhoun. “The best part for me is witnessing how far people go just to make sure that every women who needs help receives it. Whether its birth control, EC, abortion, or even pregnancy services, every woman in Alabama has access by just reaching out. Without fail they get what they need to be able to make the best decision for their life, no matter the circumstance, and that is beautiful to watch.”





The weavers of Venkatagiri


Milan George Jacob and Sadhana Chathurvedula


Sadhana C

Thirty-five-year old G. Kesavulu’s day begins at 5 a.m. He gets straight to work, which goes on until his first break at nine, when his wife, Shobha, takes over the machine for an hour. Kesavulu resumes work for a couple of hours and, when he breaks for lunch, Shobha takes over again for another hour. The cycle goes on until the couple are dead on their feet. All this toil earns them merely Rs. 8000 ($128) a month.

The couple are weavers of the famous Venkatagiri village, a hamlet known for its handloom tradition. They reside in a weavers’ colony at Bangarupeta, about 3 k.m. away from Venkatagiri in the South Indian State of Andhra Pradesh.

Venkatagiri is known for its variety of handlooms. They produce sarees of pure cotton, cotton and silk mix, and pure silk. In their days of prosperity, these artisans weaved exclusively for the kings of the region and the income from this sufficed them for the whole year.

However, the modern day story is very different. This famous village of weavers is in crisis. The traditional art of weaving is likely to be extinct there with the last generation of seasoned fingers caressing the threads. Power looms have taken over and these artisans, who had carried on the legacy for generations, are paid a meagre remuneration for their labour.

The weavers, along with their old and the young, toil all day to keep the 500 odd looms in the village running. Nonetheless, the silence of the looms at Venkatagiri seems imminent.

In a single circular room, one half of which is occupied by a loom, G. Nagayya along with his wife Eeramma, are still in drudgery at the dusk of their lives. The other half of the room, serves as the cooking and living space for the couple who are in their 60s. They weave Venkatagiri-sada sarees (simple sarees), in the traditional way, unaided by machines.

“Young people can weave four or six sarees a month but my wife and I being old, we can make only two.” The couple produce the material for the simple colour-blocked sarees at home, and sell them to a master weaver at Rs. 1000 ($16) a saree.


If we could do anything else, we wouldn’t be doing this.



“We get a pension of Rs. 1000 each. Including that, we manage with the Rs. 4000 ($64) that we make a month,” says Eeramma. “If we could do anything else, we wouldn’t be doing this.”

Nagayya’s progeny are also weavers and live close by. His grandchildren attend school and do not want to become weavers, but he is sure that weaving will not wither away. “There will always be slackers who won’t study and they won’t have any option but to resort to this. Weaving will continue forever.” Nagayya’s optimism itself reflected the irony of their lives.

Earlier, every house had at least two looms, but now there is only one. “Weaving is dying,” says Kesavulu nonchalantly, as he labours away at his ‘machine loom’, standing in the pit from which he can operate the loom. He makes intricate movements with his hands. CAD-punched sheets that determine the design on sarees hang overhead, and cast a pattern of light and shadow on him. It takes his family four full days to finish a silk saree, if they push themselves to the limit for the entire period.

In the outer room, his wife Shobha spins the thread for the sarees on a floor charkha (spinning wheel), which most women in the village, old, and young are seen spinning away at, at all times. Further, she dyes the thread according to the specific colour scheme of each saree.

“If one of us falls sick we have to forego the income for those days. With our expenses, we can’t afford to fall behind even a single day,” she says.

Handloom production is for the most part, de-centralised, and a master weaver (trader), commissions small weavers to weave sarees, and at times, as in the case of Kesavulu, provides them with raw materials. Kesavulu sells a saree for Rs. 1500 ($24) which, he says, is sold in the market for about Rs. 6000 ($96).

Forty nine-year-old Lakka Srinivasulu, who calls himself a ‘designer and a weaver’, weaves some of the most labyrinthine designs on his sarees. It takes him almost five months to weave a saree that eventually earns him Rs. 1.5 lakhs ($2402). According to him, the remuneration depends on the skill level of a weaver. “I was lucky enough to be noticed by a master-weaver when I was young, and was able to learn a lot of designs.”

Srinivasulu is also a part-time lecturer at the Indian Institute of Handloom Technology at Venkatagiri, one of nine such institutes in the country. “The college has only two full-time teachers. I teach them Computer Aided Design and update them on the technology which, sadly, very few people can afford to keep up with.”

In a house in the next street, sixteen-year-old P. Parvathi is sitting in one corner of a room holding a notebook, while her mother and grandmother are working on a loom at the front veranda. Parvathi says she wants to become a Telugu (the language of Andhra Pradesh) teacher. “There is no future in this profession,” she says uncomfortably. Her mother, Vani, who is 35, chimes in, “I will see my best so that my kids don’t have to resort to this.”

Ch. Ranagaraju, president of the local weavers association, and a weaver himself, sympathises with the younger generation who are looking for alternate employment. He said the government must support the weavers, for weaving to become a sustainable livelihood. “We went to Delhi a few months ago and met a Cabinet minister who promised to help us, but so far we haven’t heard anything from them. The government needs to concentrate on skill development.”

Being the second largest employer after agriculture, India’s handloom sector is not just an important part of the economy, but it is also a part of the country’s cultural traditions.

According to the third National Handloom census (2009-10) there are 43.31 lakh (4.3 million ) weavers in India.

The Indian government does allocate some resources to the development of the handloom sector in its annual budget, but the numbers are shrinking every year. For instance, the allocation for the National Handloom Development Programme has decreased from Rs. 362 crore ($58 million approximately) in 2014-15 to Rs. 150.00 crore ($24 million approximately) in 2015-16.

The various schemes for the welfare of weavers, including insurance, distress relief and occupational heath would not have a significant impact unless there is a marked increase in the budgetary support.

Handloom adopts environment friendly processes where energy consumption, capital investment and infrastructure requirements are minimal. In the current scenario where the push for a greener technology is stronger than ever, the survival of handlooms and hand-spinning is imperative.

A gallery of photographs from Venkatagiri can be found here





Rights, conflicts and the constitution


What areas of public life should be subject to democratic control?


Scott

In democracy, power emanates from the people: what decisions people make in a democracy, either directly or through representatives, should be implemented. Constitutionalism, however, places limits on what a democratic government may do and therefore curtails democratic activity. What we have, then, is the sovereignty of the people, embodied in the elected executive and legislature and their policies, coming into conflict with judges who apply constitutional limits. It is for judges to determine whether democratic decision-making is acceptable or not.

Some definitions

Let’s start with two broad definitions. Democracy concerns collective decision-making, in which those participating enjoy some form of equality. For example, “one person one vote” entails equality whereby each person’s vote counts as much as anybody else’s. Constitutionalism roughly refers to the legal limits on government, usually embodied within a statement of rights, or documents setting out a government’s competencies.

In this article, the use of the term strong judicial review refers to the processes whereby judges interpret a constitution or bill of rights and apply it as they deem appropriate. Weak judicial review, which entails upholding rights claims and fulfilling the usual functions of a judiciary, is not the target of the criticisms here.

Strong judicial review

Consider the case of Wisconsin vs Yoder in the US. In the 1970s the Supreme Court determined that Amish children couldn’t be forced to remain in compulsory education beyond the 8th grade. This was because the parents’ right to religious freedom was determined to place limits on democratic political activity. Specifically, Amish beliefs entail that a higher education can endanger adherents’ salvation and is unnecessary for leading a simple life. So, the elected government’s attempts to educate all citizens was denied by judges, who suspended democracy, in favour of upholding constitutional limits.

There are other situations in which strong judicial review will suspend democracy. Suppose, for example, that a society’s bill of rights included a right to free thought and expression, and a right to religious freedom. Now, suppose that a religious group is particularly sensitive about its beliefs, and claims their religion should be insulated from criticism and satire. This claim is in direct opposition to a right of free speech or expression that others may want to exercise in criticising the religion.

There is no obvious procedure for ranking which right should be upheld and the issue would have to be referred to judges. In making a decision, the judges will inevitably suspend one or other group’s right to religious freedom or freedom of expression. The free-speechers will likely be told that their right is conditional on not causing offense to religious people. Now, while this is an issue in itself, the concern here is that the judiciary are the ultimate custodians of authority, determining how people can lead their lives.

We find in both of these situations, interpreting constitutional limits and adjudicating on rights claims, that democracy is suspended. Further, this says nothing about the concern that judges may not be the neutral actors that we might hope they are. Indeed, Neitz has argued, through examining Fourth Amendment and child custody cases in America, that judges exhibit their own socioeconomic biases in their judgements.1

Nonetheless, many of us do see constitutional measures as a good thing, specifying the areas in which democratic governments can legislate, stipulating how we may be treated and guaranteeing us rights that can be enforced against others. Without some limits on government, we run the risk of being dictated to in all areas of our lives. So, what we need to do is to look at what rights we might postulate that do not entail a suspension of democracy through strong judicial review.

A thin bill of rights

So, how can we stipulate limits on government, specifically rights, which are derived democratically and that do not necessitate a strong judiciary empowered to interpret and enforce these rights against democratic governments?

I think there is a solution to this problem when we focus our attention on the right to participation which undergirds a democracy. Fundamentally, democracies grant each person, subject to age restrictions etc, a right to participate in determining collective action. This may involve voting for representatives, directly participating in government, voting in referenda and a myriad of other mechanisms. This right is fundamental since a democracy cannot be truly democratic unless each person can take part in collective decision-making.

But, this right in and of itself is not a guarantee that it can be meaningfully exercised. Imagine that someone is so destitute that their only concern is for finding enough food and water for the day, or finding shelter at night. Notwithstanding the issue of having an address to be able to vote, we all intuitively know that people in such poverty don’t have the resources or capacity to lead a minimally decent life, let alone be able to participate in the democracy that determines the framework in which they attempt to live. So, in order to ensure that everyone can meaningfully participate in a democracy, we have to ensure that they’re provided with the preconditions for participation. This will include access to clean water, shelter, clothing and healthcare, as well as education.

These provisions, enshrined as rights, provide the assurance that each person can meaningfully exercise their right to participate in a democracy. They also do not necessitate strong judicial review, since one person’s enjoyment of these rights does not preclude another’s. This thin bill of rights obviously does not include other rights such as religious freedom, freedom of expression, rights to non-discrimination etc. This is not to say that these rights are unimportant, but that they need not be constitutionally protected and should instead be the subject of democratic activity.

Consider again the case of the religious adherents and the free-speechers. If religious freedom and freedom of expression (including criticism of religion) were constitutionally protected, then judges would decide which right is upheld and how people can act. If these rights are not constitutionally embedded, then the decision is a political one and democratic procedures determine whether religion is protected from criticism or whether people can express themselves as they please. In both situations someone loses. But, in the former, democracy is suspended; in the latter, it is upheld.

Constitutional democracy as conflict resolution

The Roman republicans seem to have understood something that modern constitutionalists tend to ignore. For all of the faults of the Republic, not least the aristocratic monopolization of power, they understood that the purpose of politics was to reconcile conflict, and their vaunted constitution provided the framework in which this could happen.2

A society that enshrined the thin bill of rights above, and genuinely guaranteed the provision of the necessities for a minimally decent life, would go some way towards ensuring that each person would be able to meaningfully exercise their right to participate in democratic activity. This would ensure that the very real conflicts that underlie modern democracies could be reconciled in political fora, instead of being depoliticized and reserved for judges to rule on.

1 Michele Benedetto Neitz, Socioeconomic Bias in the Judiciary, Cleveland State Law Review 137 (2013), pp. 137-165.

2 Nadia Urbanati, Competing for Liberty: The Republican Critique of Democracy, American Political Science Review 106 (2012), pp. 607-621.





A Happy Union Grammar Nerd, Number Six


Shalom to Style & Hello to Pronomial Usage & Protest


Spindoctorjimbo

ORGANIC LINGUISTIC JUSTIFICATION

As a matter of evolutionary necessity, creatures improvise by making things up as they go along. They use the attributes that nature provides to eat better, live longer, procreate more fulsomely, and so forth. Were this not so in particular organisms, their cohorts would avail themselves of any unused, quite tangible potentiality and, voila, quickly enough every critter would be singing the opportunistic tune, so to say.

