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Letter from the Editors
Matt McAlister
Sometimes we encourage Contributoria writers to submit articles on a chosen theme. Other times we open submissions to any topic. The open months give writers a chance to express themselves more individually, to pursue stories of their choosing in their own way.
Sure enough a theme often emerges, and in the case of this month's issue it was the many forms of self-expression that seemed to link the articles.
Zadie Smith described self-expression in her 2007 essay 'Fail better' as a type of reduction to the point of truth.
When I write I am trying to express my way of being in the world.
"This is primarily a process of elimination: once you have removed all the dead language, the second-hand dogma, the truths that are not your own but other people's, the mottos, the slogans, the out-and-out lies of your nation, the myths of your historical moment - once you have removed all that warps experience into a shape you do not recognise and do not believe in - what you are left with is something approximating the truth of your own conception."
In a fun challenge to our understanding of our historical selves James Alexander poses an alternative view of society's evolution. It wasn't climate and bread that fuelled civilisation's movements, as academic Jared Diamond argued, but our desire to get drunk that made us who we are.
Hannah Wilson looked at the history and significance of the Icelandic knitted sweater. Are they "a successful invention of a tradition" or is their existence a reflection of a more organic resistance to authority and globalisation?
Joshua Virasami's portrait of Hip-Hop explores its role in educating and unifying cultures at local and global levels, an "unbinding of psychological and physical restraints."
The law can often be a considerable threat to self expression. At its worst it can give the power to destroy our identities to others. Mischa Wilmers tells the story of Kenneth Alexander who was convicted of 'murder by association'. And Gagandeep Kaur writes about how divorce can be issued via Facebook in India.
Other journalists shared inspiring stories of charities that are trying to strengthen individuals needing help, such as Danielle Batist's piece on the Homeless World Cup and Sam Hailes' discussion with two Millennials who have a fresh take on charitable foundations.
The celebration of what makes us human is a worthy pursuit in its own right. Fiona Longmuir argues in her column that the insult of 'trying too hard' is unacceptable.
"Sadness is so much more than an eye roll. Happiness is so much more than a LOL emerging from bored lips. Technology might be advancing on our lives at breakneck pace, but I don’t think we’re cut out to actually be robots ourselves. I know I'm not."
My name is Fiona, and I confess it: I am human.
The cursed profession of effigy making of a demon king
Akhilesh
Titarpur village located in western part of Delhi, India’s national capita, is probably the country’s largest market of Ravana effigy. It caters to several states including New Delhi, Uttar Pradesh, Madhya Pradesh, Rajasthan. Old timers recall that once they shipped an effigy to Australia, as well.
Ravana is a mythological ten headed demon King, who kidnapped Sita, wife of Lord Rama. A bloody battle followed in which Rama, killed the demon king to rescue his wife. Every year, on the occasion of Dussehra, India burns effigy of Ravana, as a mark of victory of good over evil. The tradition is followed to this day and the festival is celebrated with much fanfare.
Every year hundreds of artisan, who work as daily wage labourer through out the year gather inTitarpur, falling in between modern day’s Rajouri Garden and Tagore Garden metro station in Delhi.
Some come here for mere passion and long term association with the art, other just to make little more money, as the payment is good in comparison with their full time job.
“I am associated with the trade since I was in school. Now it’s a passion for me and also an additional source of earning,” said Sanjay Sharma, 42, when I met him during August afternoon outside the Tagore Garden metro stations in his makeshift office.
Sharma’s mobile was constantly ringing during our conversation. He was speaking to customers, directing artisans over the phone.
A full-time auto driver, Sharma, who looks younger than his age, was a school student when he first made three small effigies, some three decades ago which fetched him INR 1,000 ($16), which he invested in three set of new cloths and a cricket bat.
The work of effigy making starts after the festival of Raksha Bandhan, falling in the month of August and goes on till the very night of Dussehra.
Old timers in the profession say that the effigy making in Titarpur was started around four decades back by one Mr. Chuttan Lal, famously known as “Ravan wale Baba”.
He was followed by his disciples and labourers in the trade. Today the area has more than two dozen of effigy makers. Every year around 800 effigies are made and sold from this locality alone.
The cost of an effigy starts from just INR 500 ($ 9) for a basic 5-feet and goes till INR 80,000 ($13,00) for a 70-feet effigy. A customer needs to shell out extra for firework and design of his choice. The demand of effigy of 40-feet and above Ravana is miniscule as it requires special No Objection Certificate (NOC) from the local bodies and police before burning.
A few of the enterprising labours borrow money at high interest rate from local lenders to test their fate in the trade. Not everyone is successful. Some end up in losses and work hard through out the year to pay back the loan.
But that does not stop them from testing their their fate again.
Ram Kishore, 36, who travels every year to Titarpur from his village in Allahabad, some 600 km form national capital, to take part in the annual ritual, is one of them.
“It’s not always a profitable business. Last year we have made huge losses’ Kishore told while sipping tea form a plastic disposal cup when I met him on a Sunday evening middle of September, when business was picking up.
Plastic bags and disposal cups were banned by the state government a few years back. But still they are very much in use and fashion.
This year Kishore, father of three, is tredding cautiously, and has made only 40 effigies, 15 less than last year. This year Kishore has again borrowed money form local lenders on high interest rate and is optimistic about making profits.
His wife and kids, back at home, have already made plans for the money which Kishore has promised them that he will make this year.
“Last year we made more than the demand and ended up in losses. So we are careful this year. We have caught up with the changing trend in the effigy making this year. Hope things go well this festive season for us,” said Kishore, with marks of paint on his body and vest.
Over a period of time, design of Ravana’s effigy has witnessed some interesting changes. One of the major changes is in the colour of effigy. Traditional colour of Ravana is black. However, nowadays the demand for a colourful effigy is high.
The face of Ravana has also gained prominence in design. In a 40-feet high Ravana the face dominates around 8-feet. Earlier it used to be around 5.5 or 6 feet. The effigy has also become lighter in weight due to increasing cost of wood and paper.
A large number of artisans believe that the profession is cursed.
“Ravana was a Brahmin. How can we thrive in a profession which makes effigy of Brahmin and burn it for pleasure,” questions Shiv Kumar. A second generation artisan in the trade, Kumar’s father passed the art to him.
Brahmins are the top priest caste in the Indian society’s complex social hierarchy, which is very much followed in modern India, as well.
Even Lord Rama after killing the Brahmin demon king had to perform Yagana (a special prayer) to get rid himself of the sin of killing a Brahmin. Hindu religious text does not allow killing of Brahmin and cows in any situation. It is believed that anyone killing a Brahmin is cursed throughout his life.
Even during the 300 year rule of British and Mughal period the caste hierarchy of Hindu society remained intact. The rulers did not dare to interfere in the caste system. They even recruited high caste Hindu’s in government services, mostly Brahmins.
“No matter how much money we make in this profession, it never last after Deepawali,” says Kumar, who claims that he never made loss in the business, lamented, in our meeting a few days before Dussehra, which was celebrated on October 4 this year. He said his entire effigies are booked for sale.
Deepawali is another Hindu festival which falls a fortnight after Dussehra. The festival marks day of return of Lord Rama to his home town in Ayodhya, in northern India.
While we were chatting in his makeshift office, which was an encroachment on footpath, dark clouds approaching the national capital, a sign of rain, caught the attention of Kumar.
Due to lack of proper space, effigies are made in open. Besides the late night drunkards who damage the effigy for fun, rains also create havoc sometimes.
“Hope it doesn’t rain today,” said Kumar and closed in his eyes and recited a prayer.
When asked why he is still in a profession which is cursed Shiv kumar, inhaling the smoke of cigarette said “We have nothing better to do and sometimes we do make good money.”
“Above all it’s a gamble for us, we all enjoy it,” he said and laughed. But tension of expected rain was audible in his laughter.
Around an hour after I left the spot it started raining with heavy winds. The next day morning newspaper reported that the winds uprooted several trees and electric poles in the city and adjoining areas.
No doubt Kumar’s prayer remains unanswered.
The Joburg Rebellion: drugs, geography, art and the gentrification boom
Andrew Miller
Transport systems have played a vital role in Johannesburg's fast-changing social and economic dynamic. The Rea Vaya bus system, planned for launch within the context of the 2010 Soccer World Cup, was finally activated at full scale in 2014. The upper class Gautrain system links the airport, Pretoria, the commercial district of Sandton and the city. As a result, tourists can get to the city and the townships more easily, while township dwellers with enough money can access the city and the Sandton business district faster than ever before.
And then there are the creatives: from painting murals to providing art for the bus stations to generating fresh musical forms a new, fundamentally artistic generation is infusing the city's many commercial developments with a heady style and atmosphere.
Johannesburg's duality remains obvious to all, however. The new transport backbone caters chiefly to the rising middle classes. Cost and physical accessibility keep city residents and those from surrounding townships like Soweto, Katlehong and Alexandra out of the loop. Indeed, while the grit of the inner city makes a compelling backdrop for the creatives, academics and journalists who populate its development zones, the city core remains abstract and can only truly be accessed and enjoyed by its new constituents within the context of extensive private security.
Some areas, such as the vast, sprawling Noord taxi rank, are simply no-go zones – even though many thousands of commuters move through them daily. Within the acclaimed development districts, protection is a primary concern. Every rejuvenated city block is guarded at all four corners. Cars can only be safely parked with the protection of one or more car guards.
Recently given a glamorous dance music treatment by American electronic music artist Skrillex, Johannesburg's recyclers are notable, ubiquitous city figures. They drag trolleys of plastic and paper across vast distances, heading literally and metaphorically into the city's aggressive oncoming traffic. The recyclers are a dominant part of the Joburg experience, yet as members of the city's extensive underclass they are also an inherently alien presence; their face masks not only protect them against the elements but also heighten the science-fiction atmosphere of a city forced to make regular, awkward eye contact with a conflicted inner self.
Uncomfortable proximity
Artist Zwelethu Machepha regularly visits a group of Basotho recyclers in the abandoned building they occupy across the road from the city's burgeoning Maboneng Precinct. Literally translated, Maboneng means “place of light”. The precinct is one of several highly successful, privately funded city development zones featuring a litany of art galleries, coffee shops, rooftop party and club venues, media agencies, vintage stores and NGO funded creative spaces. Eschewing the sci-fi approach, Machepha creates poignant watercolour paintings that depict the recycler's nuanced social and economic lives, rather than the gritty, abstract veneer most locals recognise.
In his dealings with the recyclers, Machepha has discovered how much they fear eviction from their building. Maboneng is set to expand again, and when it does the recyclers will probably lose their operational and residential hub. Machepha expresses some concern as to how his art will be received by the art establishment that dominates areas like Maboneng. Are his pictures too direct a comment on the uncomfortable proximity between Joburg's underclass and the booming art world? Will the arts scene simply ignore his work? An artist from a working-class background, these are important questions for Machepha, who needs to sell work consistently to sustain a promising yet nascent career.
Such issues of class proximity – and conflict – are relatively new in the Johannesburg city centre, which was abandoned by the private sector and the middle classes in the 10 years following democracy, when the Joburg CBD was widely perceived to be simply too ominous for anyone with any other options to use. Today, however, the clash of classes is on everyone's minds.
“Development and gentrification are one thing. The definition is dependent on which side of the door you are”, says Banele Rewo, founder and creative director of the I Create We Create conference, a social development programme for creatives and entrepreneurs.
“Are you going in, or are you being pushed out of the building?”