This dynamic of utility arguably appears nowhere as powerfully as in the realm of speech, a uniquely human capability. This import has justified a Happy Union Grammar Nerd’s taking a plausibly never-ending look at this arena of meaning-making and the manifestation of power, albeit with a primary focus on writing, the oldest method available for recording spoken language.

Just as a general interest in this context of linguistic evolution makes sense for any human being who has a desire to excel, so too among writers does a fascination with this combination of portent and allusion seem most rational among journalists, whose very reason for existence is the deployment of narratives to account for who, what, why, when, where, and how the universe has come to pass. This job more or less completely depends on a scribe’s ability to put into practice the rules and routines of speech to convey the facts and thoughts and visions and inferences upon which understanding depends.

Of course, a vast literature, in some senses arguably half or more of all that humans have ever written, examines, ponders, and deconstructs this area of Homo Sapiens’ habitual behavior. The instinctual element of language, for example, is hugely important in the work of such disparate thinkers as Noam Chomsky and Steven Pinker.

Equally so, social components of language’s origins and development characterize such apposite scholars as E.O. Wilson and Marvin Harris. No matter the ideological perspective, the point is obvious that words and their recorded form require collective construction, a nexus of collaboration that serves to eviscerate the vision of the lonely, solo creator.

More to the point of this month’s topical focus, in relation to dissent or resistance, one would necessarily need to acknowledge both that the articulation of protest would be impossible and that the attempt to control or squelch such provocative ideas would prove useless but for the inherent politics of speech, the contrariety of diction and essential disputation of grammar, so to speak. Robert Graves’ learned, The Reader Over Your Shoulder, is merely one monograph that develops this notion masterfully.

In each of the previous installations of grammar nerdiness here on Contributoria, readers can view this instantiation of the political in what might otherwise appear to be mundane matters of stylistic choice. Today’s material will both summarize those issues of composition and introduce a new ‘unit,’ the consideration of pronouns, or as the title in this instance states the case, of ‘pronomial’ usage.

PASSIVE VOICE & INDIRECT CONSTRUCTION, REDUX

We began this entire project with a trio of pieces that assessed the omnipresent usage of passive voice, in which a past participle verb is introduced by a variation on the verb, “to be,” as in the previous “is” in this sentence. We discovered that the passivity of the ‘passive voice’ concerned the tendency to hide away actors and causation, or to place the causal elements of a relationship in second place, more or less.

With Spindoctor guidance, readers have had the chance to consider the argument that, while not an error, the constant usage of passive-voice construction represented a choice that writers might want to avoid. George Orwell’s Politics & the English Language, in no small part a screed against such writing, showed up as one of the focal points of the second of these essays, the anomaly of Orwell’s diatribe that he himself almost constantly, possibly reflexively, without obvious irony, employed passive verbs even as he abjured their use.

Here then are a few additional samples of this type of wording and options that illustrate the plausible rationale for transforming it.

The Russians are clearly being blamed for the horrific troubles in Ukraine.

Ideologues and propagandists of various striped are obviously blaming Russia for Ukraine’s present pass.

The pilot had apparently been treated for a medical condition.

The suicidal pilot’s psychiatrist had been prescribing anti-depressants prior to the airline employee’s decision to fly the plane into a mountain.

Facebook will be used to improve publishers’ ability to reach their audiences.

Facebook’s agenda is to entice so-called ‘traditional’ publishers with ad revenue and thereby further its control over the mediation process at its core.

The next trio of H.U.G.N. profferals—including this one, to a limited extent—considered another arguable stylistic faux pas, the utilization of indirect construction. This form paces the introduction of a thought’s content by beginning with “There is,” “There are,” or “It is,” none of which pronouns exist in nature, so to speak. “There is no there there,” in other words, and unlike in other employment of the third person singular personal replacement for a place, thing, or idea, “’It’ has no antecedent” in all such cases, otherwise a strict technical-usage mandate.

As with passivity in composition, scripting one’s lines in this way does not constitute error. At the same time, proponents of graphic prose, of elegance, and of complete clarity can elect to reduce, or even eliminate, these patterns from written communication. Again, here are some instances of this indirect approach, with changes that should illustrate the benefits that one might realistically expect in altering this rejection of straightforward articulation.

There are at least five reasons to reject this policy.

A careful observer might list at least five reasons to reject this policy.

There is a good chance that war will break out again in Ukraine.

Quite likely, imperial policy and financial subterfuge will undermine the Ukrainian ceasefire and lead to renewed fighting.

It is paramount that people are more involved in elections.

Citizen passivity is a greater threat than the passive voice, because without greater participation, democracy will be a farce.

The last sentence above combined indirect construction and passive voice, a particularly pernicious stylistic election, in the Spindoctor’s view. Here are a couple additional cases of such scribbling.

There are issues that need to be decided.

Human beings will either play a part in transforming the current crucible of crisis, or one disaster after another will characterize our lives.

It is to be lauded that our nation is so blessed with liberty and plenty.

Our social set values individual freedom above everything else, in part because we associate our dominant economic positions with such an elevation of personal liberty.

In the final analysis, many writers embrace such ways of going about their business because, the scribes contend, “It is more natural to do so.” And although writing, as a part of cultural and therefore human evolution is a part of our nature, it is not natural in the same way that farting is.

To suppress flatulence would be decidedly insalubrious. But recording our specific and premeditated ideas and beliefs is already highly formalistic, full of abstraction and artifice, so suppressing ‘what comes naturally’ is not nearly so automatically harmful.

Instead, one might advance as the core values of recorded speech that it is graphic, clear, powerful, and accurate in its representations of reality. With those standards at the fore, one might create a potent brief indeed that certain automatic habits of expressing ourselves might more reasonably belong in the discard pile than the inbox.

RUMINATIONS ON PRONOUNS, & INSTINCTUALLY GRAMMATICAL HUMANS

Not surprisingly, given their role in human speech, pronouns played a key role in one of the first two topics that this oh-so-happy union grammar nerd has been pondering in these pages. There is a relative pronoun, and it, of course, is the third person singular personal replacement form. One might conceive of almost innumerable ways to proceed with a consideration of our pondering the pronomial, as it were. Before doing so, however, a few pattern-sentences, all more or less as ‘common as corn,’ might be useful to consider. Many of the issues for which copy-editors receive relatively decent pay revolve around this seemingly humble part of speech, almost an afterthought in many writers’ contemplations about text. Two hundred nine years prior to the present pass, having traversed the continent and arrived at the Pacific in its exploration of the Louisiana Purchase, Lewis and Clark’s expedition began their return to the East.

Two hundred nine years prior to the present pass, having traversed the continent and arrived at the Pacific in their exploration of the Louisiana Purchase, Lewis and Clark’s expedition members began their return to the East.

OR

Two hundred nine years prior to the present pass, having traversed the continent and arrived at the Pacific in its exploration of the Louisiana Purchase, Lewis and Clark’s expedition began its return to the East.

He is the boss who I want to work for.

He is the boss for whom I want to work.

Anyone who finds their position unsatisfactory has a responsibility to act.

Anyone who finds his position unsatisfactory has a responsibility to act.

OR

Anyone who finds his or her position unsatisfactory has a responsibility to act.

Those who find their positions unsatisfactory have a responsibility to act.

Returning to the issue at hand, how to coordinate an examination of the multiple phenotypes and genotypes of pronouns in English, the Spindoctor confronts a stark gap in how he has proceeded thus far. He has spoken about usage and style, about grammar and diction and word choice, as if we all were in perfect accord as to the nature of these beastly creations.

So saying, this is not the time and place to go into detail. Readers may rest assured that, given time and tide, such an Ecstatic Grammar Template, or something similar, will be forthcoming. At the end of this unit on pronouns, at the latest, in fact, this Happy Union Grammar Nerd avows that he will orient himself and anyone else paying attention to this field of endeavor.

For now, he will merely ask for a stipulation. Whatever disputes or caveats that different analysts might advance about usage—which by definition consists of both grammar and diction—a strong case is possible that these indubitably learned behaviors are also to some extent instinctual. Steven Pinker’s The Language Instinct is an accessible, articulate, and richly-evidenced monograph that propounds such a view. Readers might also be familiar with the trope that Noam Chomsky developed in the now-long-ago 1950’s, that grammatical constructs of one sort or another are a hardwired-feature of the human brain.

Of course, various thinkers—some quite scholarly, others decidedly superficial—disdain much or all of this train of thought. Perhaps inferentially, if not altogether needless to say, this particular grammar nerd finds these refutations at best unconvincing. As noted above, however, this is neither the instant when nor the locus where we will deepen our probing in this arena.

In place of this more thorough and rigorous delving, which as noted above is in the queue for future presentation, today’s essay will finish with an account that, despite its anecdotal nature, ought to be more or less instructive, both about the nature of a species grammarian substrate in general and about the usage of pronouns in particular. Following this personal reflection, a précis will appear of the at-a-minimum ‘five easy pieces’ to come that will deal with pronouns, and as some English folks will still say, “Bob’s your Uncle.”

A ‘COMING-OF-AGE’ TALE OF A CERTAIN SORT

As fate dictated matters, the Happy Union Grammar Nerd quite early in life evinced a definite Spindoctor’s orientation to the world around him. In the event, this was a matter of some moment, perhaps of overarching necessity, to a vastly younger version of myself.

At the tender age of plus-or-minus nine months, rotund and beaming, as well as noted for a decidedly affable sense of the world about him, this pre-nerd little fellow found himself a part of the general merriment of a cousin’s birthday celebration. In the story that he has received, he was the only infant at the affair, despite the ongoing eruption of a ‘baby-boom’ that was then transpiring.

Late in a typically mild South Texas Winter, he bounced and gurgled as all those present feted the lucky youngster, supposedly several years the youthful Spindoctor’s senior, whose Aquarian stars had come to the fore once more. This equanimity and bonhomie, so much in keeping with the revelry of the day, more or less instantaneously evaporated with the introduction of certain scent to the festivities.

This was the smell of chocolate fudge cupcakes. They energized all of the little urchins about the ranchero in Seguin, so that literal cartwheels of merriment unfolded in the premises. But to no one did they represent such a sensibility of sweet longing and dire need as they did to the sixty-one-years-prior predecessor of this still-sweet-toothed Happy Union Grammar Nerd.

Spindoctor’s dear mother has indicated that some of the older of the children present actually noticed the intense ferocity of this baby-nerd’s jollity as the aroma of wheat and sweet and cocoa spread throughout the hacienda. Whatever the case may be, this evident delight with what was cooking was as a drizzle to the hurricane of emotion that resulted from the manifestation of apparently endless platefuls of the moist and warm and aromatic and droolingly yummy little confections themselves.

The upshot of this callow self’s conundrum was that a much more venerable cretin, perhaps Dr. Benjamin Spock—may the Lord have mercy on his soul—had pronounced that ‘solid food’ was a contraindicated element of diets of those who lacked teeth. And while I was a relatively early speaker, I was a tardy teether, meaning that my mom, always respectful of authority even as she spurned its hegemony over her soul, had made clear to all and sundry that her “little man” would be having no cupcakes on this occasion.

Bound to a highchair, but far from gagged, the little Spindoctor sensed this abrogation of his will, this diminution of his need, this dismissal of his right to join in the festival of feeding on sweetness and butter. He keened his position with such energy and lively physicality that the restraints that held the tiny tot strained against his force, causing the highchair to begin to rock and even dance a little on the slick linoleum.

And people did in fact pay attention. TV was still rare; other personal-media devices were nonexistent. This was the best spectacle available, theatrical or otherwise.

In fact, thus small bundle of buzz so enchanted the other little imps present, who were eating their fill and practically oozing sensations of sugar-rushed satisfaction, that they gathered round to taunt a nascent little Spindoctor and flaunt their superior status in a world of baked goods and power relations. Whether conscious or clueless, this clear amusement at his benighted state so befuddled and dismayed and discomfited the hungry little fellow—in his decidedly different chubby, inarticulate infant’s guise, easily distinguishable from a Contributoria grammar nerd—that tears spurted from his eyes as fury and frustration reddened his face amid the guffaws and general mirth from the cruel cretins who were his cousins and their friends and the wail of still, in grammatical terms, voiceless cries that emanated from him, substituting for language.

“Baby, baby, want some cake?” A seven-year-old’s skinny fingers held the orb of yum: butter, flour, and sugar in tandem; just beyond the babe’s grasp, plump arms flailing like a windmill about to come unhinged.

“Mmmmmmmmmmmmmmm!!!!” A drooling face gloated with the greedy gulp of satiety.

A retinue of torturers intended to incense the young Jimbo; anyone with the coveted cake contributed to the poor child’s frenzied agony. Insult worse than any injury of denial brought forth a crescendo of indecipherable howls.

“Stop! He’s about to bust!” This came from an eight year old child of my mother’s stepsister, whom as an adolescent I later adored no end.

Even at a week shy of nine months, the Spindoctor liked to put on a show. A squalling, shrieking, grunting, begging bundle of insistence and absolute, unfettered outrage let most of the celebrants observe the center-stage prima donna who just wanted a cupcake. From the lips of twenty-odd strangers and my father came the universal affirmation that ‘he’s just asking for a cupcake.’

More than ever since in his life, the Spindoctor longed to let all of them know just how fully he understood what they were saying, the only vaguely decent and rational conclusion of which came down to one nonnegotiable demand.

“Cakk!” Whatever is amusingly cute about infants’ first attempts at language certainly showed up in that place at that time, with February’s Texas-Hill-Country rain-washed limpid light and the bulbs of still new electric lamps mixed together in my Aunt’s and Uncle’s living room.

This general cacophony of “Ahhhhhhh!!” also yielded predictable results. A true prodigal ham, Spindoctor even then played willingly to even a hint of a receptive audience.

A long litany ensued, one “Cakk!” after another: “Cakk!...Cakkk!!...Cakk, Cakk, Cakk, Cakk, Cakkkkkkkk, CAKKK!!!” in the ellipses of which erupted volleys of laughter of adults and children, all and sundry. And a final explosion of newfound capacity burst forth: “CAKKKKKKKKKK!!”

Mom and dad had remained close at hand for the entire performance. Father’s wry glance, full of suggestion and plea and merriment, made mother’s eyes roll as she broke into chuckles in which she recognized herself and her husband at the same time. She took a morsel from her plate. “He better not choke.”

The joyous expectancy of expression, so parental units present have related, “was priceless.” At how a baby-Spindoctor gloried in ecstatic abandon at the sense of empowerment of his newfound voice, which had elicited the fattened sweet joy in his mouth, those present joined in a general renewed gale of glee.

And the bright burning sun of ambrosial fulfillment spilled from lungs still nearly as young as birth in the first sentence of a life full of related thoughts about how we distribute things. “Mah CakKKKKKK!!”

The final result of this use of language as a tool of protest was that Jimbo received nearly half a cupcake, till Mom said, “Enough’s enough!”

The power of the pronoun lurks inside this little recollection. The solo noun, though vocalized as a fierce command, led to mere crumbs. But the pronoun, amplifying the true determination of the object, really won the day.

FROM NOW ON OUT

Readers may expect a five part series to demonstrate this point about this critically useful, if altogether humble, part of speech. Next month comes an assessment of one of the jewels of English, the relative pronouns; June brings a stylistic imprecation that may or may not resonate with writers and perusers, “Death to the Second Person!” third of all, an episode arrives that will cover common slips and difficulties with pronoun usage; next will appear an analysis of referents and what precisely makes a pronoun ‘agreeable;’ finally, an overall rubric emerges, that uses pronouns as one organizing principle for its summation of English usage. As with all of Spindoctor’s work, these reports will soon enough be as real as this note, as tangible as any group of words. Now what? That is a question that in aggregate we ought all to be pondering.

Is grammar ever protest? As the Spindoctor conceives things, the more appropriate interrogatory would be, “Is anything other than protest a part of this interlocutor’s grammatical thinking?” In any event, this sixth iteration presents itself to readers with hopes for uptake and mutual interaction.

As I’ve noted in the first five of these items, writing deconstructs quite readily into components of Content, Usage, Style, and Structure. Of these, structure arguably reigns supreme, even though lots of writers and most readers may think in terms of the juicy details that accompany interesting content.

For many nerdy sorts or those who simply cannot ever get enough of words, however, usage and style rank equally with content and structure. In any case, really poor diction; hideous grammatical errors; or extreme awkwardness, dull-and-lifeless phrasing, or lack of clarity in style can certainly derail both the most cleverly conceived organizational approach and the most exceedingly fascinating facts and examples.

This series of proposals, which as a result of the plasticity of prose could become infinite enough to account for a Spindoctor’s productive lifetime, intends to provide for Contributoria writers and readers a regular feature that deals with problematic matters of usage and style. It will, if anyone ever sees fit to ask, answer questions, real queries from actual Contributoria contributors in the drafting stages.

§ “Is this phrasing correct?” § “How might I strengthen or clarify this statement?” § “How can I elegantly provide a transition here?” § “Does this sentence, or paragraph, sound okay?” Also, the efforts that I carry out on behalf of other scribes here may be in the nature of offering editing advice on portions of an author’s passage, if that is what someone prefers.

Thus far, the editing assistance has outweighed particular inquiries about types of usage or specific problems with phrasing. That could change, of course, and this Happy Union Grammar Nerd is happy to ‘roll with the punches,’ whatever the case may be.

Those writers, so far a small number, who support this proposition, which will always include a plus-or-minus 2,000-word essay on some apt concern of stylists or grammarians, will be first in the queue to obtain free direct assistance with their difficulties. In turn, those real inquiries may eventually show up, maybe slightly modified, in the exemplification-sections in future columns.

In making this pitch, I can well imagine interrogatories that might be coursing through readers’ minds. “Who the hell are you?” “What qualifies you to judge me or others?” “Why do we need you if we have Microsoft Word?”

And of course those are fair challenges. In relation to the first pair of questions, the truth is that I’ve scored in the top one-tenth of one percent in every mass grammar test that I’ve ever taken.

In regard to the latter sort of inquiry, I can only say that I read what shows up on the site. It has more than a mere handful of errors—lack of subject-verb agreement; lack of parallel structure; pronoun miscues; dangling participles; and so on. Vagueness, lack of clarity, passive voice, and indirect construction are ubiquitous as well, even if often enough such wording would trip no software’s indicia of error as such.

For a relative pittance, twenty points or more each month, writers who back me here can access correct answers to whatever questions or concerns that they may have, in relation to as much as a paragraph or so of text. Forty points of support means an individual benefactor can ask twice, or for twice as much; and so on.

Anyhow, I do love grammar. I’ve always been a nerd. Since becoming a writers union member, I’ve often enough identified myself as the Happy Union Grammar Nerd. And I could be “at your service,” with a smile and a little boost, as regularly as the coming and going of the moon.

To see how this is working out thus far, folks may look at any of the last several Contributoria issues, as far back as November, 2014. The focus of the initial three items was the passive voice; February’s and March’s pieces have introduced and developed a recommended proscription on Indirect Construction, which provides at least part of April’s subject focus as well.

How to define this common usage—at least as frequent in its occurrence as the Passive Voice—has been the primary topic of February’s article. The second installment has examined the main ways that graphic depiction and creative expression become easier when Indirect Construction disappears like a morning mist in a high wind.

This final depiction of the prevalence of indirect inscription will discuss what are the pros and cons that attend a choice to use a ‘conversational style’ generally. While such a decision is common enough, and one may argue in its favor on the basis of predilection or popularity, this final piece of the I.C. puzzle will ponder what might support a different contextualization of the written form than a ‘conversational model.’ What does our Happy Union Grammar Nerd mean when he says Indirect Construction? Knowing that inquiring minds are ever curious to discover such answers, I can only reply, “look back, or come along and see!” One thing is for sure. One will never discern such discursive methods in the annals of the H.U.G.N.’s contextualizations, with the following exception, that quoted bits and pieces may contain the form: “There are so many cases, in speech, where it is just essential to fall back on Indirect Construction, and there is nothing to do about it.”

With that, we’ll bid adieu until next month, when matters much more grammatical will come to the forefront for at least six issues. Till then, a Spindoctor’s advice might be quite simple: “Keep on stylin’!!”





The personal biology of social justice


CONTEXTUALIZATIONS BOTH SOCIAL AND PERSONAL


Spindoctorjimbo

Only when people come together, so to speak, is the creation of the future possible. Whatever the necessity and combination of joy and pain that this has entailed, as Dr. Ellen Fisher has pointed out in her essential work, The Anatomy of Love: the Natural History of Monogamy, Adultery, & Divorce, more or less half of all human unions over the course of our kind’s trek through time and space have ended in dissolution, the modern name for which is divorce. This narrative begins with a Spindoctor divorce lo these two decades past.

Every human existence—whether of the charming mundane variety of a Forrest Gump or the blistering mystery of a Trayvon Martin or a Troy Davis—contains multiple narratives that might either instruct others or elucidate issues that would otherwise maintain an aloof opacity. So too here, further details of a Spindoctor’s loss and a family’s implosion could provide interesting or even useful tidbits.

However, whatever the brutality and careworn tragedy of a particular marital meltdown, he and his former spouse made some sort of joint pact that has permitted the maturation of their own pair of offspring, as well as of other offshoots of our mutual humanity, as will soon become clear.

UNEXPECTED DEVELOPMENTS, INEVITABLE TWINGES

In the event, a father’s time with his son and daughter often revolved around rigorous out-of-door expeditions. Having baptized ourselves in falling Appalachian waters for a day and a half, on September, 2000’s final weekend—checking journals has led to this specification of time—we were returning to the enclave in Cobb County where my pair and their mother were making a life.

A coming back to the day-to-day, to chores and duties and away from the wild thrills that any immersion in nature will likely induce, can cause a deep quietude. Such was the case at this moment, in any case.

The light had begun to fade as the leafy suburban street took them in its grasp. The Spindoctor’s ex-wife, placid and matronly, rocked quietly as Joseph and Kathryn reentered their suburban social space from the excitement and chaos of their father’s oversight.

Joseph quickly absconded with himself to reach out to one or another of his early adolescent pals, from whom a few days with dad had removed him. Kathryn, then all of seven years old, approached her mother and laid her head on my ex’s abdomen.

“Mama’s gonna have a baby,” she intoned, as if to say so was at once natural and completely expected, her voice a combination of playful secret and calm reverence. She rubbed Ann’s belly.

Somewhat taken aback by the nature of the announcement and its timing, I offered in reply a simple, “Oh? Who’s the father?”

My little girl, her smile devoid of the merest wile, responded instantly. “You are.”

Not one to maintain a ‘poker face,’ the Spindoctor undoubtedly revealed a certain sense of mortification, almost terror, at this imputation. The primal fears that concern manhood and masculinity, in any event, did very explicitly cross a father’s mind as dusk pulled a fullish moon close to the horizon.

Somehow or other, though, whatever his momentary gulp of panic, dad kept his counsel here. Reflection seemed essential, a pondering of depths that a quick interjection might ruin forever.

“Well, I’ll see y’all next week.” Whether the ex-wife in this scene ever played poker is not an established fact, but she anyhow showed no sign of any feeling other than equanimity at this abbreviate good-bye.

RUMINATIONS & ‘EUREKA!’

When a Spindoctor phone call a half hour subsequently elicited a voicemail, the resulting message was terse: both nerves and an imperiled sense of patrimony or something similar colored the communication. However, the words remained respectful. “Hey, Ann! I was wondering if you could let me know some more about your good tidings. Thanks.”

For whatever reasons, this vocal outreach did not yield a return phone call. Instead, an e-mail followed before the evening had ended, equally terse as the Spindoctor but not necessarily as neutral, even affable, in its tone.

The key component of the communication was something of this sort. “I’m sorry, but the parentage of my new child is really none of your business.”

Thankfully, as a result of his own parent’s divorce if for no reason of higher consciousness or greater decency, the infiltration of patriarchal imprimatur had not proceeded very deeply into the Spindoctor’s consciousness. He did feel an instant of gall, a fierce longing to growl and threaten to rend the straying feminine that he had a duty to cuff and control.

Again counter to his standard practice of instantaneously insisting on a fight about what his emotions indicated was an ineluctable challenge, the now solo father elected to ‘sleep on’ the matter. He sent an e-mail: “We need to talk. How about tomorrow after you’re off work or at your lunch hour?”

He then proceeded to play chess against the master’s level computer setting most of the night, the fifteen losses out of seventeen games of little consequence compared to the sense of plenipotentiary power at beating the machine to a pulp, with one retracted move only in each match, in the other two instances. Another e-mail had arrived during the night.