Rewo articulates a widely agreed vision for the future development of the city. “I would love to see a Jozi that is run by young professionals and entrepreneurs. This would mean in that five years’ time education, government, big business and society at large would have put adequate emphasis on youth development.”
How to deliver on this vision is a point of much debate. The arts establishment (comprising those who earn reliable upper middle-class income from their work and presence in the city) often appears to relish the social affirmation and novelty of a racially mixed crowd as much as it does the language of social development. The subjects of the development narrative - the poor - are, however, conspicuous by their absence from Joburg's rejuvenation zones. As a result, militant arts intellectuals such as Andile Mngxitama loudly disdain the “missionary impulse of the white liberal who is forever driven by a desire to rescue the native from the sin of blackness”.
Those on the fringes of Joburg's creative establishment are more prone to overtly polemic art. Indeed, sometimes the art becomes positively activist. In August 2014, for example, a group of young art guerillas carried out a violently messy pink paint job on the many buildings in the city that have been allowed to fall into ruin by government and private landlords. The artists were led in their project by New York-based, Colombian-American artist, Yazmany Arboleda, who was arrested for his efforts (once released, he headed back to New York). Most of the artists were chased by police and “had to run like hell”.
Beyond ghetto
“I totally enjoyed doing it”, says one of pink paint artists. “Being in the buildings after midnight was weird. You rock up in some of them and see this beautiful architecture and infrastructure, but on the inside it's beyond ghetto. It's a Sodom and Gomorrah thing. It (the project) makes an important point. Things have to change.”
Allen Laing is a young white South African artist who has been living in the city for the last 18 months in a rooftop apartment on top of Corner House, on the cusp of the city's banking quarter. Set to study his fine art Master’s degree in 2015, Laing creates carefully wrought, imagined mythology sculptures of the people and scenes he experiences in the city.
“I started imagining this mythology of Joburg”, he says. “For example, in Jozi people don't look left and right before they cross the street. I started to think there must be some kind of superstitious or metaphysical explanation for this. For those types of stories where you have no explanation and so, for lack of anything better, you imagine a mythology. I'm spoofing, in a sense… It's slightly satirical, but it's not mocking. It's a way of understanding.”
Laing is very reflective of the strange class dynamic taking shape in the new city. “I always take photos on my phone when I walk to work”, he says. “I've noticed that the photos I take are not of people, but of the residues of people.” He explains how his fondness for urban scenes devoid of humans is markedly different to many other, largely black, locals, who express their understanding of the city in terms of their relation to other people.
Laing's ironic social awareness is one of the hallmarks of the new Joburg inner city, where most role players view social and racial complexity as an inherent part of their daily existence, and where the formal art world's leading figures are aware that they are viewed as an elite club. Many, in fact, accept that this club is central to the business: art only holds its commercial value if it is exclusive.
Creatives who hail from working-class backgrounds and whose understanding of creative South African life is steeped in the struggle against colonialism and apartheid are the antithesis of this establishment. Even while participating within new development zones, this segment of Joburg's creative community critiques gentrification often and younger members of this artistic opposition frequently take a racial view of the ongoing clash between classes.
“It's totally visible, the racial thing. It's in your face when you are out there at night, the clash”, says Michael Balkind, a regular DJ and the director and founder of JHBLive.com, a 15-year-old online city entertainment magazine. Balkind tells a story about a racially confrontational conversation at Kitcheners, the tiny Braamfontein nightclub that sits at the heart of the city's music scene. He, like many others, relishes the fizz of Joburg's social clash. He views the interaction as both very necessary and very rare in South Africa, where 20 years after democracy racial groups remain fundamentally separated outside the sphere of formal office and organisational life. Balkind also (again, like many others) finds the creative output gushing from the city compelling.
“There's this new sound – I don't even know what it's called. When you go to Kitcheners and listen to some of the stuff, it's incredible. It's dark, it's lovely, it's bassy … There's a huge pack of young people out there doing their own thing. The Joburg sound is completely unique globally. It's amazing.”
He lists a blizzard of new names creating a distinctly Joburg mash-up of sounds that fuses jazz, hip hop, rock and traditional African musical and cultural influences.
The new, mashed-up Joburg sound not only reflects the intensity of the city's social interactions – it also holds a mirror to the city's changed drug culture. Twenty years ago, Joburg was primarily fuelled by alcohol and marijuana. Today, the city offers a hard drug to every level of the social pyramid. Street kids and the indigent underclass smoke nyaope – a mix of dirty heroin and grass. Tik (methamphetamine) is spreading across the working classes, while creative types of all races indulge in cocaine and cat at unprecedented levels, a clear factor in the faster, harder Jozi sound. Joburg is, ultimately, a reliably intoxicated city. Drinking at Braamfontein's Neighbourgoods Market – a Saturday morning showcase of art, craft and edible things – notoriously starts at 9am.
“Where the development goes, the drugs follow”, says an anonymous marijuana dealer, who has been selling weed in the city for over a decade. “As new areas are developed, the dealers arrive…”
And so do the petty criminals, who target suburbanites and long-time city locals indiscriminately. When viewed through the lens of drugs and crime, it seems impossible that Joburg's new city development projects will shift a fundamentally blighted socioeconomic environment. Nonetheless, the ongoing commercial development of the city is viewed by most Joburg constituents – even those wary of the negative impact of gentrification – as positive.
“If you look at the Maboneng area compared to what it was, or what it's adjacent to, it's really a transformed space. It has transformed disused buildings into exciting spaces and brought a new cultural perspective to things. It's inspired us on this side too. Now you can look at spaces and see possibility”, says Steve Kwena Mokwena, owner of the Afrikan Freedom Station. “The difficulty is that it's the same old money recycling itself within the same small group of people. It's also often the same artists getting the play again.”
Situated in Westdene, on the border of Sophiatown, many kilometres from Johannesburg's new development zones, The Afrikan Freedom Station is so small it seems impossible that any kind of live performance could take place there – let alone that the venue could have featured the who's who of the local jazz and spoken word scenes, along with regular fine art exhibitions. The "station” is a purposely communal arts space with a philosophy diametrically opposed to the coffee shop atmosphere of the Maboneng Precinct.
The other side
“My subject is always placement. Why isn't that piece of art able to be exhibited on that side of the world?” asks Lebohang Goge, who works at the Afrikan Freedom Station as a part-time bartender. His recent fine art features cows within a blazingly abstract swirl of urban colour, while his sketches and line drawings offer a grotesque, tragicomic combination of city imagery.
Goge distances himself from overt black consciousness conversations, but as a Freedom Station regular he is well versed in the subject and is able, when he feels like it, to engage. This ability identifies him clearly as someone from the Other Side of the city: the side that connects geographically and culturally to the township of Soweto and to black working-class life.
Goge's creative and commercial struggles fall into the general ambit of Steve Mokwena's life philosophy as the founder of the Afrikan Freedom Station. A film-maker, writer, jazz aficionado and artist, Mokwena sees the new generation of creatives moving through his venue as notably racially focused, philosophically speaking.
“Mandela is now the bad guy”, he laughs ironically. “I find myself having to defend him quite often!” Mokwena himself, however, views notions of black consciousness and the class divide in terms of individual empowerment. “We can't fetishise the day we storm the gates of power and take it all back”, he says. “What happens to the person after that? The 20 years since apartheid were squandered in a sense, but we've also had to learn a hell of a lot… things like the culture of business and money. The poetry of productivity.” Mokwena seeks to communicate this idea of individual empowerment to the new generations he interacts and works with.
Blessing Ngobeni is one Joburg artist who has jumped from the working-class context straight into a career within the city's arts mainstream. A child runaway who fled domestic violence in his rural home, Ngobeni has extensive experience of all sides of the South African class conundrum.
“The Joburg development has been great so far”, he says. “But still, the masses face the problem of high cost. I believe development should also accommodate the poor.” Ngobeni's cheery attitude and personal demeanour belie the hard-hitting nature of his art, which offers a uniquely savage critique of the still fraught nature of city existence. In Democratic Slave Master, for example, sinister figures march relentlessly forward with guns and whips and poles, carrying all the negative emotion of Henry Morton Stanley's original violent colonial venture through the continent.
The little people, who are too small to really see, are simply crushed en route.
Ngobeni encapsulates the often extraordinary story of 21st century Joburg. He welcomes the new developments as very necessary for the city. At the same time, he is willing and able to express his disagreement with aspects of the developmental trajectory, and sometimes his disagreement is violently visually compelling. Like most people involved in the Joburg arts scene, he speaks with a broad rebel's smile.
Ultimately, it is this inherently rebellious yet friendly nature of most of the city's people that leaves one hopeful for Joburg's long-term future. No one here is going away. And no one is backing down intellectually or creatively either. In a country of isolation, fear and enclaves, this kind of stubbornness can surely only be a good thing.
Food banks and the fight to afford the essentials
David Binder
My aim in this article is to discuss food bank use, the affordability of essential goods and services and what both tell us about the changing nature of poverty in the UK. I begin by highlighting the increasing use of food banks in recent years, before moving onto a more broad analysis of the purchasing power of those with low incomes regarding ‘essential’ goods and services. I end the piece with some suggestions of how we might improve how we measure and define poverty.
Food bank use on the rise
For those unaware, a food bank is a non-profit, charitable organisation that distributes food to those who have difficulty purchasing enough food to avoid hunger. In the UK, the vast majority of such outlets are run by The Trussell Trust which, alongside administering food banks, also publishes research in this area. In its most recent press release, the Trust say that there has been an incredible 263 per cent increase in citizens using food banks over the past year, from 346,922 people in 2012-13 to 913,138 in 2013/14. Just to be clear, these individuals weren’t those who couldn’t be bothered to cook for an evening or two (the writer being guilty as charged on that front!) but were those who were referred to a bank by a doctor, social worker or police officer as being in dire need of food. Further, it seems unlikely that increased food bank use is a consequence of the increased prevalence of banks, with the Trust reporting that despite the 263% rise in food bank use between 2012/13 and 2013/14, there has only been a 46% increase in food bank creation. If these statistics don’t especially grab you, then I urge you to read one or two of the striking case studies noted by the Trust in its research.
Thus, whilst this research provides some useful insight into the extent of food poverty in the UK, the Trussell Trust does not reveal the financial income of those who use its services. Granted, there may be sound reasons for it not doing so. For our purposes, it is important to establish not only the extent of food poverty in our nation, but also whether an individual or household with a low income can afford not only adequate food provision, but also other basic goods and services.
Struggling to make ends meet
To this end, I’ve done some number crunching which is outlined below. I’ve included costs that cover an array of essential goods and services such as food, rent and energy bills. According to the Office of National Statistics, the ‘average household’ in 2012 spent £489 per week on living costs. I’ve uprated this in line with inflation to get a 2014 equivalent of £519.81. However, as in this article we’re interested in essentials alone, and the ONS survey includes costs some might consider ‘non-essential’ such as leisure, recreation and holidays, I’ve taken around £120 off this amount to arrive at total living costs of £400 per week which includes expenditure for things such as food, rent, clothing, bills, insurance and transport. As I’ve taken this figure to apply to a single parent with two children, I’ve also adjusted costs for a couple with two children and a single person without children.
According to calculations completed based on Department for Work and Pensions ‘Tax Benefit Model Tables’, households working either part (16 hours per week) or full time on the 2014 minimum wage of £6.50 per hour, with the expenditure outlined in the table below, do, mainly due to tax credit income seem to earn enough to be able to afford such essentials, if not the items that what many consider to be consistent with an ‘adequate standard of living’ (which includes things such as alcohol, communication, sport and leisure and so on).