“I’m at lunch from 12:30 to 1:30. Call me then if you like.” As dawn’s hints appeared to the East of his apartment’s back porch, he hoped that he would sleep.

As things happened, not much slumber followed, but enough nevertheless. Late in the morning, the Spindoctor awoke from intense dreams, which are now utterly lost in time’s foggy mists.

But the uplift and epiphany that flowed from, or at least occurred in immediate proximity to, these nighttime interludes, will forever be an indelible imprint. This boy, about to be a baby, signified, to a certain expression of the man of this tale, nothing at all of interest, quite the contrary, perhaps an insult against nature or anyway against manly nature.

But to the wider sensibility that emanated from tortured dreams—to a way of being that took account of what relationship was about to emerge from his ex’s loins—this new presence of life on our planet epitomized family in the most profound and caring way.

How could his own children—so definitely of his parentage—gain from anything that diminished their brother. This new infant, when he arrived, thus stood both for lack of connection and every possible interrelationship among all members of the fractious human clan.

The Spindoctor even recollected a recent diatribe that he’d read somewhere or other—from a proto-fascist faux Libertarian in the event—that his taxes should no more pay for other people’s children’s education than he should hold himself responsible for their care generally. Such fatuous superficiality, such egotistical narcissism, could not possible stand in light of this newly demonstrated hypothesis.

The impact on the lunch hour phone call was pretty powerful too. Spindoctor’s ex, instead of confronting feared lecturing, prying, hectoring, or whatever else might have resulted from wounded male pride, heard a philosophical defense of care and oneness and mutuality that had an empirical basis in the reality of this new fetal growth.

“But I do need to know something about the dad, if only to set our kiddos straight.”

She chuckled; Spindoctor laughed. “Hmmm. Yes, I catch your meaning.”

The youngsters had heard of this new man but hadn’t yet met him. For the time being, Ann preferred that her former husband develop a contextual exchange about the whole affair that he would share with their progeny on the coming weekend.

WORKING THINGS OUT

When next Joseph and Kathryn came Spindoctor’s way, he discovered how tenuous talks about ‘birds-and-bees’ and schoolhouse lessons about ‘human biology’ could be. As was their wont, his two nestlings and their wordsmith dad had holed up in a cheap motel, in this case near the magnificent Little River Canyon.

After having spent a day cavorting like otters in the truly alpine streams of Northeast Alabama, they retired to a room at the inn, as it were. A chat with the children was in order. Joseph, nearly ten, had already encountered a ‘facts-of-life’ nexus with both ma and pa, not to mention an unfolding unit in his current school curriculum on at least some of the bare bones of reproductive biology.

Considering all of this in Spring, 2015 brings forcefully to mind how rudimentary and decontextualized such learning must have been for a young fellow. Unlike the character, Little Tree, in Forrest Carter’s The Education of Little Tree, who received a beating that left him scarred because he not only knew but had the temerity to mention that a deer’s raising its tale had to do with mating habits, modern urban youngsters like this lively Spindoctor duo had little day-to-day or even special-event contact with the way that sex and reproduction actually transpire in the natural world, let alone among our sort of creatures.

He knew that sex was something that happened between adults, as, soon enough clear, did my only seven-and-a-half year old daughter. They at least in theory comprehended that babies issued from such activities. But even the much-the-elder son was sorely lacking in any detailed overview whatsoever of what this all meant in any practical way. Raw and raucous farm life theirs was not.

Thus, a simple question about his pending sibling was a crapshoot. “So, Joseph, who’s your new brother’s dad, do you think?” The specification was possible because of ultrasound, of course.

He was fiddling with the TV remote control, hoping that dad might disappear for a time, in search of coffee or something similar, so that he and his sister might indulge what the male parental unit either actively proscribed or severely limited. That the salacious solipsism of television production would prove completely useless in instruction along these lines was soon clear.

“Uh, well, mmm, I guess you are, dad.”

The silence on my part was a combination of astonishment and hilarity. “Right?” he continued, focusing on his dad and the expression of wide-eyed wonder that suffused the ‘old man’s’ countenance and letting the magic stick that he held dangle, unfondled.

“Well, no!” The eventuality forced a kind of Rubicon here. “I mean adults make babies by having sex.”

Before a second could elapse, they both chimed in, like urchins everywhere on certain topics: “We know, dad,” though Kathryn’s awareness was surprising.

But what they obviously did not apprehend was what that actually implied: time together, time alone, intimacy, carnality. Conveying the ‘under-ten-set’ version of that reality led to a pair of probably mostly real recognitions. “Oh. I see.”

“So I can’t be the father, obviously?” Nods all round now moved us along. The resulting conversation—mostly one-sided, as a result of disinclination and uncertainty and who knows what all else—probably occupied only a quarter hour or so, though memory makes its length stretch over hours and days, like a favorite seminar about the meaning of life.

The discourse basically revolved around ‘complicated’ families, how brothers and sisters didn’t always mesh perfectly—this caused spontaneous chortles from both of these young beasts—how parents sometimes felt jealous or angry at each other, and so forth. The exact words are now elusive, but the general point of inquiry stands out as transparently and clear-cut as Appalachian Spring sunshine.

“So what will this new baby mean to me?” For reasons that will likely always remain their own, this question caused quiet, perhaps discomfiture, in the two children. Seconds passed slowly.

“I don’t know dad.” A shrug: “Maybe nothing.”

“I don’t know what you mean, daddy.” Daughter dearest may have been near tears.

“Well, here’s what I mean. He’ll mean a lot more to me than nothing. He’ll be the brother of the boy and girl who mean more to be than any other boy or girl on Earth.”

They didn’t roll their eyes, but that may have come close. But the truth of the matter was as a Spindoctor dad had stated it, and all that followed, prior to his absconding to write and let them intermediate to their hearts’ content, flowed from that assertion: that this new child would be a beloved creature even though of no discernible relation; that they would need to care for him as they might themselves; that we were all part of a tangled skein that nonetheless stood for a real web of connection; and on and on—‘blah, blah, blah,’ and yet the heart of everything.

DISTANT COUSINS, HUMAN ONENESS, & SPECIES SURVIVAL

Over the intervening fourteen or so annual cycles of sun and season, the impact of this series of lessons has heightened to the extent that its communication has become almost a fanatical need, witness next month’s proposal, The Race Trap. Literally everywhere one glances, nonetheless, one is likely to view a decidedly different point of view.

“I am responsible for myself, and, no doubt, my children; you, on the other hand, must fend for yourself and yours.” We amount to little more to each other than inherent opponents or, more occasionally, opportunistic allies.

Yet such a perspective does much more harm than either to undermine any chance of spiritual development or to destroy any hope of humanistic instantiation of extant societies. Of course, it causes these injuries. Spirited decency becomes all-but-impossible in such a context. Martin Luther King’s “I Have a Dream” oration must appear no more than a ghostly, or even absurd, surreality.

Even more insidiously, however, such ideological inanity and conceptual lunacy prohibits our grasping the reality of how everything in our lives has truly come to be. We are cousins. Some ‘Patrick’ or other connects us to every single other human creature, alive and dead. Not to inquire for whom the bell peals is worse than an error of the heart, therefore: it is the suicidal inclination to consign the only way for us to thrive and survive to the status of an impossible fantasy, even as its tangible solidity might instead bring us to a state of mutual interdependence and concern, and even something like love, that would make all of our petty rivalries and paltry selfishness pale in comparison.

One rejoinder to such a contention is standard. “So what? That and a few bucks buy me a latte!”

Another response, if at first tentative, involves something akin to the “Aha!” that a Spindoctor felt fifteen years ago. “We are all actually relatives of each other.”

Which reply most nearly effects a greater potential for a decent human future? Such an interrogatory might be worth a thought or two as another Northern Spring unfolds on the appearance of coming, perhaps inevitable, summery carnage.





What lies beneath the government’s push to frack Britain?


The British establishment's urge to frack over Britain seems deluded considering the environmental and economic impact. Steve Rushton explores what is driving the Fracking Machine.


Steve Rushton

A leaked letter by George Osborne shows fracking has been a key focus for the coalition government, one they were pushing since 2011. Yet even without meaningful opposition from New Labour, full-scale fracking is not happening. This is testament to the power of the anti-fracking movement; people galvanised against its dangers.

Fracking entails pumping massive amounts of water with carcinogenic and toxic chemicals into the ground. Its dangers are shown from the multitude of leaks, spills and pollution it has inflicted in the US. The only well in Britain to undergo full-pressure fracking has failed, at Preese Hall near Blackpool.

Paul Mobbs’ recent Frackademics report details how the four cornerstone studies supporting the government’s case to frack have been sponsored by the industry. In contrast, the state of New York recently undertook a lengthy public consultation, determining fracking poses a “significant risk to public health,” a decision in part influenced by fracking’s impact on neighbouring Pennsylvania.

An insider-industry report, written before New York’s ban, implicitly suggests the anti-fracking movement has the advantage from basing their arguments on facts. The UK government suggests claims somehow a "gold standard of regulation" will protect Britain’s water, air and land from fracking. But recently the government reclassified fracking, to include one phase of the operation, in what analysis suggests might provide a means to sidestep regulation.

The lack of substance in Britain’s "safe fracking" argument is compounded further with question marks over the regulatory regime. In part, the regulators have been selected by Lord Browne, who until recently was the government’s lead non-executive, an unelected role, and chairman of forerunning UK fracking company, Cuadrilla. He also introduced the shake-up to universities that made it easier for corporations to invest in academia. His recent decision to switch job from Britain’s fracking industry to Russia’s oil and gas company L1 Energy, despite his previous enthusiasm, signals the fracking industry is on even shakier ground. This point is underlined by share prices in AJ Lucas, Cuadrilla’s parent company, dropping to new lows.

One government line is that fracking is a "bridge to a low carbon future", another argument that appears devoid of logic. There are predictions the industry will take between one or two decades to get fully online. As China and other countries across the world show, the only barriers to an immediate transition to green alternatives are political.

The political barrier is the Fracking Machine, a shorthand phrase used here that encompasses the pro-fracking politicians, the fracking industry, the corporate media behind fracking, the "Frackademics", the PR lobbyists and the capital investors, which includes many high street banks. Although separate entities, these components are all spinning in sync for a fracking revolution.

Yet the Machine’s momentum does not appear to even make sense – even for investors that care only for profits, regardless of other social and environmental costs.

“Energy bonds (and energy derivatives) comprised of corporate loans to energy and fracking companies are in a bubble at risk of collapse, with global oil prices now below $50 per barrel,” Joel Benjamin explains. He is the local authorities campaigner at Move Your Money, the campaign for ethical banking.

He points me towards a Telegraph article titled Fossil industry is the subprime danger of this cycle, which explains how the low price of oil means fracking is not economically viable.

Benjamin expands: “Fracking is only profitable with oil prices above $80 per barrel – meaning fracking companies with huge loans to repay are currently losing money. Anyone with financial exposure to fracking firms is taking a major gamble with their money.”

Action on climate change is needed immediately to prevent catastrophe; this also threatens to leave fracking assets stranded. The shale gas should be left in the ground, as it is more carbon intensive than conventional fossil fuels.

There are also suggestions that the fracking market is overblown, with exaggerations about potential recoverable shale gas. The British Geological Survey studies admit they are uncertain how much gas can be recovered – and their studies are funded by the industry.

Considering the ecological, social and economic flaws begs the question: what is driving the Fracking Machine?

An asset bubble strategy?

“It’s self-evident this industry not only causes a phenomenal risk of contamination and unnecessary industrialisation of precious rural areas, when you scratch the surface, you realise shale gas is a vehicle for financial manipulation and gain,” Frank Owen asserts. He is a concerned local resident from Balcombe, Sussex, and has been aware of fracking since late 2011.

Owen continues: “Following the sub-prime mortgage markets and derivatives collapse, they need a vehicle to create financial instruments. Since the financial crisis we have seen even more money invested into commodities.”

Owen asserts that investors are purposefully creating a bubble, overhyping up the industry. This hypothesis fits with a great deal of the direction of the fracking machine. Blowing up asset bubbles is a method journalists have accused capitalists of using to extract wealth over the last century. Matt Taibbi asserts Goldman Sachs employed this tactic on many occasions, beginning with the 1930s Wall Street Crash. He suggests the trick is to invest others’ money into the bubble, hype it up, then make money from both taking a cut on transactions and betting the bubble is going to pop.

The asset bubble explanation fits with the level of hype that the Fracking Machine is making, despite the green, safe alternatives. It also explains why the industry is test drilling so fervently, at so many sites, as these will create figures of estimations of reserves to turn into financial products, even if they become toxic assets later.

Burying waste?

The recent Infrastructure Bill presents another possible concealed motivation. Within this Bill, Baroness Kramer included an amendment to allow fracking companies to leave any substance underground. Anything!

This raises the question: what substances may fracking companies want to leave in the ground?

Fracking creates radioactive and toxic flow-back, a result of the concoction of chemicals pumped into the ground, which picks up other toxins before returning back to the surface. In North Dakota, last year, each day the state created between 27 to 70 tonnes of radioactive waste. Frackers there want to change the law so the state can deal with the waste. One solution the industry uses is to bury the radioactive waste. Licences have been applied for in Britain to do this at two sites near North Yorkshire Moors National Park. Burying toxic flow-back has two risks: earthquakes and toxic chemicals migrating.

Reacting to Baroness Kramer’s "any substance amendment", the Guardian reported possible underlying motivations; green campaigners suggest it could allow nuclear waste to be buried by the fracking industry. This argument is worth considering. Many countries are struggling, with no idea what to do with their nuclear waste, including Britain, the US, South Korea, Australia and Canadafrom a long list.

During the last Labour government, the UK set up a committee that apparently considered 20 options: as ludicrous as shooting it at the sun and burying waste in the Antarctic. Pangea Resources made another proposal, bury waste in shale – the rock formation where fracking happens. Pangea Resources is a joint venture that includes UK state-owned British Nuclear Fuels. The plan was proposed for Australia before the millennium, before the committee of 20 ideas – although then the Australian government rejected it. But again the idea is gaining ascendency: the US Geological Survey has recently made similar proposals.

There are further noteworthy links between fracking and burying nuclear waste, possibly more than coincidental. Australia’s Paul Fudge owns Pangaea Resources, which is now an unconventional oil and gas company. Fudge also has significant shares in AJ Lucas – the parent company of Cuadrilla.

Gateway to fire and brimstone? 

The Infrastructure Bill is not just about fracking; it creates a statutory duty on the government and fossil fuel companies to "maximise economic recovery of UK petroleum". The other two dirty extraction processes planned in Britain are underground coal gasification (UCG) and coal bed methane.

Coal bed methane, put simply, is the opposite of fracking: sucking water out of the coal seam so it collapses and releases trapped gas. It has similar ecological threats of water pollution, air pollution and threatens public health. UCG is considered even more dangerous. Crudely, the point is to create an underground inferno, then extract the coal gas not burned. In a sense, a driving force for the Fracking Machine may an expectation that these and possibly even more terrifying energy extraction processes will eventually work out.

Part of the neoliberal machine?

The industry-insider reporter, mentioned above, praises the extent of knowledge within the anti-fracking movement. A spring for this information is Pennsylvania, a state where a decade of fracking is increasing a list of people harmed, now in the tens of thousands.

“Fracking is an economic justice issue connected to all the other neoliberal ideologies that we are against. They are privatising our schools, healthcare, every basic fundamental necessity of life into a commodity used to enslave your average person, making them completely dependent upon for-profit corporations,” Liz Arnold, an anti-fracking campaigner from Pennsylvannia explains.

In a sense, the Fracking Machine is a continuation of our oil-fixated neoliberal economy, a society defined by the mantra: "there is no alternative".

She continues: “This is not the first time that rural Pennsylvania has gone through this situation, we had coal mines, oil drilling and some people made a lot of money for a while. But then the areas got completely depressed and the people move out as the land is contaminated.”

She highlights how a coal mine in Centralia – an old coal mining town – has been burning since the 1960s. Now Centralia is a ghost town.

“It’s time to get off this cycle of boom-bust poverty, we are better than that and we know we can build solutions for a brighter future.”

Although there is logic in the theories that those driving the Fracking Machine may want to push asset bubbles, or bury nuclear waste or push a gateway to dirtier processes, it is perhaps more insightful to consider that a great deal of those pushing fracking probably believe the hype and think fracking is the only solution. These people are the cogs and levers in the Fracking Machine.

The mentality of the cogs in the Fracking Machine relates to analysis by Naomi Klein. In This Changes Everything, she describes the psychology of those who cannot see any alternative to oil-dependent capitalism, and how people find it harder to imagine the end of the world than the getting of oil.

Perhaps this oil-is-key dogma is the most crucial component lying underneath the illogical case to frack.





My Name is Red: a book about art, influences, relationships and intrigue


“Painting is the silence of thought and the music of sight.” ― Orhan Pamuk, My Name is Red


Trisha Bhattacharya

Introduction to the Author: Orhan Pamuk

Orhan Pamuk is an author of Turkish descent and currently lives in Istanbul, Turkey. In a list of many other excellent novelists from Turkey, his name features prominently as one of the leading authors from Turkey. He comes from an affluent background in Turkey. He has also studied journalism. His dream career was painting and being an artist; however, in reality writing is the only career he has pursued.

Some of the prominent novels written by him are The Black Book, the Museum of Innocence, Snow, The White Castle and also the non-fiction book called The Naive and the Sentimental Novelist. His book My Name is Red, Benim Adım Kırmızı, in Turkish, translated into English, won the IMPAC Dublin Literary Award in 2003, in addition to other important awards. Orhan Pamuk also won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 2006.

Orhan Pamuk, following his personal writing style and literary prowess, uses a lot of Turkey’s history and locations to construe and create stories in print. My Name is Red is one such novel and has been translated into English, by Erdağ M. Göknar. Following is an analysis and review of his book My Name is Red.

Series of stories

A long narrative and a series of short 59 chapters open windows into a world of picturesque stories-within-a-story—and resembles a panorama of connected paintings, from which, evolve a story of miniaturists and book illuminators. Their detailed illustrations accompanying narratives, calligraphies and stories bound-as-books, from sixteenth-century Turkey, specifically from Istanbul and neighboring regions, even worldwide, prominently, form the basis of the lengthy storyline.

The art of miniature painting and its ability to support fables, real stories, historical narratives of Turkish history and history of other regions, in its many folds, forms a powerful reflection of the culture that was dominant in the region, earlier. The influence of history on Islamic art and the influence of Islam on the art prevalent in Turkey historically is also the premise of this novel.

It is mostly in the accompanying illustrations of particular books that the story of this novel, finds its background and also, its foreground. The novel is a many-ingredient concoction of murder, intrigue, romance, art, mysticism, choices, and a gradual unravelling of layers of deceit, irreverence, and secrecy. The main plot, however, unravels in a time frame of nine days.

The many chapters have specific names, initially introducing mostly, principal characters within the story. My Name is Red is also based upon multiple first person narratives, which also include inanimate and animate object narratives, who bring to the fore, activities and on goings within Istanbul, around 1591—during the reign of Ottoman Sultan Murat III, right before the thousandth year of the Hegira, a period when Prophet Muhammad had emigrated from holy Mecca to Medina.

Multiple chapters, narratives and the plot 

The story begins with a chapter, called ‘I Am a Corpse,’ then it changes to ‘I Am Called Black’, then to ‘I Am a Dog’, and ‘I Will Be Called a Murderer’, I Am Your Beloved Uncle’, and others like ‘I, Shekure’, ‘I Am Called “Butterfly”’ and so on. In the first chapter, ‘I Am a Corpse’—a corpse narrates what he feels in the afterlife, how he came to be a murdered man and what he feels about his murderer. This unique first-person point of view continues throughout all the chapters.

Further stories, are simply at first, introductions and then, re-entries of the many characters throughout the course of the story. Some of these characters are confounding in their naivety, cunning, and stubbornness. Uniquely, non-human characters like the dog, the tree, the gold coin, death, Satan, even the colour red, are the many other narrators, telling their own stories—some in the voice of the nonconformist coffeehouse storyteller. Their individual stories interestingly depict their emotions and their point of view.

Nevertheless, the narrative begins with a murder and the story courses forward. In the initial stages, the story focuses on the death, and then introduces, a principal character—Black—a man, who calls himself - ‘a connoisseur of decoration and illustration, writing and other tasks’, in the book. He has returned to Istanbul, after 12 years.

Black is to meet his uncle, his Enishte, under whose patronage, he had lived as a youth, learnt about the art of book illumination and while in his house, had also fallen in love with his beautiful daughter, Shekure, and had declared it, too, at the time. His uncle hadn’t thought him suitable for her and she hadn’t either, and Black had to leave Istanbul. After many years, Black sees his Uncle and widowed Shekure with her two sons, Orhan and Shevket, and the memories of a spahi cavalryman husband, who has not returned from war, in four years.

Black’s uncle is illuminating a secret illustrated book for the Sultan, who has commissioned the secret illustrated manuscript project to him, to be finished in time for the thousandth-year anniversary of the Hegira. Meanwhile, the Sultan has also assigned an open book project, Book of Festivities to Master Osman, the Head Illuminator, to work on with his team of miniaturists.

Master miniaturists working on this clandestine descriptive and ornamented-with-minutiae-paintings-book for the Sultan, are, therefore, a significant part of the storyline. As a team, the miniaturists are in a way, building and working together—but with the Sultan’s permission, they are mainly working sequestered and separately, on producing intricate drawings and beautiful detailing of the Sultan’s life for this mysterious book. This book is also meant to be presented as a gift to the Venetian Doge by the Sultan himself, when it is completed.

The Sultan wishes to see art that frames the secret manuscript to be created by master artists—drawings that will subtly emphasize his power in the Ottoman Empire, his realm, and his life, but his intentions, however, include a sort of blasphemy. Black’s Enishte, has initiated this violation, influencing the Sultan, and keeping the miniaturists, too, in the dark—somewhat. The four master miniaturists themselves do not clearly know who has commissioned the confidential work either—such are the methods of the beloved uncle.

One of the four miniaturists, mainly the master gilder, assigned to work on individual border work for the secret book, Elegant Effendi, however, is missing. Black’s Enishte has recalled Black to Istanbul, to help with work on the Sultan’s unique book. Black is not only meant to eventually write the stories that will accompany the illustrations; the stories, inspired by the paintings themselves, but he is also to initially find out the whereabouts of the missing miniaturist, including finding the murderer, in case the missing miniaturist has indeed been killed.

To solve this, Black’s uncle, first sends Black to meet Master Osman, who also happens to be his uncle’s rival. Black travels to the arts workshop, within the city—where, under the guidance of Master Osman—the apprentices, students and masters of the art are busy at work. Black had once been a young apprentice here and recalls the schedules and teachings followed in the workshop.

Black also meets the three remaining main miniaturists working on the book—The Butterfly, the Stork, and Olive, also known as Velijah. The artists are working at home, secretly, on the illustrations of the special book. Black spends some time with each of them. Moreover, he also has three questions from Master Osman, which he personally wants to put to the artists and gauge their convictions and personal theories with regard to the art they so religiously follow.

Differentiation between a true miniaturist from an inauthentic one, and questions related to the import of style and signature, time and blindness, are put forward to the three miniaturists. They have their personal beliefs, know-how, skills and temperaments, which influence their work, and they respond accordingly. Upon further inquiry from Black, they, however, share nothing related to Elegant Effendi’s disappearance.

As Black travels through the winding and cold streets of Istanbul, in contemplation, he also wants to rekindle his love for Shekure, expecting Shekure to reciprocate. Misunderstandings, ironically, allow them to come together, and so do, regular letters, as veiled responses and requests that are exchanged between them, with the initial assistance of Esther, a local pedlar.

Intrigue, however, dots the slowly emerging romantic plot, as Black resumes not only his probes into the disappearance of Elegant Effendi, but he is also able to establish a rapport with Shekure and her two sons. On the other hand, Shekure’s brother-in-law, Hasan, has other plans, and wants her to return to the house of her in-laws so that he can acquire her affections, for himself.

The murderer, however, is still on the loose, and kills again, this time—it is someone close to Black. The second murder is shocking, and heaps on the plot, a chain of events, resulting in a quick divorce, a hastened marriage, an unexpected but brief involvement of the Sultan himself, in the investigations, Master Osman’s not-completely-voluntary participation, and subsequent raids on the homes of the master miniaturists.