However, the picture changes dramatically when we look at those who find themselves unemployed. When one accounts for income from job seekers allowance, child benefit, council tax benefit and housing benefit and expenses of £400 per week, two out of the three households analysed for this article simply cannot afford even the basics, and by some distance. This I hope you’ll agree is worrying stuff.
Rubbing salt into the wounds – wages, cost of living and benefits uprating
The task of paying for essential goods and services and an adequate standard of living has been made harder by the fact that wages and benefits have not kept up with the cost of living. When things are tight enough as it is for many families, this toxic mix results in wages and cash transfers from the state not stretching as far as they might have done in previous years. If this trend continues into the next Parliament and beyond, we can expect both the results observed above to worsen, and low income families in work to face increased financial pressure to afford an adequate standard of living. By all accounts then, the picture is getting grimmer for families across Britain.
Moving towards a new understanding of poverty
The findings observed in this article demonstrate that we must not frame the discussion around poverty around just income alone, but how far this income goes. Whilst there has been progress made towards bringing stories of what poverty means on a day to day level for households across Britain into the public discourse, introducing an affordability measure into how we officially measure poverty will further aid progression in understanding what a low income actually obtains in the present day. Though critics may argue that introducing such an element might add complexity to how we measure poverty in the UK, it is a necessary price to pay for a more accurate portrayal of how things actually are for many families across Great Britain.
'The war on drugs is a war on communities' - drug reform activist
Fanny Malinen
"The war on drugs is not a war on drugs, is it? I mean, I've never noticed a pill jump up and down 'you're hurting me', but the people consuming these substances are hurt in lots of awful ways and often unnecessarily", says Andria Efthimiou-Mordaunt.
She furthers: "Let's take the community I've been part of because that's quite a critical one, the dependent community. For simplicity's sake, let's talk about heroin injectors -- or injectors full stop, because many just inject whatever they can get their hands on. Now, easy access to clean needles [is crucial]. There's always a risk with sharing with your mates, hepatitis C and HIV and everything else that's going. In the UK, where we do have several harm reduction services, needle exchange is one of them, we still have 50% hepatitis C prevalence in that group."
Another danger that lays in buying drugs on the streets is that you can't know exactly what you get: "They're cut with God knows what adulterants, and those just kill people. I always used to think when the drug in the syringe is dark, it's very strong, I have to be careful to not to inject too much, but when you're a young injector and you haven't been injecting that long you don't necessarily know that."
"I mean for that group, legal equals life as far as I'm concerned", she summarises. "There's risks involved that aren't necessarily to do with the drugs itself but the law that governs the availability, and we basically argue that all these greatest harms will be reduced by the law changing."
Andria Efthimiou-Mordaunt is a small and lively woman in her 50s who speaks in favour of drug policy reform, with an emphasis on harm reduction. She stopped injecting over 20 years ago and has since been working with other users and ex-users: after working in rehabs, she started working with HIV because many people she cared about lived with the virus. "I helped set up the first HIV and drugs peer support group in South London, and when my own life partner died of AIDS, I set up the John Mordaunt Trust. Its job is to advocate for health and human rights for drug users, especially living with these infectious diseases." Despite the work sounding very health-centered, it quickly became political, she says: "It's very difficult not to get political about something that is so politicised."
The Swiss model of treating heroin addicts
"We're in a particularly dark time now", Efthimiou-Mordaunt characterises current UK drug policy. But there are better examples around the world; one of them is Switzerland. It has a legally regulated supply of heroin, and dependent people can go to inject pure heroin twice a day and then get on with their lives. "People's lives improve, crime rates go down, and hepatitis C and HIV rates. Their relationships with their families get better, their work gets better, which is not a surprise", the harm reduction activist tells me. "Effectively, when people get legalised, all that gets better because they're not spending half of their life running around, trying to get the money and the stuff they need, you know, it's really chaotic."
Efthimiou-Mordaunt explains that only 500 of the known 350,000 heroin dependent injectors in the UK get pure heroin prescribed: the rest get methadone. "Methadone is a oral substitute, which they say stops you from getting high although I didn't notice that. Anyway, although it's there its not what people want, so quite often people will sell that to get what they really want which is heroin, the whole thing is completely stupid."
The number of doctors who can prescribe heroin should increase, she believes. UK doctors have to be licenced to do that, but Efthimiou-Mordaunt says that even thought doctors would have the licence, many doctors don't do it: "There's a lot of peer pressure among doctors. A lot of doctors just won't do it."
Portugal: decriminalisation combined with psychosocial support
Another example that comes up in our conversation is Portugal. In 2001, it decriminalised the personal possession of all drugs: instead of ending up in court, people who get caught with drugs end up in front of a panel of legal, health and social work professionals. The vast majority receive no penalty.
"The outcomes of that have been fantastic: all these things that are just normally part of people's everyday life; crime and disease, death and od's, infections etc. go down because people are looked after and they're not spending all their time just ducking and diving from cops and who knows who else," Efthimiou-Mordaunt explains.
"They haven't legalised, but from the experience of the user they've legalised because unless somebody's dealing quantities, they're not going to be penalised."
The Portuguese programme was part of a wider expansion of the welfare state, and the results have been achieved with increased psychosocial support. They are indeed impressive: problematic as well as injecting drug use have declined, and so has drug use among 15-24-year-olds. Deaths due to drug use have fallen from 80 in 2001 to 16 in 2012 and the proportion of drug-related offenders in prison population has gone from 44% in 1999 to less than 21% in 2012. There is a downward trend in Hepatitis B and C, and most impressively, the number of newly diagnosed HIV cases among injectors has fallen from 1,016 in 2001 to only 56 in 2012.
To Efthimiou-Mordaunt, decriminalisation is simply a more sensible approach than the UK one. "People are being criminalised, also outside the addict community. If you just think of the thousands of people who smoke weed: whats the point of criminalising them? It's stupid, especially when young people go to jail for a year or two. What's the point of that, they've just got a criminal record but what for?"
To the criticism of these programmes being expensive Efthimiou-Mordaunt responds: "They are, but in the long term the money is saved in terms of crime not happening etc... But you need the will to do it."
Where would we buy legal drugs?
"If you're asking me to dream up a world, immediately nobody would be arrested for possession of heroin, whether it's from the pharmacy or from wherever, ever... de facto what's going on in Portugal", Efthimiou-Mordaunt says.
"I can tell you how I would have liked it to have been as a heroin addict, which would have been that I'd have been able to go to the pharmacy and the drug would've been behind the counter, and I would have spoken to the pharmacist and told them my situation and they would have then sold me a quantity that I needed... I can tell that that would have made life a million times easier", she describes.
But she adds: "I certainly don't advocate that everything should be available in Sainsbury's and in the off-licence. At the moment we can realistically only think of cannabis and marijuana being legalised, and the first thing we need to do is to immediately legalise it for all medicinal use without any question. I feel ashamed that I still live in a country that punishes sick people for weed. That is so wrong." To my question about practicalities of availability she says that in addition to pharmacies, coffee shops like in the Netherlands are the obvious way.
Decriminalisation would make it easier for users of all drugs. "The whole thing is really stupid, people end up on this treadmill: they get arrested and get the choice to go to prison or get tagged in the community, and a lot of them choose prison because its easier and they can get drugs more easily", she explains, with a dry laugh: "I mean it's ridiculous to think about it. We have evidence that at least 50% choose prison when they have the choice, which is tragic." In prison, there is obviously no access to clean needles either, so infectious diseases are rife. "Because cannabis stays in your blood and urine longer and because they can do random drug tests in prison, people then switch to heroin because it gets out of your blood much quicker, in 2-3 days. So they go in as recreational pot smokers and come out as heroin users -- it's bloody ridiculous."
"Drugs can be useful if used appropriately"
An often raised concern with legalisation of drugs is that the number of drug users would increase. But there is little evidence to support that: in the Netherlands where it is legal to buy cannabis products in licensed premises, cannabis use is equivalent or lower than in nearby countries and substantially lower than in the US. The number of young injectors actually decreased -- according to Efthimiou-Mordaunt understandably, as injecting is not a pleasurable thing to do.
"I can't to really see a huge number of people getting into heroin injecting because just because the laws change. It's very medicinal, I can't explain it, but it's a big thing to do", the ex-user says. "It's not social, you wouldn't sit around... I mean we did but it wasn't a social thing, it was because the circumstances dictated it."
She points out that there are other ways to reduce use: "Take cigarettes for example: we have managed to reduce the numbers of [smokers], hugely in fact, by other sanctions which do not criminalise people but make it a bit uncomfortable, having to smoke outside. And huge educational campaigns."
"There are ways to do things that don't involve punishing people." Efthimiou-Mordaunt pauses to think. "There was a time I used to take drugs and it wasn't a problem, and there was another time that I was absolutely driven like a mad thing, and that latter was so much to do with medicine, it was self-medication, it was obvious."
This is why psychiatrists are involved in treating users, she says, and adds: "I'd argue they should give people opiates for mental health issues. Don't get me wrong, I'm not saying that everyone who gets addicted to heroin is mentally ill, not at all, but there is an increasing bulk of evidence now that says at least a third of the community who become dependent chemically are, so the drug acts as what the psychiatrist would give you. So you've discovered your own medicine."
Research shows, that substances we know as illegal drugs can be useful for treating mental illness: promising test results have been achieved with MDMA for people suffering from post-traumatic stress and psilocybin found in magic mushrooms for depression and anxiety, although research is complicated by drug laws.
"These substances can be really useful if used appropriately, and particularly with people you trust or healthcare practitioner who knows what they're doing", Efthimiou-Mordaunt says, emphasising that they would not be for everyone. However, the horror stories of someone taking LSD and becoming schizophrenic she finds exaggerated. "Usually when you look at these cases, there's always somebody who was already vulnerable, took way too much and ended up in a total state."
Another problem with the prohibition regime according to Efthimiou-Mordaunt is that people only hear that drugs are bad and not how to reduce harm when using them: "It drowns people's ability to think. All you hear is don't take drugs, but you need to know why you should do what you should do or not do it at all." As an example she mentions the now fashionable party drug GHB, that can be lethal mixed with alcohol.
But it is challenging to speak about drugs in a more liberal way too. "Of course I don't want to be too punishing because it's hurt so many people I've loved, but I don't want to be too liberal either because you don't know who are the vulnerable ones", she reflects. Sometimes the ex-addict gets asked to talk bout drugs to young people, and out of a 100 people in the room she knows at least 2 or 3 will be vulnerable. "So you don't want to say yeah, just try them all and see which ones will be alright either", she says, keen to emphasise that she is not advocating for drugs to be available in supermarkets, but legalisation would enable regulation -- contrary to the current situation, where anybody can buy and sell anything.
"It's not that a change in legislation is going to make the whole thing ten times better, but it will reduce these greater harms like AIDS and crime and so on. And death! There have been a lot of deaths completely unnecessary because people have had impure drugs and so on", Efthimiou-Mordaunt says. "I think it's very important to say that, because nobody is saying that this is the magic bullet and it's going to sort it all out but it will, we believe, reduce the amount of harm and that has to be a good thing."
'Excuse' for criminalisation of marginalised communities and producers
When I ask the drug reform advocate why the current approach is in place, she says: "The drug laws are a bit of an excuse for acting out racist policy and behaviour. As we know, anyone who is poor and marginalised in one way or another is more victimised by any legislation, because when a rich person gets busted with a bit of weed they can buy themselves out of it."