The first murder, had started a trail of episodes, and the denouement, ends the answer to the questions—who had killed Elegant Effendi? Is it one of the miniaturists working on the secret book or the Book of Festivities or someone else, from amongst the many names that come forward in the novel? Black does find an answer to the murder and the subsequent killing, too, and the reasons behind them, but does his own personal life, return to what he had once wanted with Shekure? Is Hasan able to destroy Black’s relationship with Shekure? What is the fate of the murderer and also the book-being-made-in-secrecy?

Nevertheless, revelations within the novel give rise to its conclusion. A collision in terms of perspectival techniques and a different portrayal of art—pointing to a clash between the art as followed by the Masters of Herat, which is the old tradition, versus Venetian art, specifically Portraiture and those by the Frankish masters—is at the heart of some of the ills that occur.

The murders occurred indirectly due to traditional beliefs, fear of a group’s probable and possible protest, against a modernistic view of art, where influences that deviate from traditions should be stifled, for they are merely deviant, and hence, violate. However, the fate of the murderer is not inconsequential. In violence, no resolution shall ever come about—and this is the message the story wishes to perhaps also convey.

Art and influence

This narrative, through the medium of art, has in several places, spiritual connotations. The blind master artist can draw from memory, for blackness is necessary for colours to rise. As defined by one of the master miniaturists in the story, it is in blindness alluding to darkness, that colours and art, truly find existence and expression. Similarly, throughout the book, artist-characters use the aid of fables and true stories from history to make their point, instead of using simple explanations.

The author, perhaps, indirectly also subtly hints at the merits of acceptance and focuses on the reality that certain art forms decline and some ascend with the passage of time. To accompany thoughts and portrayals, in the form-of-miniature-paintings, the author has plunged into the artists’ minds, and conjured from their on-paper-expressions, a story of how stories, colours, themes, gold leaf work, patterns and designs also constitute art, how religion also affects art and how art affects lives.

It is from the religious beliefs of an Islamic world and its influence on paintings-as-illustrations, as it existed in Istanbul and its neighbouring locations then and its cohesion with an overall umbrella of art—that the story unfolds. The author has also elucidated stories, through paintings and drawings and narrated many tales, real stories, from the history of Istanbul, its pashas, rulers, and legendary couples.

Characters like Hüsrev and Shirin, Leyla and Mejnun and so many other names like Alexander the Great, Rüstem and numerous legends could be interesting to many readers because they are vocal in their silence as paintings. The author also refers to other books, like the Book of Kings, Book of Souls, Book of the Apocalypse, Book of Victories, Gifts of Intimacy and many other names for further elucidations.

Conclusion

In addition to the suspense, the narrative is a beautiful blend of book art and the intricacies of painting, which also become the cause of the murders. Articulating tales within a tale, the author skillfully embellishes the novel and formulates the story of Black’s return to Istanbul, and his role in finding the murderer, by further deepening his relationships with the miniaturists and also with those he had once lost.

My Name is Red is not a conventional novel. Due to the varying first person narratives, this book could be quite a long read for some, and the reader, will on several occasions, encounter different characters narrating directly to them. A reader would find themselves immersed in the depths of book illumination, which was once a significant part of artistic creation in former times.

This novel is, however, also the story of Black and Shekure—and it is also a chronicle of reciprocation and love in its many hues—between a father and a daughter, between a mother and her children, between a master and his students, between friends and between individuals and their impassioned beliefs.

Works of translation like My Name is Red bring to readers a different culture to understand and experience. This beautifully translated book, originally written by a profound and subtle author such as Orhan Pamuk, would primarily appeal to admirers of art and fiction. Here, historical fiction flows through a river of illustrations-in-text and carries the reader along, against the current, at times.

Writer’s Website: www.trishabhattacharya.com





The revolving world of colour


Wayne Madden explores the contentious practice of colourising old black and white films


Wayne Madden

Even though colour TV was a staple of the American diet from 1958, the UK had to wait until John Newcombe won the men’s singles at Wimbledon nearly a decade later, before the first colour images were projected onto European TV screens.

John Logie Baird, the inventor of television, first demonstrated colour TV in 1927 but despite its popularity, high prices and the resulting scarcity of colour programmes, the format was not widely used in its initial outing. As time moved on, however, cheaper alternatives and formats were created in order to make the expansion of colour film a reality for all mediums and budgets.

Barry Sandrew, an internationally recognised entrepreneur, digital imaging expert and visual effects pioneer invented digital colourisation in 1987. “I invented digital colourisation in 1987 at my company, American Film Technologies, as an alternative to the very poor quality that was being delivered using the initial analogue process.”

New technology is not necessarily always greeted with universal acclaim. Back in the mid 80s, there was a well known and controversial campaign to colourise classic films that led to heated public debate. Ted Turner (the media mogul and founder of CNN) spearheaded a movement in which he believed classic films, among them Orson Welles’ Citizen Kane and Frank Capra’s It’s A Wonderful Life, should be colourised for the benefit of future generations. He believed that classics such as these were being ignored by viewers in favour of colour film.

This is an argument that goes back to Thomas Edison, in the late 20th century, who colourised film by hand as he perceived that audiences would not enjoy his own black and white work. It’s a popular misconception, therefore, that colour film was a more modern cinema trait. Victor Fleming’s 1939 musical fantasy, The Wizard of Oz, is one of the most well-known pieces of the time to have been shot purposely in colour (using two-tone Technicolor), although the basic technology had existed for almost 40 years beforehand, with the earliest examples going back to 1902.

Black and white is “missing” colour

Technology aside, however, there were also plenty of examples where black and white films were colourised in preproduction. Howard Hughes and Alfred Hitchcock created films in black and white, only to remake them in colour, citing both artistic and financial reasons.

Kevin Shaw is a colourist, with more than 30 years’ experience in the industry. He believes there is some truth in the notion of a stigma towards black and white on film. “There is a feeling that black and white is ‘missing’ colour rather than being seen as an alternative medium,” says Shaw, “and I believe this inclination persists today.”

Sandrew argues the very objections to colourisation are what made it popular. “The fact that colourisation was a ‘hot button’ issue actually helped AFT become more popular with both clients and fans of colourisation,” says Sandrew. “If people didn’t like colourisation they didn’t have to buy nor watch it. Guess what… they did both!”

Before Turner, there had already been a counter-argument that colour film was damaging to cinema. French director Francois Truffaut argued that colour should not be used at all, stating in 1978: “Colour has done as much damage to cinema as television. It is necessary to fight against too much realism in the cinema, otherwise it’s not an art. From the moment that a film is in colour, it’s not cinema anymore.”

Shaw agrees somewhat with Truffaut. “A director has to have a good artistic reason to use black and white, and that doing so invokes a particular meaning to the project; it is a genre in its own right so not appropriate for all concepts.”

Certainly there are examples of this. Alfred Hitchcock shot Psycho purposely in black and white to meet what he felt was the required tone for the film, as did CBS Productions with Rod Sterling’s original Twilight Zone TV series. In both cases, colour was offered and refused as a medium.

In the 21st century, it’s perhaps hard to imagine a time when directors had such creative control over their own productions, especially productions with such important financial outcomes for their respective studios. Sandrew agrees that films such as these are classics, which he says have been helped significantly by colourisation. “The directors and actors were paid for their work,” says Sandrew, “that does not give them perpetual creative rights to the film. They do not own the film nor did they, in most cases, put up a dime to make the film. Colourisation has actually served to subsidise the restoration and preservation of some of our most treasured public domain black and white feature films. In that regard, I believe that colourisation has actually done a great service to these classics.”


Regardless of 21st-century technology, the same rules of artistic film-making merit apply.



Professor James O Young, of the University of Victoria, wrote an academic paper titled In Defence of Colourisation in 1988 that stated once a work is modified it is no longer able to express its creator’s original intentions. His paper was written at a time when the first Turner-produced colour films came under criticism, namely because low quality colourisation, restricted by the technology of the day.

But Young still believes its possible colourisation can have a negative effect on a film’s artistic merit. “Appropriation from earlier art ought not to be prohibited,” he says. “Artists frequently borrow from their predecessors in a variety of ways and do so (some of the time) with good aesthetic results.”

Shaw argues that, regardless of 21st-century technology, the same rules of artistic film making merit apply. “We design images to fit the concept, to be emotionally evocative and to be easier for an audience to interpret. It is a creative decision that should be made at the creation stage.”

It would seem that the image (and colour choice) of a film is therefore essential to its concept. Sandrew agrees with this, up to a point. “When I reinvented colourisation in 2000, the film critics were no longer saying that the work looked shoddy or unrealistic. Instead they were saying that the colourisation looked so natural. This raised a new concern from critics that the quality was too high and young people would never know what the film looked like in its original black and white format. So surprisingly, high quality colourisation earned negative feedback as well.”

Turner had the ability to spearhead a movement that he personally felt was of benefit to his consumers and made the business steps necessary to do this. Perhaps more ironically, Young concludes: “The use of colourisation has increased the distribution of original black and white versions, since these are now often packaged with colour versions.”

Ironically, the greatest benefits come to those who feared their legacy might be jeopardised in the first place. While there’s no doubt life looks better in colour, the facts seem to indicate that audiences would rather see films as they were originally intended, sparks of genius intact. Colourisation, like everything else in film, has its place.





Can you dig it? Part II — Let's get physical


You can convince yourself all you like that it’s Spring, but the March night draws in quickly still and you can easily find yourself freezing cold, digging in the dark. That’s where I am now, cutting trenches in the soil, planting out potatoes, and racing against the clock to fit everything in. Yep, this allotment lark is so relaxing.


jonhickman

OK, let’s catch you up… Somehow I’ve got an allotment, but I don’t have much of a clue what to do with it. Friends and family aren’t much help because it seems that everyone I know fits into one of two camps: bona fide experts, or people who don’t like gardening — one group pities me, the other thinks I’m stupid (but they’re less pitying). I’m on my own, but I do have a book that my mate Craig gave me when he changed codes from being an expert to someone who thinks I’m stupid.


The Plan

Using The Book I’ve worked out what I want to grow, so now I need to work out where to put it and when to plant it. Luckily there’s an app for that: the Grow Veg website. I grab my sketch map of the plot, made way back in December. Within a few minutes I’ve got a free trial account on Grow Veg and I have translated the basic structure of my plot into the website’s garden planner. The tool is actually pretty clever: I search within it for things I want to plant, and I can drag and drop them into place. The software calculates how many of each thing I can plant in the space I’ve given over to them, and even tells me when I need to plant each thing. And at the end I can spit out a PDF of the plan. Grow Veg even has a library of templates for drawing out the structure of the site and adding things like compost bins, water butts, ponds, and benches.

Apparently I need to plant potatoes pretty much straight away, and that means I’m going to have to pick a side on the chitting debate.




Chitting

I have a feeling this is going to be the first of many gardening controversies that I’ll need to be part of as an allotment holder. Chitting is the process of starting a seed potato off before it goes into the ground — basically what happens is seed potatoes are left out on a window ledge until they sprout a bit, before they are then planted. This knowledge has suddenly explained the phenomenon of egg boxes full of gone off potatoes I’ve seen in various friends’ utility rooms, porches and conservatories over the years. So that’s chitting. Sounds simple, but also sounds like something that’s just a bit of a pain in the arse because one has to deal with having dozens of gone off looking potatoes hanging about. That’s probably why some people don’t bother with it, and so there is a debate: should you give a chit? It sounds to me like it’s a case of whether or not you want potatoes sooner or later (chitters say their spuds come up a few weeks earlier, it seems). It also sounds like chitting is a luxury reserved for those who are organised, and for that reason I’m probably out.




Seed potatoes

So step one, I need to buy some seed potatoes.

Seed potatoes are basically just potatoes, but they’ve been specially grown to give you the best chance of getting a good yield from growing (you could just use a bag of shop spuds, but the results are hard to predict).