"Apparently in this country were incarcerating more black people with the drug laws than in the US, and the US is famous for this shit!" Efthimiou-Mordaunt says there is need for more research on incarceration rates, but stop and search in the UK is an example of institutional racism -- often with the excuse of drug laws.
It is well documented that black people are subject to police's stop and searches much more than white people. A study last year showed that despite reassurances in public, racism in the police force has not declined: the stop rate for black people more than doubled in the first decade of the millennia, from 4.9 to 10.8 per 100 of population, while only marginally increasing from 1.5 to 1.6 for white people.
As well as users and people in criminalised communities, producers suffer from the war on drugs. "It's really, really clear that the producer countries get penalised and blamed for these products that everyone else wants. You've got small producers in Colombia and Afghanistan who are being punished, and they're just trying to raise money for their families", Efthimiou-Mordaunt says. "And it's the main export of those countries. The UN go in with alternative development, but I've spoken to people in Afghanistan who sell tomatoes [instead of opium poppy], but first of all you can't make nearly the same amount of money selling tomatoes and secondly all the systems that are set up to govern these things are corrupt anyway, so they don't always help", she continues.
In recent years, the calls for an alternative to the war on drugs have grown louder. This is especially true for Latin America, as the continent has for decades suffered violence, human rights abuses and environmental damage in the name of the war declared by the US.
Uruguay recently legalised not only the consumption but also the production and supply of cannabis, and in 2011 Bolivia withdrew from the UN Single Convention on Narcotic Drugs to protect coca leaf, defined in the 2009 Constitution as "cultural patrimony" and "not a narcotic" in its natural state.
Narcodollars in banks and the prison-industrial complex
"In the end, let's face it, all of this is really down to money. Bigger scale shifting of opium and cocaine is fueling paramilitary wars and stuff... we've known this for ever really, but it doesn't seem to deter people in positions of power." According to Efthimiou-Mordaunt, this is where drug reform activism connects with broader social justice movements like Occupy: "A lot of the money in those banks is narcodollars, so when we're talking about corruption in the banking system... People have said to me look Andria, if they legalised all drugs tomorrow the whole banking system would fall apart! And I'm like, you know, maybe that wouldn't be the end of the world, maybe we'd sort it out... no no, this is very naive", she laughs.
That drug money kept banks afloat after the 2008 crisis has been acknowledged by many, including the head of the UN Office on Drugs and Crime.
"But when you look at the picture of the war on drugs globally, what really hits me is the numbers of people who are spending their lives behind bars and are now being used in cheap labour. Corporations are now making a packet out of them being there, and the privatisation of prisons, it's unspeakably horrible", Efthimiou-Mordaunt says.
"So I think the war on drugs is a war on communities and particularly it's a war on disenfranchised black and poor communities and the status quo has enormous investment in keeping it."
A further connection Efthimiou-Mordaunt draws between the financial system and drugs is that both need regulation: "I think we know it from the economic and financial, not regulating the banks we've ended up in a terrible situation, its the same with drugs. Human beings just do whatever we feel like, or should i say whatever we can get away with."
She pauses to think: "I think that's the message, that these drugs need to be regulated because they are harmful."
One weird tip: The evolution of clickbait
Fiona Longmuir
We’ve all been there. There you are, aimlessly scrolling your Facebook page, when something catches your eye. There, nestled between a picture of someone’s baby and that status about how everyone is having more fun than you.
“You won’t believe what the new owners found in the basement of this house!”
“Watch Jennifer Lawrence smack down media sexism in the most awesome way possible.”
“She asked her daughter a simple question, and her answer blew my mind.”
Now, here lies the conundrum. You don’t really care what’s in the basement of the house, or what Jennifer Lawrence said, or how the daughter feels. 10 seconds ago, you were happily surfing your newsfeed, with no desire to see any of these things. You know that these headlines are deliberately manipulating you. This makes you cross. You shake your head and start to scroll again. But you can’t deny that inevitable brain itch. What did they find? What if it would change your life forever? What if, at the water cooler, everyone is talking about this amazing house with the secret in the basement? Your fingers move almost of their own accord. You click.
Congratulations if this sounds familiar, you’ve been caught in the clickbait trap!
Clickbait has been around since the dawn of the internet, back when it took 40 minutes for your dial up to connect, and you could only be online for half an hour at a time because your dad needed to use the phone. Back then, we weren’t very internet savvy, and approached everything with the general attitude of “seems legit”. Offers of sexy Christian singles in your area, Nigerian princes who wanted to share their fortunes and round the world cruises, which were free, but just needed your bank details for postage were abundant, and they were clicked on. It was the golden age of spam.
Gradually, things evolved. People got suspicious of things that seemed too good to be true. The clickbait sharks needed something new. So began the exploitation of the dreaded brain itch and the growth of the One Weird Tip. Suddenly, there was one weird trick for everything. The internet could help you lose your belly fat, improve your sex life and make you rich in five minutes, with zero effort, if only you click on that link. The one weird tip plays on that most fundamental of human characteristics: laziness. The reason that people click on this type of advert is the same reason that girl in your office is on the paleo diet. We tend to have trouble with the idea that desirable things are usually fairly difficult to achieve.
If there’s a fruit we can eat that will allow us to tighten up our tummies without having to give up the chocolate biscuits, you better believe we want to know about it.
Again, these adverts have been around for a long time, so at this stage, most of us have stopped even noticing them. But don’t start feeling smug just yet…it turns out that we’re not really any smarter than our forefathers.
Nowadays, clickbait has changed because the internet has changed. People don’t need to steal your bank details or get you to buy their product to make money online anymore - although I still wouldn’t go taking that Nigerian prince’s fortune off his hands. Thanks to the frankly gargantuan amounts of money to be made through online advertising, sites don’t need your money, they just need your click. This has meant that clickbait has taken a turn away from the sales pitch and a turn towards the intriguing.
Pretty much every headline you see is designed to place that little question mark in your brain, to pique your interest just enough to make you click. What could those twelve pictures Beyonce doesn’t want you to see possibly contain? What if that woman’s response to her everyday critics really is eye opening? Go spend 30 seconds on the front page of Upworthy and see if you can resist opening a single link out of angry curiosity. The human brain is really bad at dealing with unresolved issues, so you click. Even though you don’t really want to. Even when you know exactly what’s happening. You click.
Once you’ve clicked, guess what they want you to do next? They want you to click again, and again, and again. It’s why the twelve pictures of Beyonce are presented as a slideshow, with twelve different pages of lovely adverts for you to feast your eyes on. It’s why video sites have sidebars of related videos, so you end up blinking yourself awake fourteen TED talks later, wondering how you fell into this inspirational internet hole. Try it - watch one video on your Facebook feed, and watch the related videos throw themselves at you underneath, desperately trying to guess what it was that made you hit play.
People don’t like to be manipulated. It’s why advertising has had to move from outright saying “Buy this car and you will be as witty, successful and attractive to women as Bob next door” to strongly implying it. And it’s why people get so het up over the subject of clickbait. I remember when the backlash started. I couldn’t understand why my Facebook feed was suddenly filled with molten hate-rage over these fluffy, twee little articles and videos. But it’s because people don’t like to be treated like they’re predictable. We all like to operate under the illusion that we’re just a bit different from everyone else. And so, the internet took the next inevitable step and started the anticlickbait crusade. The Onion started a new site called Clickhole specifically for mocking clickbait. Saved You A Click, a Twitter account that specialises in ruining the punchline of clickbait articles, has over 175 thousand followers. Sharing clickbait has become profoundly uncool, on a par with posting inspirational song lyrics pasted onto pictures of fields. But sharing anticlickbait shows that you’re smarter than the marketers, you’re above being manipulated, so self aware that you can see those inspirational articles for exactly what they are.
Of course, the more astute among you will have noticed that these new sites and articles are just the newest form of clickbait. They play into the trend that you’re allowed to do uncool things, as long as you’re doing them ironically. I’m still not entirely clear on how you can wear a jumper or watch a TV show ironically, but apparently you can.
As long as there’s money to be made from the internet, clickbait will stick around in some form or another. Who knows what it’ll become next. Maybe it’ll sneak into your messages, masquerading as your best friend. Maybe it’ll be inserted into images, broadcasting subliminal messages directly onto your retinas. Or maybe it’ll come full circle, and we’ll all suddenly be friended by generous Nigerian princes. Maybe I’ll title this piece “One Weird Article to Lose Ten Pounds in Ten Days and Blow Your Mind”. I’ll let you know how I get on.
In defence of losing your cool
Fiona Longmuir
Full disclaimer: I’m maybe not the best person to write about “cool”. I was uncool long before being uncool was cool, and now that uncool is cool, I’m still not uncool in the right way.
But as a person who lives in the world, I couldn’t help noticing a rather disturbing trend. Displays of enthusiasm have become so deathly uncool that even I noticed. And as an indefatigable over-enthusiast, I have something to say about that.
Think about the last high school movie you watched. Don’t go pretending you’ve never seen one; I know that Never Been Kissed is there in your Netflix history. How do they demonstrate that the stunningly beautiful A-list movie star they have cast is the dorky girl? Well, they turn her brunette, stick her in a cardigan, and make her excitable. Odds are, she has some crazy cause that she won’t stop going on about. She probably has a completely unacceptable laugh. It’s likely that she’ll burst into mortifying public tears at some point. Or bust out an equally humiliating victory dance. These are tropes that movies and TV shows fall back on time and time again to slot characters into their place. The word “nerd” is all too often shorthand for someone who gets unabashedly, uncontrollably excited about things. Sure, the characters with these traits are endearing, but they’re certainly not cool. The cool characters are the ones leaning nonchalantly against the wall, cigarette hanging from their mouths, expressing emotions solely through curls of their lips and ironic twists of their eyebrows.
The stoic hero has been around for a long time, but this is slightly different. This isn’t just about not having emotions; it’s about scorning them. It’s about pointing out and pitying those who are bothered by such trifling things. As though by avoiding feelings, you transcend to some different, greater plane. Which all seems a bit pointless if you can’t enjoy it, but anyway.
The expression “losing your cool” would suggest that this is far from a recent phenomenon, but never has the phrase “alright, calm down” been so lethal. When accompanied by a snort and a shrug towards your cronies, this phrase can dismantle any argument instantaneously.
It doesn’t matter how good your opponent’s point was, if you can goad them into displaying passion, they’ve lost. They cared too much.
It's the same logic that sees women made fun of for dieting, exercising or wearing too much makeup. “Trying too hard” is one of the most poisonous barbs that you can throw at someone, instantly perfuming them with an air of desperation.
This doesn’t mean that women can be fat, of course, or ugly. We want our women thin and pretty, but effortlessly so. The cool girl doesn’t care about her appearance - but still manages to be drop dead gorgeous.
Why are we all so afraid to care?
Think back to the last time you were truly, deliriously happy. That feeling when joy pumps through your veins like adrenaline, and you feel like you can conquer the world. Or the last time you laughed until you couldn’t breathe, drunk on your own silliness. Or even the last time you cried proper wracking, heartwrenching sobs until you were empty. What’s the point in it all if we can’t experience moments like that and share them with each other?
Letting yourself go might ruffle that perfect image, but perfection pales in comparison to the ecstasy of actual emotion. Life can be pretty mediocre sometimes, so feel free to react to those bits with shrugs, smirks and sarcastic sighs. Be as cool as you like. But when the wonderful things happen - and they do - we shouldn’t be afraid to react wonderfully. Sing in the shower. Work on those victory dance moves. Scream that you love your loved ones from the rooftops, in a non-terrifying manner, if you can manage it.