It’s becoming a bit of a common theme as I look into this allotment lark that everything seems pretty bewildering to the uninitiated, so I wasn’t surprised to find that popping online to sort some seed potatoes out wasn’t that simple. It turns out there are are a lot of options when it comes to buying seed potatoes — dozens upon dozens of varieties. The screen swims with information about potatoes. Every seed merchant’s website seems to be built on 1999 design principles of ‘sticky content’. Back in the early days of e-commerce it wasn’t enough to just put the products online, they had to be wrapped in ‘content’, meaning articles, features, videos… a whole Internet’s worth of information about the product and about your lifestyle with the product wrapped into one little website. Suddenly the whole Internet is a series of tubes full of tubers.

I slam the laptop shut, grab my keys and I’m out the door. It’s time to go to the garden shop.




The Garden Shop

I have a very clear of what I want from a garden shop. From the road a badly painted, preferably peeling, sign should tell me they are open. The sign should be competing for space with ad hoc notices, written by hand on fluorescent card, which tell me about things that are just in or now on offer. The wide gate should open onto a car park. Bags of compost, log chip and gravel should run down one side, on the other: sheds. At the back of the car park, trestle tables bedecked with plants standing in front of a greenhouse-cum-shop building. The garden centre should be family run, and the family should display several odd personality traits.

I have found a garden centre a few miles from my house, out in the Staffordshire countryside. It’s perfect. They sell seed potatoes, they tell me which ones to buy — the bloody things are already chitted! — and there’s a socially awkward moment about what type of fertiliser I’m supposed to buy. I leave with a bucket of chicken poo pellets. The son intimates that he’s doing me a solid by selling me them and his Mum will be cross if she finds out. I have no idea if I have bought the right thing. Like I say, this place is basically perfect.

I’ve also got my spuds. I’m going to try Swift and Home Guard as first early potatoes (this is easy: they’re the ones that grow first, quite early). I’ve got some King Edwards as a main crop potatoes (they’re the ones that come last). I realise writing this that I didn’t get any second earlies — they’re the ones between the first earlier and the main crop potatoes, dur — which may have been a mistake. My Home Guards are described as an “early early which is best eaten early” so I guess I’ll be eating those… early?

Apparently my first earlier should be ready during June and July, seconds in July and August, and the main crop from late August. I better go get some second earlier then unless I want a barren, spudless midsummer.




The prodigal returns

With my plan in hand, I go down to the plot. I’m a little worried, to be honest, because so far I’ve been a terrible plot holder and I have no idea what awaits me when I get there.

Of course literally nothing has happened, because it’s been the middle of winter since I took over. Here’s what I know I need to do: maintenance on the soft fruit (raspberries and currant bushes), confirm where everything is going, and get my eldest son to invest in the idea of the part that will be his patch. Oh, and I need to see if I can still remember the combination for the shed padlock (inside which is the key for the toilet).

While we’re on the site I realise my first mistake: I’ve drawn a whole extra bed which doesn’t exist, so I need to go back to the drawing board. Josh, my eldest — he’s 5, makes a beeline for one of the beds, declares it’s his and starts digging, and planting rocks. Another adjustment to the plan, that was where the beans were going, but I don’t want to argue the toss.

I don’t know where to start with the raspberries: some are supposed to be cut all the way back, some are supposed to have just old growth taken off, and I don’t know which these are. If in doubt, cut it all back I guess. I’m struck again by how lucky I am with the structure of my plot, and with some of the planting I’ve inherited. Rhubarb has started emerging from the exact patch I was going to plant it in, so that’s saved me a few quid. It’s just a shame that the previous tenant planted whole bulbs of garlic not cloves — it’s all far too close together, even I know that.

So now all there is to do is to plant. I take Josh home so he can have his tea, then go back, just after 5:30pm to start digging. My phone dies just as I Google “how to plant potatoes”, but there are some vague instructions on the back of a bag from the garden shop about planting 10cm deep and 25cm apart. So I go for that. somehow I only use half the space I’d allocated on the plan. “It’s all far too close together”, I hear the previous tenant’s ghost whisper to me on the wind. When I get home I’ll find out that different varieties need different amounts of space, and that while the seeds go in 25cm apart, the trenches should have been twice that from one another.

Before I can plant, I need to clear this bed. I take down a series of wigwam structures, support for last year’s beans (hoping that beans then spuds is a good rotation) and I attack the bed with my fork first, before going back to cut trenches for the planting with my spade. I need to get this done and get home in time to bath the kids but the bigger worry is the failing light. My work rate is pretty good, which is just as well as it’s getting cold. Better still, the work feels good. I’d been worried about my back as I’ve been suffering a lot of shoulder and back pain from sitting at desks. The physical work though is just fine — if anything it’s freeing my shoulders up as I go. It all takes an hour and then I’m ready to water it all in. First, a little ceremony.

I’ve brought a beer with me, in a cool bag. I pop the lid and throw the crown cap into the last trench before covering it. The first two fingers of the beer are poured onto the soil and I make a silent toast to any pagan gardening gods who might be listening (“they’re not mate, and seriously those are far too close together” whispers the ghost). Then I drain my beer and I’m gone.

Back home, I put my phone on charge and see I’ve been tagged on a smug photo — “potatoes are in Jon Hickman” my South Birmingham friends say “yeah, yeah, mine too guys”. I’ve made it: I’m now an allotmenter.

Josh comes in “have my rocks grown yet then?” — my next challenge will be to make him into one too.







Beer for beginners: tasting the Jaipur X

jonhickman

In last month’s Contributoria I wrote an epic odyssey about beer and cities, but weirdly I didn’t really talk much about the beer. It’s time to change things up a bit. It’s time to learn about this thing they call ‘craft beer’.

“Should I smell it, Stu?”

Stu is my guide. Regular readers will remember him from last time. Stu is an amateur brewer, which means he has the knowledge. He’s the sort of guy who can name different species of yeast and the sort of guy who reads books of beer recipes. And then writes reviews of them. In short, he is, journalistically speaking, an expert. This casts me in the role of our story’s ingénue. Our roles decided, we can dive in.

I want to know more about what craft beer is, as beer but also as a project or a movement, and so to that end I’ve invited Stu over to guide me through drinking a very special beer: the Jaipur X.

Jaipur X is a celebration brew, an Imperial IPA produced by Derbyshire based brewery Thornbridge to celebrate their tenth birthday — hence the X in the name, and the ABV which clocks in at 10%. Thornbridge are one of the leading lights of British craft brewing and the arrival of the Jaipur X seems to offer a great chance to take stock of what craft beer is today, and to start training my tastebuds.

We’re actually starting not with the Jaipur X, but with a regular plain old Jaipur, an American style IPA. Jaipur is arguably the Thornbridge signature beer — as Punk IPA is to Brewdog, so Jaipur is to Thornbridge — and, as you can tell from the name, the Jaipur X is essentially a big HD remastering of this old classic. So: should I smell it?

“Yes get a nose full of it. I’d always recommend using a tulip glass for tasting these sort of beers” Stu says. And that’s what we have, tulip glasses. They are the glasses that are stemmed, with a round bottom and an hour glass figure that ends in a wide lip. They are supposed to help accentuate the aroma and form a good head on the beer. They also hold 1/3 and 1/2 pint measures well, which is handy when you’re drinking measures of beer with an alcohol content far further North than that of a continental lager.

I get my nose down into the Jaipur, and the beer smacks it hard with a bowl of peaches. “Is that right?” I ask Stu “Peaches?”

It seems I’m right. Stu’s off now on a speech about hops. Hops are the bittering agent in beer, the beer taste, as it were, and it seems that different hops are known for different flavour profiles. “You’ve got your British hops, it’s damp in Britain so they can be quite subtle whereas American hops will have more tropical fruit in them and then there’s your noble European hops — they can have a bit of spiciness to them. And then there’s New Zealand…”

I’m trying to focus on what Stu is saying but I’m desperate to start drinking now. At one point he says “terroir” and I realise that this craft beer brewing stuff is incredibly complicated. Terroir is the description of all factors that lead to the food on our plate or the drink in our glass: the combination of geology, geography, climate, and genetics that produce flavour. I know about terroir from wine because I’m a sauvignon blanc fan and I can really taste the difference between different wines based on the same grape variety grown in different continents, countries, and postcodes. So now beer has a terroir, and I’m in foreign territory.

The thought occurs that we’ve only started talking about one ingredient: what about the malt, the water… the yeast? But wait, we haven’t finished on hops yet.

“It all depends on where you use them in the boil?”

“What’s the boil, Stu?”

“OK, I’ll dumb this down a bit but basically it goes like this…”

This is what I managed to take in from my crash course in brewing: malt is soaked in water at about 60ºC for 45 minutes to an hour, and then that’s called wort. You boil that. Hops are added at various stages, the earlier they go in the more bitter the beer. More hops can be added later, a process called dry hopping, to give the beer a bigger nose. After the boil, yeast goes in and that is fermented into beer.

God I need a beer.

It’s time to drink.

Another nose first. We get melon and gooseberries. “What do I want to do if I’m going to taste this beer rather than just drink it, Stu?”

“With a wine you might want to get it in your mouth and swill it about a bit but with beer if I want to get a sense of the flavours I tend to think ‘what are my first instincts, when I get it on the tip of my tongue, what do I get on the back of my tongue and what can I taste on the finish?’.”

So basically, the plan is to go all in. So I do.

“Let me try it, and then you tell me if I’m right.”

glug glug gulp

“It’s just really refreshing. It says it’s 5.9% but I feel like I could drink a lot of it. It’s very smooth. It doesn’t taste very alcoholic.”

Stu tells me that’s probably because it’s quite dry on the finish and it’s that dry finish that makes you want to drink more. We get technical about brewing. Again. If there’s more sugar when things hit the fermenter then you get a drier and higher alcohol beer.

So, in summary, Jaipur is a classic American style IPA, with a big nose of tropical fruit and a dry moreish finish that makes it’s 5.9% alcohol by volume a slightly daunting prospect: I could session on this beer, but I probably shouldn’t.

It’s time to move things up with the Jaipur X imperial IPA.

The idea of beer being “imperial” comes from a tradition of brewing strong dark beers which exported from Britain to Russia, originally for the court of Catherine the Great. Supposedly they had a higher alcohol content than normal so they’d last longer and wouldn’t freeze in transit, and they were called imperial stouts. “Imperial” is now used to describe any higher alcohol variant of a beer, hence we have the Jaipur X designated as an imperial IPA.

Side by side it’s darker than Jaipur, but still it’s a lovely golden colour. It’s nose is much peachier than before, too. So it’s like it’s just more, like it’s a Jaipur but turned up to XI.

We drink.

It’s good. “It’s smooth, you get a big boozy hit, some sweetness then it drops down into a dry finish” Stu says. The brewer hasn’t quite managed to polish out some of the harsher alcohol flavours, but it’s pretty much got the Jaipur flavour profile down pat. So it’s dry, I want more of it, and I can’t wait to get over the glass for a noseful of fruit.

As a design process, this is a thing of beauty because what this is, really, is a mark of skill and a piece of narrative writing: Thornbridge committed itself to achieving the goal, before its first decade was out, of taking their signature beer and just making it bigger, making it 10% for their 10th year. To me this seems to sum up craft beer — it’s a lot of marketing, but it’s also a hell of a lot of art and thought and, well, craft.

“It’s hard to talk about this without sounding like a pretentious twat” Stu says, and certainly when you read the label on a Thornbridge bottle, with its talk of “innovation, passion and knowledge” that stands up.

”Brewing has forever pushed the boundaries of technology” I read. “What was it Kennedy said about going to the moon, Stu?”

“We do these things not because they are easy, but because they are hard.”

So that’s brewing then? I think we should find out.

“Stu?” I say “How about next month you teach me how to brew?”

And that’s what we’ll do. In April we’ll pitch to make a beer for Contributoria during May. Not because it’ll be easy, but because it will be hard.





I don't know if it's a Banksy, but I like it.


“Is it a Banksy?”. Let’s face it: probably, it’s not. Jon Hickman explores why we rush to see a Banksy where there is none, and how we can spot the fakes.


jonhickman

Nobody sits at the intersection of art, politics and protest quite like Banksy. That’s why it’s pretty annoying when the public reduce him down to a style, and then ask aloud “is it a Banksy?” whenever they see a bit of stencil work.

“People think it’s a Banksy mainly because Banksy is the only stencil artist they know,” Danny Smith tells me. Danny - who writes in this issue of Contributoria on his own life as a teenage tagging vandal - is my go-to guy for the inside track on graffiti because he knows the local scene here in Birmingham and because he wrote his dissertation on graffiti as personal branding.