Sadness is so much more than an eye roll. Happiness is so much more than a LOL emerging from bored lips. Technology might be advancing on our lives at breakneck pace, but I don’t think we’re cut out to actually be robots ourselves. I know I'm not. My name is Fiona, and I confess it: I am human.
Talaq by WhatsApp: why Muslim divorce laws in India need an overhaul
Gagandeep Kaur
Rizwana Farween (name changed), 32, was hurriedly completing household chores one sultry June evening at her home in New Delhi, so she could rush to the nearby cyber café to check if she had email from her husband, who was currently employed in Middle East. She also wanted to make up with him about a small argument they had on phone three days earlier.
She was happy to see her husband’s email in her mail box, thinking that the argument with him was resolved. The email contained just three words: talaq, talaq, talaq. Her shock was beyond words and she tried calling him, thinking of it as some kind of sick joke but he didn’t even take her call.
As Farween discovered over the next few days, she was not the only one to have been divorced over the internet. The mawlawi who had conducted the Farweens' wedding , who is also her cousin, told her that the divorce was very much valid as the husband proved that he had two witnesses at the time of sending the email.
“I still find it unbelievable that a small argument led to an end of our marriage. It still shocks me that he didn’t even have the decency to tell me to my face that he didn’t want me in his life. So in a sense there is no closure for me. Even after four years, I still think about it every day… every single day…” says anguished Farween.
Farween is possibly better off than many others of her community who have been divorced in similar fashion. She is educated and although she had left her job after the wedding, she was easily able to find a job as a teacher soon after the divorce.
“I was very lucky that my parents had educated us, which means that I am not a burden on them today, but there is nothing to look forward to in my life. Something died in me after the divorce and I go through the motions of life without actually living. I need to know why it happened”, says Farween as she stares at the white wall behind me.
Farween will probably never know why she was divorced, whether it was just a momentary decision or whether her husband had decided a long time back the he would get rid of her and argument was just an excuse he was waiting for. However, she never had an opportunity to save her marriage because she never saw the divorce coming and, secondly, it was just way too easy for her husband to get rid of his legally wedded wife.
Triple talaq
India is one of the few countries that recognises oral and triple talaq. Muslims in India are governed by the Muslim Personal Law (Shariat) Application Act 1937. According to oral or triple talaq (divorce), Muslim men can divorce their wife by simply uttering talaq thrice. In the last couple of years, Muslim men have increasingly been using digital media to divorce.
What makes the situation very difficult is that the Muslim Personal Law is not codified, which means it is open to interpretation by local clergy.
Many Muslim women believe this is the main reason that one can always find a cleric to do something in your favour.
“Muslim law is not fortified in India, which means that actually there is no law. It is open to interpretation by anyone. This is the main reason why Muslim men are able to get away with almost anything. It has become easier for them to divorce their wives in the digital era. We are encountering a number of cases now where the men are using digital media to divorce their wives”, says Noorjehan Safia Niaz, founding member of Bharatiya Muslim Mahila Andolan (BMMA). The organisation works in 11 states for the upliftment of Muslim women in India. BMMA boasts of having around 50,000 members across 11 states.
BMMA came up with a draft Muslim Law earlier this year, which it claims accords with the intent in the Qur'an. According to this draft, oral divorce is not in keeping with the spirit of Islam.
“Over the last year we have had inputs from the community in seven states and the draft does away with the discriminatory practices [against Muslim women] currently prevalent in India”, says Niaz.
According to Islam, oral divorce takes place over a period of three months, giving both parties enough time to think through the consequences of divorce and change their decision. Niaz says there is also a provision for counselling to resolve differences.
Today, Muslim women are divorced for the flimsiest of reasons, ranging from not being a good cook to wearing spectacles. Divorce over digital media has only added to their suffering. While it has always been easy to divorce in Muslim community, the process is much easier in the digital era.
It has greatly increased the anxiety of Muslim women, who have always lived under the threat of being divorced for smallest of reasons.
Now it is possible simply to write talaq three times in an email, WhatsApp or even on a Facebook wall to divorce. It just might be the easiest way to end your marriage. Once divorced, Muslim women don't have too many options. In most cases they are forced to accept their lot.
Interestingly, the Muslim Personal Law Board states clearly that it does not recognise the validity of divorce through digital media, which has no standing in the courts.
“We strongly and very clearly assert that divorce through digital media such as email, Facebook or WhatsApp is not enforceable in the court of law. Islam and the Muslim Personal Law does not recognise this kind of practice”, says Aavocate Abdul Rahim Querishi, the assistant general secretary at the All India Muslim Personal Law Board.
Affected women claim that this is not true in practice. Mumbai-based Zeenat Praveen Ansari, 38, claims she has been fighting a legal battle with her second husband for the last two years.
“It was a second marriage for my husband as well, who already has a wife and two kids. His first wife threatened him that she will leave him along with her kids until and unless he divorces me. So he just sent me a message on Whats App with talaq written three times”, says Ansari.
Unknown validity
Ansari owns the Sai Baba Bakery in Mumbai's Ghatkopar neighbourhood. “I come from a reasonably well-to-do family and after my first divorce my parents opened this bakery for me. I have two sons from the first marriage. In our culture it is important to be married and this was the main reason why I decided to marry him despite knowing he was already married”, she says.
Today, she has a legal battle to establish the validity of her WhatApp divorce. She is fighting her case in the Indian courts as she had a court marriage with two witnesses from both sides.
“The problem is that nobody knows the status of this divorce. Neither the lawyers nor the clergy are sure about its validity. I feel unless and until lawyers or religious leaders are involved there is no divorce. We got married in court as well as in a religious ceremony, so how can we get divorced like this? I believe it is not valid so I am legally still his wife, which I why I am fighting the case. However, I am not sure for how long I can fight this because the process is very slow”, says Ansari.
“Islam doesn’t believe in divorce at all and there are various safeguards to prevent a divorce. It is only when there is no option that divorce is allowed. There are a number of divorces happening in the community for petty reasons. We strongly discourage this and feel that small fights keep on happening in every household”, says Querishi .
There is clearly a compelling need to reinterpret the sharia to deal with such digital challenges. With some religious leaders accepting the validity of digital divorce, there is a strong need for all Muslim leaders to clear the air about it. Until they do, hapless Muslim women will continue to suffer or bet divorced for the silliest of reasons.
Spain's corruption problem
Guy Hedgecoe
It’s an austere scene. A judge sits behind a table as he quizzes another man, who is seated before a microphone. The questions focus on envelopes full of cash: who they were given to, how much and when.
“Do you remember how you handed out the money on that occasion?” the magistrate asks at one point.
“€25,000 for Don Mariano Rajoy and €25,000 for Doña María Dolores de Cospedal,” replies the man being interrogated, naming the current Spanish prime minister and his number two in the governing Popular Party (PP).
It’s a scene from ‘Ruz-Bárcenas’, a play which was performed earlier this year in Madrid and is based on the corruption scandal which engulfed the Popular Party in 2013, and threatened, or so it seemed, to topple the Rajoy government. Pablo Ruz was the judge investigating the case and Luis Bárcenas was the former party treasurer who, while awaiting trial for fraud, alleged that the PP had for years kept a slush fund, financed by corporate bribes and which paid money to its own politicians.
By his own admission, the playwright, Jordi Casanovas, didn’t have to stretch his imagination, as real transcripts from a marathon court appearance by Bárcenas formed the basis of the script – including the exchange above. “The reality seemed too exaggerated and difficult to believe,” Casanovas said. “If I’d written a piece of fiction about this, it would have seemed false.”
And corruption has become such an accepted part of Spanish everyday life, it seems, that it makes perfect sense for this episode to be adapted into a piece of Mamet-esque realist theatre. The slow-moving Bárcenas case (which has still not seen any PP official resign since it broke) is just one example of an almost overwhelming wave of scandals which have washed over Spain in recent years.
A flick through a Spanish national newspaper recently would probably include mention of Juan Cotino, the president of the Valencian parliament who stepped down in October amid several scandals, one of which saw him apparently identified by his nephew in a wiretapped conversation as influencing local politics in order to favour the family’s business interests. Cotino has also been linked to irregularities in the contracting of private firms ahead of a visit to Valencia by the pope.
The same newspaper might also mention Jordi Pujol, the near-legendary Catalan nationalist who led the region for 23 years and did much to define its modern sense of political identity. In July, after media reports had corralled him, he admitted to having kept several million euros – an inheritance, he says – in tax havens since 1980.
Political corruption in Spain seems to know no geographical boundaries. Nor does it seem confined to one party. At the other end of the country, in Andalusia, authorities are still investigating a massive scam allegedly overseen by the Socialists who govern there, in which early retirement packages were handed out to people who hadn’t actually retired.
In 2013, just under 1,700 public figures were under investigation for corruption-related allegations, according to the General Council of the Judiciary, the Spanish justice system’s watchdog. If the Bárcenas case is now a stage play, then the last half-decade in Spain would offer enough material for a packed season of theatre.
Trailing Botswana
But how did it get this bad in Spain, a modern democracy with the euro zone’s fourth-largest economy? In Transparency International’s 2013 corruption index, which ranks 175 nations, with the best-perceived at the top, Spain was 40th, performing worse than the likes of Botswana, Poland or Estonia. It was seven places below its poorer neighbour, Portugal.
“Spain has systemic faults – in the way institutions operate and the incentives which exist – favouring corruption,” says Vicente Palacio, deputy director of the Fundación Alternativas think-tank in Madrid.
He points specifically to the country’s two main political parties, the PP and the Socialists, which have alternated in government since 1982. But their influence stretches beyond central government – they also have a vice-like grip on the judiciary, where most judges are known to be “progressive” (pro-Socialist) or “conservative” (pro-PP). Right now, for example, the PP is in government, has a majority in Congress and many senior judges are close to the party. “That kind of hegemony is a disincentive when it comes to accountability,” Palacio says.
The Bárcenas case is a good example. Rajoy’s party was able to veto efforts to make the prime minister appear in Congress to answer questions about the scandal, even after it emerged that he had exchanged cosy text messages with the jailed former treasurer. (Rajoy eventually appeared for a single session of questioning on the issue, during the sleepy August holiday period).
But for the most part, Spain’s recent scandals have been related to local, rather than central, politics, with the country’s territorial structure shouldering much of the blame. The PP has dominated in conservative regions such as Galicia, where it has governed for 20 of the last 25 years. The Socialists have controlled Andalusia since the return to democracy in the late 1970s and in Catalonia, Pujol’s Convergence party has been almost as predominant. Each of those parties has seen major corruption cases recently (in Galicia, the regional premier, Alberto Núñez Feijóo, admitted last year to a friendship with a jailed drugs smuggler – he refused to resign in the face of a weak opposition and the affair blew over).
For historian Sebastian Balfour, that local political structure where power can be hoarded mushroomed into a hotbed of graft during the decade-long property bubble that drove Spain’s economy until 2008. “Local councils get very little funds, so they reclassify the land – either for the interests of the village…or for personal gain,” Balfour, author of ‘The Reinvention of Spain: Nation and Identity since Democracy’, said.
At the property bubble’s peak, nearly a quarter of the EU’s new homes were being built in Spain, whose legislation meant local authorities decided where and when those homes would be erected. It’s no coincidence that Catalonia, Valencia and Andalusia – all regions whose coastlines were brutally overdeveloped between the late 90s and late 2000s – have all been plagued with cases of illegal rezoning of land in exchange for commissions or bribes.
The upside of scandals
But for some, the glut of corruption cases coming to light in recent years is in fact a good sign. Alfred Bosch, a congressional deputy for the pro-independence Catalan Republican Left (ERC), says that Spain’s recent economic crisis has exposed many of the cases of graft and dishonesty which were going on during the economic boom.
“[Corruption] has always existed in the Spanish system,” he says. “One way of covering up these affairs was by pouring money into them.” He points out that when the funds dry up, disgruntled politicians and other public figures are more liable to expose their former benefactors to the wrath of the law. That wrath, however, can be notoriously slow to make itself felt. Civil servants in the justice system have frequently complained of a lack of resources as paperwork piles up and even important cases are kept on a back burner (in 2013, only around 20 public figures were serving jail sentences compared to the nearly 1,700 corruption cases mentioned above).
Bosch believes Spaniards are now much less tolerant of their representatives’ lack of accountability. One example was the increased scrutiny King Juan Carlos faced in the final years of his 39-reign. For most of that time he had been a highly popular figure, despite rumours about his private life or business dealings. But in 2012, when it emerged he had been on a lavish elephant hunting holiday in Africa when the Spanish economy was in the doldrums, the ensuing outrage almost certainly accelerated his abdication in June of this year.
In recent months, “regeneration” has become a buzzword for Spain’s beleaguered politicians, with the main parties making shuffling, mainly unconvincing, steps in the direction of transparency. But while they and even institutions such as the royal family are showing at least signs of understanding that the party’s over, the media is arguably lagging behind. Aggressive investigative journalism acts almost as a fourth power of state in many countries. But not, it seems, in Spain.
“Investigative journalism in Spain has been neutered due to the interests of the media owners,” says Ramón Tijeras, who teaches journalism at Madrid’s Juan Carlos University. He explains how tycoons started to take control of the Spanish media in the 1990s and their business interests in other areas – ethical or otherwise – meant that they didn’t want their journalists scrutinising the deals that were going on behind the scenes. “The judges used to ask us for information about cases,” says Tijeras, himself a veteran investigative reporter. “But by 2000 that had changed, and the journalists had to follow the judges, who were the ones uncovering the scandals.”
Instead, Spain has what Tijeras dismissively describes as “letterbox journalism”, whereby reporters receive leaked information from the police or the courts about investigations already underway and then publish it in detail. It still serves a purpose, but the Pentagon Papers it ain’t.
A social response
One of the few encouraging results of the recent economic crisis was how it galvanised Spaniards to question their institutions, which in many cases had been allowed to drift into a complacent, unrepresentative bubble. A number of protest and civic groups have arisen in recent years, fuelled by anger at these political, economic, royal and judicial institutions. The indignados, or 15M, movement managed to focus public outrage, although its impact has faded somewhat since its birth in 2011. More recently, the radical left-wing party Podemos arrived seemingly out of nowhere earlier this year, taking 1.2 million votes in the European elections and looking like a genuine threat to Spain’s two-party system.
But this does not mean that tolerance of corruption has been eliminated. Many observers believe Spain’s transformation from an isolated, authoritarian state to a modern democracy and leading Western economy was so quick it inevitably meant that some crucial issues were never resolved. Political analyst Víctor Sampedro identifies a phenomenon he calls “sociological Francoism”, a remnant of the dictatorship-era mindset which sees many Spaniards still assuming that the exercise of power implies a certain amount of corruption.
“There is a lack of democratic tradition,” says Vicente Palacio. “Politicians consider themselves indispensable. A politician feels untouchable because he doesn’t have to be accountable to anyone.”
As yet more scandals blow up – this time implicating former IMF managing director Rodrigo Rato and 81 others linked to the lenders Caja Madrid and Bankia for the seemingly unbridled use of unregistered credit cards; and another case, which has seen several Madrid mayors arrested for their alleged part in a massive bribes-for-favours network – corruption looks likely to continue to hog the headlines for some time yet. With the country’s political parties, judiciary, unions, royalty and banks all failing the transparency test in recent years, the onus is on Spanish society to demonstrate that it has had enough.
The (knitted) fabric of society: the story of the Icelandic sweater
Hannah Wilson
Iceland, as its name suggests, starts to get quite cold at this time of year. From windswept villages to the streets of Reykjavik, all sorts of people – young and old, tourists and locals, fisherman and indie bands – are beginning to bundle up against the cold in lopapeysur.
"Lopapeysa" is the Icelandic word for a distinctive sweater made of warm Icelandic wool with a yoke or "circular pattern over the shoulders". They’re ubiquitous in Iceland and strongly associated with the country by Icelanders and visitors alike, so provide a handy starting point to unravel some of the particularities of Icelandic society.
Given the lopapeysa’s strong association with Iceland, discussion of the eclectic origins of the design, with influences as far flung as Inca culture suggested, tend to be delivered in a tone of surprise. Similarly, journalists and academics alike have highlighted the prominence of the misconception that these yoked sweaters go back centuries. In fact, they only really took off after world war two, hence Icelandic cultural expert Guðrún Helgadóttir deeming them "a successful invention of a tradition".
How and why have these humble knitted sweaters been suffused with so much meaning?
One opinion that has gained some currency is that their increase in popularity was a reaction to the newly globalised nature of the post-war world. Helgadóttir points out that Iceland declared itself sovereign in 1944 and was involved in the "cod wars" over international fishing rights in the following decades. State-building has long been recognised to place a premium on distinctiveness, and as Iceland entered protracted debates on its place in the world’s waters, it is conceivable that fashion subconsciously reflected Iceland’s emergence as an independent nation grappling with its place in the global system.
However, from 1930 to 1960 Iceland underwent "haftatímanum", an era of restriction when the government implemented a particularly strict import policy. The choice of wool may then have been largely a case of necessity, but that doesn't explain the soaring popularity and increasingly national associations of the sweaters’ retro-looking yoke patterns.
What’s more, there has been another notable surge in the lopapeysa’s popularity, following the 2008 financial crash, for which Icelandic banks were partly blamed. Ístex, the main manufacturer of Icelandic wool, saw its sales triple in the years following the financial crisis. Correlation is not necessarily causation, and the prohibitive cost of imported goods in the wake of the króna’s crash undoubtedly played a part. But again the subtle symbolism of the sweater may shed light on deeper currents in Icelandic society.
A simpler time?
Some commentators see this second surge in their popularity as a reaction against rampant globalisation: a desire to reclaim a positive Icelandic identity and an expression of nostalgia for a "simpler time" when Icelanders were tangibly connected to the country’s produce and not so subject to the free hand of capitalist economics.
Even though the design’s history is not as linear as this association with simpler times suggests, the tactility of the lopapeysa’s production and the values represented even in the name of one of its major producers, the Handknitting Association of Iceland, obliquely reference this idea of a less complicated, less hectic lifestyle. Indeed, when Icelanders took to the streets to protest against the government and financial sector in 2008 and 2009, this popular action was termed "Búsáhaldabyltingin" – the Kitchen Utensil Uprising – after the pots and pans that became makeshift drums, beating the rhythm of a decidedly homespun protest.
The sweaters have also been linked, albeit loosely, to Iceland’s alignment with a Nordic sense of social solidarity, an alignment that seemed to increase after the financial crash. For example, in 2009 a radio campaign saw Icelandic knitters fill a 20ft container with knitted garments, including several lopapeysur, to send to vulnerable pensioners in Britain ahead of the cold winter. This again positions the garment as symbolically opposed to the impersonal, globalised economic system.
In this context, it’s not difficult to see why some believe that the lopapeysa’s popularity is a manifestation of the search for an alternative to today’s globalised society. However, questions about the authenticity and history of the design aside, this idea that the lopapeysa represents a retreat from neoliberal economics and globalisation, or represents anything at all besides a way to keep warm, was contested by an Icelandic correspondent who contacted me about this article.
Indeed, in 1985 it was pointed out that lopapeysur for the export market tended to use natural colours, whereas those for the Icelandic market were less constrained by choices seen as traditional or authentic. This implies that their association with simpler times is stronger outside of Iceland. There is an air of sanctity that surrounds the lopapeysa in Iceland, as the strong objections by labour union Framsýn over Reykjavik outfitters selling lopapeysur made in China attest to.
Reactions like this seem to embody a somewhat inward-looking desire to protect what it is to be Icelandic in today’s world, an impulse that can also be detected in other areas of Icelandic life, such as its government list of acceptably Icelandic baby names.
An evolving symbol
The more adventurous colour palettes of the sweaters destined for Iceland’s internal market do suggest that the sweaters operate symbolically on different levels for different markets, with many Icelanders seeing them simply as handy insulators to get them through the harsh Northern winter. The lopapeysa is an evolving symbol being reinvented by modern designers. It has become ""vernacular national dress" - a signifier of Iceland that belongs in the domestic sphere and to ordinary Icelanders. This perhaps makes the lopapeysa an even more powerful symbol when associated with social and political movements.
The lopapeysa is a flexible symbol that can be mobilised in different, even seemingly contradictory ways. Despite the inward-looking attempts at self-definition that Icelandic sweaters have been linked to, they also form part of an outward-looking national tourism branding campaign that includes the quirky "Your Friend, Iceland" social media presence. This marketing of the lopapeysa positions it as traditional yet cool, and increasingly associated with hipster culture.
Tellingly, the owners of hip lopapeysa outfitter Farmers Market appear to premise their business on this tension between anti-globalisation, inward-looking distinctiveness and the outward-looking encouragement of global tourism and trade. They believe it is Icelandic heritage that is the key to the success of their business in an era of "glocalisation": a neologism that captures the tension at the heart of the lopapeysa.
In 1945, WR Mead wrote that Iceland, as its relative isolation became a thing of the past, was "slowly knitting itself together". In post-war and post-crash Iceland, the lopapeysa has been at the heart of attempts to define what it is to be Icelandic, has been part of attempts to reject globalisation and attempts to sell the idea of Iceland in a globalised world. Throughout Iceland’s recent history, if Icelanders have indeed been knitting together the fabric of their society, it would probably look something like a lopapeysa.
A dignified death
Helena Greenlees
He died a good death. He enjoyed a last meal at home with friends and family. He said goodbye individually to each and every person he cared about. In his final moments he was with his best friends and wife, able to say final farewells and write a last page in his diary outside in the autumn sun.
My godfather died with dignity, by his own hand in a clinic in Switzerland. He lived a good life; he followed his passion and founded what became a popular running magazine. He lived well. But early in 2011 he was diagnosed with amyotrophic lateral sclerosis. ALS can sometimes progress slowly. His didn't. Within months he was in a wheelchair and was facing a slow and painful death. Gradually his body would stop working, he would cease to be able to speak or move any muscles but his mind would remain active. Eventually he might slowly drown and suffocate, but it would be a gradual process as his throat stopped functioning. Already he was in significant pain from bed sores.
Despair engulfed him, this active man for whom athletics and his magazine had been his life's passion. He could not face dying in this way, unable to move, unable to communicate and, having the means at his disposal, he applied to Dignitas for an assisted suicide. The hope of ending life on his own terms gave him a new will to live his last few months well.
We are all going to die. The only difference is how we die.