We’re talking about a piece, pictured above, which appeared behind a row of shops in Sutton Coldfield, north Birmingham, last year. Sutton, and the wider city, was briefly abuzz with people asking if this piece was a genuine Banksy.

Stencilling is just an approach to producing artwork - it’s a technique. I’ve been put in touch with an artist who goes by Ongab on Instagram who told me a little about stencilling as a process.

“Sitting and cutting a fiddly, intricate, four-part stencil - in reverse - of a cityscape for example, which consists of 10 colours, 20 people all dancing and a load of animals sounds like a month of hell… If you hand-cut, it takes time and dedication. That’s why I would never do a stencil. It’s laborious to say the least and the local council will only paint it out once they are clear it’s not worth loads of money, i.e. it’s not Banksy.”


It’s nice to think that people are ripping Banksy off. Seeing as he ripped off Blek le Rat.



Despite the labour and the risk, stencilling is a popular style - you can even pop onto the Instructables website to get a quick crash course in manufacturing your own basic stencils.

Aside from the stencil approach “this piece does tick a lot of Banksy boxes,” Danny concedes. “Cod political message that means nothing when you drill down? Check. Human figure with surreal subversion? Check.”

It’s the content, then, that will really push people to falsely spot a Banksy. The irony here is that there is nothing in either the form or content of Banksy’s work that originates with Banksy.

“Banksy did not invent the stencil. Cave people spat berry juice over their hands on rocks. And Blek le Rat was on the political stencil in Paris for years before Banksy,” Ongab tells me.

Danny agrees: “It’s nice to think that people are ripping Banksy off. Seeing as he ripped off Blek le Rat.”

Coming at this the other way, Blek Le Rat looks like he’s done a lot of Banksys. His work is mostly stencil-based, is deeply political and satirical, and plays well to an international audience. It’s Blek Le Rat, not Banksy, who is known as “the father of the street stencil” among those who know street art, but it’s Banksy who is the household name.

So, how can we tell this piece in Sutton wasn’t a Banksy?

“The differences are subtle,” Danny says “It’s colour. Banksy has done colour pieces, but rarely. He prefers heavy shadowed black and white. In one interview, he cites his Dad being a photocopy repair man as a reason for this.”

The piece also seems awkwardly framed, which might suggest a more novice pair of hands than Banksy, the master. And what about the content? There’s some sort of metaphor about peace here, with the dove, which links to some sort of idea of global politics, perhaps, and might lead us to see Banksy in the work. It never quite hung together for me because the peace dove is flying towards the boy, not away as the local media reported it: I understand releasing the doves of peace as a concept, but what does it mean for the dove to fly towards the kid? It’s a messy idea, and a messy execution.

“Like Banksy or hate him, he has ideas, he knows what he is trying to say. He knows how to put it on a wall,” Ongab says. I ask how he’d score this piece, out of five, as a Banksy clone. Nil point.

Despite these simple tells, this piece did enough to get people excited. The local press is, of course, complicit in that. The merest glimmer of a Banksy is a great story, so why not go with it? But the story, the “is it a Banksy?” story, only works because enough of us will think it could be true, will see the stencil work and just think “Banksy”. “It’s a brand I guess, the Banksy stencil,” Ongab says.


The “is it a Banksy?” story only works because enough of us will think it could be true.



As part of Paradise Circus, I work with a loose collective of commentators and satirists of life in Birmingham. I briefly flirted with the idea of making our own fake Banksy, to see if we could get it into the paper too. The greatest trick would be that I’d do it all in Photoshop. But what would my Fakesy piece be about?

My co-editor Jon Bounds (also a Contributorian) suggested Albert Bore (the leader of Birmingham Council) kissing Eric Pickles (the Secretary of State for Communities and Local Government). I came up with several overwrought ideas about books and libraries (we have a new library in Birmingham, but no money to run it).

Danny, one of our Paradise Circus contributors, put me straight on that: “Those ideas are too specific. If you want it to look like an actual Banksy, you want to deal with a Birmingham issue but still look good on Instagram in LA”.

It’s a good point. There does need to be something universal in there, something popular, and crucially something that will get attention.

“I would describe Banksy’s work as important,” Ongab says. “I’m not the biggest fan anymore but I would say he is the first household name in contemporary art since Andy Warhol - everyone’s heard of him. He is an art world darling now. That’s not his fault, but with that he has had to have a huge team of people who represent him and therefore a team Banksy is very real. But freedom is what he expresses, and that’s why people like him.

“Graffiti is freedom. We should all have a go - even if it’s just drawing a cock somewhere it shouldn’t be”.

So next time you see a drawing of a cock on the back of a bus seat just say to yourself: “I’m not sure if that’s a Banksy - but I think I like it.”





Life after diagnosis: working with mental health problems

sophiaoc

Mental health problems range from mild anxiety to severe illnesses such as schizophrenia and bipolar disorder. Many struggle and cannot work, but there are still a significant amount of people who go about their everyday working lives whilst suffering. Many people were willing to talk to me personally about their mental ill-health but most were unhappy to go on record and discuss it. The stigma attached to mental ill-health is still very much a real thing.

Mental health problems are often destructive and make it hard to lead a ‘normal’ life. During my research I have met a doctor with bulimia; teachers with anxiety; a PA with depression and I myself work full time as a journalist with cyclothymic disorder.

The recent tragedy with the Germanwings plane, has further highlighted the complexities involved in working with a mental health condition. Statistically there will be other pilots who suffer from mental ill health yet they will not crash a plane, they will work and be successful in coping. The media speculation that the pilot crashed due to his mental ill health has caused Mark Winstanley, Chief Executive, Rethink Mental Illness and Sue Baker, Director, Time to Change to issue a joint statement following the crash. They speak of the widespread media speculation about the link with the pilot’s depression and call it “overly simplistic”. They continue: “Clearly assessment of all pilots’ physical and mental health is entirely appropriate - but assumptions about risk shouldn’t be made across the board for people with depression, or any other illness. There will be pilots with experience of depression who have flown safely for decades and assessments should be made on a case by case basis.” They finish by encouraging the media to report the issue responsibly and reiterate that mental health problems are experienced by millions of people each year.

1 in 4 people in the UK will experience a mental health problem in any given year according to MIND. The charity also say that staff absence and lost productivity due to poor mental health management have an overall annual cost to employers of nearly £26 billion.

An OECD produced report titled ‘Mental Health and Work: England’ said that in 2007, before the jobs crisis, only 40% of the population between 15- 64 with a severe mental disorder were employed. Additionally it said that “mental ill-health is one of the leading causes of economic inactivity.”

The study also found that 40% of new disability claims in 2010 were made on the grounds of mental ill-health. Receipt of income support and housing benefits were two to three times higher for people with a common mental health disorder and five to six times higher for people with a severe disorder.

The OECD report concluded that “the dependency of persons with mental disorders on a range of social benefits can be attributed to their poor labour-market integration.”

With this important conclusion and considering the money lost due to poor mental health management it seems unbelievable that the majority of companies do not have policies to help employees with stress and ill-mental health.

Kate Headley Director of Consulting at the Clear Company and spokesperson for the Recruitment Industry Disability Initiative (RIDI) said: “With further figures revealing that eighty per cent of company directors say their organisation has no formal policy to deal with stress and mental ill-health, and only 14 per cent of those who do rating the measures as effective, more clearly needs to be done. Flexibility is key, and small changes can make a big difference.” Which means there are many people suffering from mild to serious issues who are working in companies with no formal policy to deal with it.

A doctor, who works on a mental health ward and wished to stay anonymous due to the strict NHS policies on who can speak to the media, said “ A key thing to consider is that around 20% of the medical profession suffer from mental health issues. On wards staff suffer from anxiety however I have never met someone in the NHS who has openly talked about suffering from more serious issues like bi-polar.

“The waiting time for counselling is around 12 weeks so many people feel it is pointless asking for help when it is so far away in the future. A lot of healthcare support workers need their jobs and cannot afford the time off. Another point to consider is that lower socioeconomic groups are both more at risk for ill mental health and less likely to seek support if they come off work sick.”

I spoke to Gabby Steele who suffers from moderate depression and anxiety, she graduated in 2010 with a first in Computer Science and went onto a graduate scheme with a global software company. She spoke of her experience of attempting to balance work will poor mental health. She said: “In my case I have ultimately not been able to balance work with my illness. In the first few years there was a gradual increase in the number of days I took off sick. To try and counter this I worked from home some days where I felt unable to get up properly or get up in time to catch the minibus to work.

“In 2013, I made the move from full time to part time work to try and lessen the fatigue I was suffering. It helped for a few months but at the end of 2013 I ended up being signed off sick for around 7 months.”

In the end Gabby has had to leave her job however despite ultimately not coping Gabby said: “ I have never felt I have been punished for being off sick and they do not count the time I’m out towards my end of year review, though of course managers are only human so it’s hard for them to completely ignore it.”

I also spoke to a junior doctor who suffers from bulimia and depression, she spoke to me about how she tries to balance her work with her illnesses. Wishing to stay anonymous, she said: “I only cope well because I have had a brilliant psychiatrist for two years and even then sometimes I barely cope. I don’t think I handle it well I just hide it ok. But then when I crack I really crack and everything is awful. I try not to let it interfere with work but unfortunately it does and my consultant has had to sit me down twice and talk about how emotionally involved I become and how I react badly to things. “ She continued: “ I definitely would’t feel comfortable telling work. It’s too elitist and no matter what anybody said you would be judged and it would be looked upon as a weakness.”

Another lady I spoke to, Rhue Findlater, worked as a street charity fundraiser until recently. She felt she was fired for not coping with balancing her anxiety with her job, she is now job hunting and looking for something that she can fit around her illness. She spoke of how frustrating it is to be a hard-worker who’s lapses in confidence are mistaken for laziness or incompetence.

Finally I interviewed a PA who also wished to stay anonymous for fear of losing her job, she suffers from anxiety and depression as well as post traumatic stress disorder. She told me about how she copes but chose a profession that worked around her illness and would have preferred to have gone into teaching had she not been ill. She said: “I would have liked to have been a teacher however I cannot stand up in front of more than two people to deliver a presentation. At university I had to get a doctors letter to say that I had to present one to one. I start trembling, get an overwhelming feeling of being trapped, I feel paralysed with fear, cry, shake but become very angry with myself for being what I perceive to be weak when everyone else can present. I have picked jobs where this isn’t a problem but this also means I am constantly underachieving as I’m afraid of failure. I’m not happy in my role.” I asked her if she had discussed her issues with work, she said: “ I have never told them. People don’t like to hear about depression. They find it shameful and almost taboo to talk about it. People would never understand if I told them I’m on antidepressants, my boyfriend even doesn’t want to to hear about it. I feel embarrassed.” While she does cope with mental health issues and successfully works a full time job, she isn’t in the job she would like. She has picked a job that works around her illness rather than being in a job that adapts to her and her illness.

Despite my ongoing personal experience of balancing work with poor mental health, many people do not succeed or cope as well. I still find some days harder than others but ultimately cope with tight deadlines and a heavy workload. I feel very lucky and I put my success down to being on the correct medication and having a supportive group of friends and family. I am also open about having cyclothymic disorder if asked however I have never openly declared it at a job interview for fear of not getting a job. I still believe there is a stigma and people will judge you. I want to work against this stigma but ultimately I also want to be employed. It is a very tough call to make and I appreciate why so many people wanted to stay anonymous while talking to me for this article.

There needs to be greater flexibility, greater understanding and more companies need to develop policies for dealing with employees who suffer from ill mental health. Part time work, working from home and flexible start times have all been suggested by the people I spoke to as things that could help them. There are ongoing campaigns that are aiming to de-stigmatise mental health issues and some great work by celebrities such as Stephen Fry however there is still a lot of work that needs to be done, as shown by the people I interviewed. There is still shame and stigma and only Gabby felt comfortable speaking to her employer about her health.

So what is life like after diagnosis? It seems it is complicated, hard work, with many living with a constant fear of losing their jobs or credibility . Those that suffer, often do so in silence and worry about the stigma of speaking out. The changes that need to be made are simple yet could have a great impact on individuals. Companies need to have clear policies for adapting to those employees with mental health issues. 1 in 4 people every year have a mental health problem, the numbers are vast and more needs to be done to include this section of society and the workforce.
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