In recent months social media has been awash with ice bucket challenges, raising awareness and money for ALS. I was challenged, too, and as I prepared a bucket of water with ice cubes dutifully floating in it I wondered why I was doing it. I enjoy ice swimming, so cold water is not a challenge. It's great that awareness has been raised and that people have been fundraising on a vast scale, but how much a bucket of water in the face really tells us about what ALS is and how it affects people I'm not sure. So I put down the bucket of ice, Patrick Stewart-style I added the ice to a whisky and toasted my godfather, and I picked up my pen instead.
ALS is a progressive and terminal neurodegenerative disease affecting the motor neurons that provide voluntary movements and muscle power. As motor neurons degenerate and die, the brain loses the ability to control muscle movement until sufferers become totally paralysed. The heart and digestive system are automatic so are not affected. Breathing may seem automatic, but it isn’t: you can choose to hold your breath. ALS eventually takes all choice in movement away from the sufferer.
ALS starts with muscle weakening, especially limbs, speech, swallowing and breathing muscles. When muscles no longer function they start to shrink. There is no cure and only one drug that slightly slows its progress. Some other drugs are under trial but current treatment is mostly about managing the symptoms in order to maintain as much independence as possible and prolong survival. Rates of progress vary wildly; sometimes the disease can progress very slowly or even stop.
Tapio’s story
Tapio’s disease, however, progressed very rapidly. When the initial symptoms started in spring 2010 with his right leg weakening he was optimistic that it might not be anything serious. By December he was using a walking stick, the following February a zimmer frame and by May Tapio was in a wheelchair. When the final diagnosis came in June 2011 it was worse than he had ever imagined. He had never heard of ALS, but as the doctors explained what was likely to happen he knew his condition was incurable. When the disease has run its course, the patient is rendered helpless, unable to do anything for himself, not even breathe. The only thing the doctor couldn’t say was how long it would take. Some people live for years, decades even – Tapio didn’t.
Tapio sank into a deep depression thinking of his bleak end. He wasn’t afraid of the discomfort and pain, or even his dependency on others. The real terror for him lay in the fact that his mind would go on functioning as normal but his body would deteriorate until the only muscles functioning would be the involuntary ones, no movement, no speech, no communication. Tapio did not wish to become a “parcel”, unable to communicate except with his eyes, tied to a ventilator, perhaps for years.
When Tapio heard about Dignitas in Switzerland he said it was as though “a light had been switched on in my heart”.
With hope of regaining control of his life, and death, his depression lifted. There was sorrow, of course; he would never see his grandchildren grow up, but he knew that would not happen now anyway. He was dying. The only difference now was how he lived his remaining days - and how he died.
He was absolutely certain about his decision and made all the arrangements himself. When his wife said “if you go through with it”, he told her word “if” hurt as though she had sworn at him. It was always when, not if. Once the date was finally confirmed - 18 October 2011 - he was a changed man. He had something to look forward to. He became sociable again and made every remaining day count.
He started telling everyone about his decision. Most people were shocked but supportive, although one of his oldest friends did end their friendship on moral grounds. However, Tapio was never alone and in the end his wife, sister and my parents travelled with him to Zurich and helped him through his last days, right to the final moment.
They were among the most difficult and beautiful days I have ever lived through.
My mother said: “There was sadness and pain, but it’s the laughter I remember most.” His sister and wife nursed him but Tapio’s time was spent as if on holiday, talking and eating out.
“Every day he was a little worse, but he didn't complain. We had to tie him to his wheelchair with a scarf so that he wouldn't fall off. On the last day, he was ready and down in the hotel lobby well before the taxi (arrived). Even that he had organised himself. He was so impatient we were teasing him that he was afraid he would be late for his own death.”
Coffee on the porch
Dignitas offers assisted suicide to severely disabled people and those suffering from an incurable disease. The Dignitas house is in the countryside in a small business park. A nondescript wooden door in a wooden fence opens on to a small garden. In the middle of the garden is a small, blue, purpose-built house. Nobody lives there.
Staff welcomed Tapio and his companions with coffee and chocolates on the porch as though they were house guests. “It was a beautiful autumn day, crisp and the impression of gold raining down as leaves fell around us.”
Everyone was talked through the procedure in detail to make sure they understood. Tapio had interviews with two doctors. One of them spoke to everyone who accompanied him, making sure that no one was pressurising him and a camera filmed everything. Tapio was asked if he knew what would happen when he drank the lethal drink. He nodded and said calmly: “I will die.”
Tapio’s suicide could not be delayed. His muscle power was failing badly and if he had waited would not have been able to hold the drink.
There was a lot of chocolate on the table – to take away the bitter taste of pentobarbital and juice that would be his last tasting experience in this world.
Even that was very clearly pointed out so that he would know exactly what to expect. Staff advised: “Even after I have put the drink down in front of you, you can still walk away. If you do decide to go through with it, nobody can assist you. If one of you as much as lays a hand on him, we will stop the process and there will be no second chance.”
Tapio had use of the house the whole day, but he wanted to get it over with as soon as possible. He was given stomach-settling medication to stop him retching at the taste of the bitter drink and spoiling his chances. That left him about half an hour.
He wrote the last entry in his diary, and when it was time staff placed a drink in front of Tapio and stepped well clear. He held the small tumbler with both hands and drank it in one go, leaving him three or four minutes. Tapio faced us all individually, shook hands with us and said a few words to each one. He even managed to make everyone laugh in his last minutes.
With a final farewell - "Love endures. Now it’s starting to get dark…” - he leaned over the table and was gone.
We all touched him now and said our final farewells. In the garden, on the side of the house, there was a beautiful pond with goldfish swimming around it. We gathered round the pond, silent in our own thoughts.
Afterwards the police came, viewed the filmed evidence and talked to everyone. A doctor also came to examine Tapio’s body to make sure there were no signs of violence.
Tapio was dressed again in his own clothes, his favourite shirt that he had chosen, and we had the option of seeing him again. He looked like he had just thought of some brilliant idea. The coffin came, Tapio was placed in it and we watched the hearse drive away. The whole thing was as beautiful as it was dignified.
Tapio died well, he chose to save his own death because he couldn't save his own life. Death is incurable. We all die. We just don’t always know how. We don’t talk about it and we hope it won’t happen, although it inevitably will. Tapio chose a good death and a shortened but happy life for his remaining months over what he saw as a terrifying life and a horrific death. He was going to die, as we all are, but he knew how, he chose how. And by doing so he chose how he lived his final days. He lived them well and spent them with the people he loved.
Continuing the debate
Tapio’s final wish was that the debate on assisted suicide would continue. His wife said: “The discussion has been very black and white. I have even heard euthanasia compared to Nazi Germans’ ideology.” But euthanasia and assisted suicide are quite different. Euthanasia is the deliberate killing of a patient in order to end suffering. Assisted suicide is deliberately helping someone to end their own life. Tapio’s decision was entirely his own. He researched and prepared for it alone and only talked to his wife about it when he had made his decision. His situation was hopeless as far as he was concerned and the idea of a “dignified death” was what kept him going through his final days.
Tapio was fortunate to die in the company of his family and friends, but few have the means to travel to the Dignitas Clinic in Switzerland. Switzerland is the only country in the world that will allow foreign nationals to seek assistance in death and it must be of their own free will and at their own expense. As much as Dignitas strives to make the house a home, it is still a long way from home for those that visit.
Tapio was influenced in his decision by the story of Dr Anne Turner who had a similar degenerative disease. A documentary about her story helped his wife understand how he felt. Anne travelled to Zurich with her children and ended her life in a Swiss clinic. Because she had to be sure to be able to swallow the medication and be fit for travel she had to die earlier than she would otherwise have wanted to.
Anne said: “If I knew that when things got so bad, I would be able to request assisted suicide in Britain then I would not have to die before I am completely ready to do so. I know that I am more fortunate than many other people in my situation, in that I have the knowledge and the finances and the support of my family to make assisted suicide in Switzerland possible.
To die with dignity should be everybody’s right.
To prevent coercion from others, be it family who don’t want the burden, or a health service that can’t spare the expense, a decision to seek assisted suicide must be the patient’s own deep conviction that it is the right way for their personal situation. Tapio’s wife said: “The sufferer must feel it so deeply that he is prepared to do all he can for his cause with no outside help. I promised to help Tapio with nothing but practical matters that he was unable to carry out himself, like posting letters. All other arrangements and communication with Dignitas were his sole responsibility. ALS does not rob a person of their capacity to think.”
Assisted suicide has been criticised as giving those that are simply tired of life a way out, when perhaps some counselling could change their outlook. This is not representative of the experience Tapio and his family had with Dignitas. The decision to grant Tapio assisted death did not come easily; every detail about his condition had to be submitted to the organisation and right to the end Tapio was asked over and over again if his decision still held.
Choosing assisted dying is not a decision that comes easily, and once a decision is made it should be a firm conviction. In Tapio’s case assisted dying was the result of a thorough process; he never wavered once he had made his decision. Tapio’s wife said she sees it as an option only for cases like Tapio’s where there is no hope.
Assisted suicide remains extremely controversial. Our instincts are to prolong life for as long as possible, but no life can be saved forever. Dr Katherine Sleeman in her talk “How to Have a Good Death” discusses the need for good palliative care, something healthcare professionals and society avoid talking about. In medical school doctors are taught to save lives, so when a life cannot be saved doctors feel like failures. There is a sense that if a patient moves to palliative care then it is an admission of failure, even though it increases the quality of life for terminally ill patients.
We want to die well. As a society we need to stop whispering about death and start talking about it.
Palliative care is crucial for terminally ill patients, if death is imminent then the final days or weeks should at least be lived well. As Dr Sleeman puts it, what about “saving deaths?” Dr Sleeman focuses on palliative care rather than assisted dying, and it can save many people, but as Tapio’s case demonstrates, sometimes in extreme cases, saving the living breath destroys the life that could have been lived.
For my godfather choosing his own death freed him from a prison sentence within his body that he could not face, it freed him from depression and saved the remainder of his life by allowing him to live well and die well. However, he had to fly to a foreign country at great expense for that freedom. I don't argue that it is always the solution, far from it, but at the moment many of those who want to die face slow starvation in this country, where the only option available to them is to refuse medication and sustenance as in the case of Efstratia Tuson: “My mother took the only decision available to her to end her life as quickly as possible, and that was to starve herself of all food and liquid.”
There are risks with legalising assisted suicide, though not as great as with euthanasia. Firm checks need to be in place to make sure that people are not pressurised into ending their lives. But for those who need the option and are able to make the decision themselves, like my godfather, a dignified death offers real hope. His life, his choice. He lived and died on his own terms and would that we should all be so fortunate.
Binge drinking and the rise of civilisation
James Alexander
Recently, notorious bon-vivant, giant-handed Russian Citizen, and actor, Gerard Depardieu admitted he drinks 14 bottles of wine a day, as well as some (breakfast, obviously) Champagne, a little Pastis to break up the grape-based monotony, and some well earned Whisky to round off the day.
"How awful", the abstinent world decried, except the French, who adore this kind of thing and figuratively slapped him on the back while congratulating each other for producing such a fabulous specimen. This despite the fact Depardieu renounced his French citizenship years ago and once urinated in the aisle of a plane.
Yes, the scientists and other alcohol haters may sneer behind supercilious eyes, denouncing the fiery nectar as a pernicious vice, but what do they know? The Nobel Prize winning 'scientist' who pioneered the frontal lobotomy was shot - by one of his patients - who was presumably as unimpressed with science as Gerard Depardieu.
These fun-hating slimline-tonic-drinking, raw-food-championing, alcohol-free insufferable weasels fail to see the obvious: that alcohol is the Promethean fire, the liquid fuel that ignited human imagination, the cradle which nurtured the civilisation that permits their existence!
The question of why civilisation emerged out of Eurasia, not Aboriginal Australia or Native America or sub-Saharan Africa, was answered by Jared Diamond - he of the weird, moustacheless, Amish beard - in his book Guns, Germs and Steel. Dismissing any idea of genetic superiority, Diamond identifies Eurasia as simply being the lucky part of the Earth graced with the right geographical conditions to nurture a fecund garden of the most easily domesticable plants and animals, and a long East-West axis enabling transmission of them.
While this might answer the question of what preconditions were necessary for civilisation, it doesn't really shed light on why civilisation emerged in the first place, nor how it maintained it's momentum. What kick started the Neolithic Revolution? What caused the inception of the idea to leave behind the halcyon, hunter gathering epoch (studies have shown that hunter gathering societies have far more leisure time than we do), and grind out a laborious existence as farmers?
The answer? Booze.
I'm not joking. Patrick McGovern, the 'Indiana Jones of Ancient Ales, Wines, and Extreme Beverages', a Biomolecular Archaeologist, posits that, "the main motivation for settling down and domesticating crops was to make an alcoholic beverage of some kind”.
Think about it; can you really imagine early humans clamouring for a sedentary, agricultural lifestyle simply just because some bright spark cobbled together an insipid loaf of bread? Or is it more plausible that an accidental pioneer, stumbling upon some fermenting vegetable decided to imbibe it and had the time of his life, thereafter telling his mates, who, presumably - after some short lived initial suspicion - were soon drunkenly dancing around the fire, yelling to each other how much they loved one another, and concocting elaborate plans to form an egalitarian collective devoted to producing as much of the glorious happy juice as possible, so they could get hammered together forever? "Fuck Jeffrey," the first person to drink alcohol probably never said, "I'm not hunting shit. Let's just keep drinking this."
“Alcohol provided the initial motivation,” says McGovern, after extensively studying the chemical composition of ancient pottery shards, finding evidence of alcohol use across the world from fragments dating back as far as 9000 years in China, “then it got going the engine of society”. The novelty of alcohol motivated humans to work together for the first time, to create something that wasn't available via hunting and gathering.
Not content with getting us started, booze went on to shape our entire culture. It's no coincidence that Eurasian countries with a certain type of climate (think Britain, Ireland, Denmark, Sweden, Norway, Russia, China, etc) have a long cultural history of binge drinking. While the rest of the world enjoys sunshine rays and glorious days, everyone in the aforementioned countries regularly huddles together in small rooms hiding from the cold and rain. So what do you do? Get pissed, that's what. If you're forced into sitting indoors for months on end, what else is there to do except get steaming drunk? And when the sun comes out again? Get pissed anyway!
Following the discovery of booze, agriculture facilitated the population explosion that gave rise to society, consequently producing those rare artistic geniuses who so advance the human condition, and here again booze plays it's part; as the popular muse for the writers, the poets, the artists. As Hemingway said, "When you work hard all day with your head and know you must work again the next day what else can change your ideas and make them run on a different plane like whisky?"
So while Geography may have played it's part, it is booze that made us great.
World peace, enlightenment and artificial intelligence
James Alexander
"When a true genius appears in this world, you may know him by this sign, that the dunces are all in confederacy against him." Jonathan Swift
"Eccentric, idealistic, and creative to the point of delusion," so says the Wikipedia entry for Ignatus J. Reilly, the repugnantly love-able antihero of A Confederacy of Dunces, the book whose title refers to the above quote. Wai H. Tsang - artificial intelligence researcher and mystic - would readily admit this description could have been written about him, and yet, he is no Ignatius. Wai is pleasant, with a child-like enthusiasm for life (he looks about thirty, yet is in fact 45). His zeal for his passion is palpable. He pronounces 'th' as 'd', so his speech is littered with 'deys' and 'dis'. He's lean and of Chinese heritage, with long grey hair tied in a ponytail, and lives in London with his partner and two children.
To get straight to the point, Wai believes that he has developed a theory which solves the biggest questions of all: how does the mind work, what is Consciousness, and what is God (hint: they are the same). He says his theory (which he calls the Symmetry, Self-Similarity and Recursivity Theory, or, 'The Fractal Brain Theory' for short) is so profound and compelling that it will provide the foundation for the creation of the first true Artificial Intelligence, and unite the world:
"The formulation of The Fractal Brain Theory has been a 25 year plus journey taking place outside academia and the corporate world. The theory shows that, like the fertilised egg, everything emanating in our lives, bodies, brains and minds is a single continuous emanation which is described by, and is the expression of, a single recursive function."
You may have noticed, this is quite a claim, and as Christopher Hitchens once wrote, "extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence", so to back this up, Wai says he's developed a simulation using his algorithm - a working Artificial Intelligence - that will prove it.
I first came across Wai while researching comparative mysticism, before I knew anything of his ambitions for Artificial Intelligence. He had created a website detailing the outer and inner mysteries of the world religions, communicating the idea that, at the core of every religion is the message that everyone is God; instead of seeing ourselves as a person in a physical body gazing out on a vast impersonal Universe, we are God living through a person gazing out and reflecting upon itself. While his ideas might not have been especially original (in short, Pantheism), his delivery was, undoubtedly. A series of spontaneous mystical experiences had left him believing he was going to change the world. His zeal for his subject was explored via a lengthy biography, like a call to arms written on amphetamine by someone fizzing in the electrifying grip of messianic fever. I couldn't look away. A story amazing as it was incredulous, at times I found myself squinting through my fingers in horrified disbelief at the candour. It is, in turns a mix of rambling, devastating honesty, unintended farcical comedy, incredulity, and delusions of grandeur. There are parts when you sense he has lost his grip on reality, and yet, despite this, there is, through all the maniacal highs and drowning lows, an undeniable and considerable intelligence driving toward a singular goal, winding around the discovery of the golden braid of truth expressed perennially by mystics.
A Chinese immigrant with prodigious computing ability, Wai was an outlier as a child, bunking off school to cycle ten miles to the nearest beach and wander along the shore thinking about the Big Questions (and play in the amusement arcades). He scraped though his Computer Science and Artificial intelligence degree at Imperial College London (after deciding that what was known in academia about Artificial Intelligence the brain was either primitive or plain wrong, he just stopped turning up, instead embarking on a period of self-study). Post University, embarking on a baffling tangent, he ended up in Australia, on a pilot training program for Cathay Pacific airlines. This ended abruptly when, coming into land, he had a spontaneous out of body experience, "everything went white and I felt a strong presence communicating with me, saying 'this is not your purpose, your destiny lies elsewhere". Returning to the cock-pit, he found his instructor waving his hands and saying 'wakey wakey!' Career as a pilot in ruins, confused and disoriented, he left for Hong Kong. Here, in contemplating what had happened to him, his mental state deteriorated, "In the middle of the night I would sometimes wander the country side around the New territories in Hong Kong completely naked, and think about how the brain worked."
He returned to London, by now presumably clothed, where he found himself living with drop-outs, prostitutes, and petty criminals. He studied obsessively, reading books on Neuroscience, Psychology, and Artificial Intelligence, and it's perhaps unsurprising that, given his surroundings, he ended up getting violently attacked. Eventually he managed to move on, and a fortuitous sequence of events led to the producer of Cosmosis - a Goa-trance act - hearing him play Jimi Hendrix on his guitar, and asking him to tour the world as part of the band.
On tour in Australia, In Byron Bay, he was engulfed in another mystical episode, involving the nature of time and the cosmic tree. This led him to make the decision to leave Cosmosis, and dedicate his life to the not inconsiderable goals of communicating to the world the idea that everybody is God, and develop Artificial Intelligence.
There followed a period of solitude, study and reflection that would culminate in a lonely, suicidally depressed and exasperated Wai demanding a sign from the Universe. In a state of manic desperation he walked around London for nine hours. With nothing forthcoming, totally disillusioned, he went to sit in Marylebone public library. Slumping in his seat he noticed that on the desk next to his was an open book. He moved across to look at it, and what he saw astonished him. In big, bold capital letters, was his name, 'WAI', beneath a picture of a mans torso with a rooster’s head, carrying a whip and a shield, and two snakes for legs (later, Wai would find that this was an Gnostic Christian symbol for God called Abraxas). Below this were the words, 'Gnostic adherents believe that religious belief should be based on experiential self knowledge and not on inherited dogma’.
Signs from the Universe don't come better than that (Gnostics believe that everyone is God), and true to form Wai's mind responded by immediately wresting itself out of consensus reality, jettisoning like a puckish nuclear round from an inter-galactic cannon into a realm outside of space, time and matter, into the ineffable realm of infinity and eternity. He says of the experience:
"Within my being was the totality of all things that are, all things that have been and all things that will ever be. I became God. I was shown the passage of the transmigration of the indivisible and undivided soul of the one ultimate God weaving through all the life forms of the Universe, sequentially one life at a time, one day at at a time and one moment at a time. The beads in the vision were all the various life forms that have lived or will ever live in the Universe. The beads were God and God was me, everybody and everything else. I saw that I am not the thinker, not the mover; it is the Universe that thinks through me, moves through me."
Powerful stuff, and it's unsurprising that following this he was swept up in a maelstrom of messianic thoughts and delusions of grandeur. As he internally wrestled with mental constructs that placed him at the fulcrum of the Universe's destiny, he is sidelined by an farcical sub plot involving a horny neighbour who would arbitrarily knock on his door and make demands for sex, which, being the gallant gent he is, Wai would courteously oblige - only to spontaneously transcend reality during climax. You can imagine the comical scene of the neighbour, puffing on her post-coital cigarette, attempting to fathom why - yet again - the young Asian man has frozen in time, glazed eyes glued to an inconspicuous spot on the wall, mouth agape.
Over time the mania subsided, replaced with a sense that the messianic feelings were a type of archetype, an idea in all of us that has the power to motivate us to try and do great things. Using that motivation, he developed The Fractal Brain Theory.
There are conceptual breakthroughs that have to be made... some smart young fellow has just done it; he just hasn't told us yet.
John McCarthy - one of the founders of the discipline of Artificial Intelligence
In recent years the main advances in Artificial Intelligence, spearheaded by Peter Norvig at Google, have come about from the 'Big Data' approach - mining as much information as possible - representing the new philosophy in science: truth by big data and statistics. Trying to find simple elegant models to explain what is going on, he says, is a waste of time. There is no doubt that the statistical method is effective; it's exactly how Google's search engines work. It's exactly how they translate languages too, not by understanding grammatical rules of the language, but by statistically reasoning what the next word in a sentence should be based on the data they hold on billions of web pages.
This has formed the backdrop for a debate between Norvig and Noam Chomsky, the world's most influential linguist, and one of our foremost intellectuals. Chomsky says it is our duty to seek an elegant model; a theory of intelligence built upon a simple structure, that gives us meaning. He says mining data without a model is like studying the dance made by a bee returning to the hive, and producing a simulation, without ever understanding why the bee behaves that way. If we really want to understand what intelligence is, if we really want to create an artificial intelligence that can think like us, he says we need a model.
Enter Wai. His model boils the biological the brain down to it's most abstract, irreducible elements, stripping away all it's physiological elements, to arrive at a model consisting of binary trees, binary combinatorial spaces and emotional attractors. This positions his theory close to Chomsky's ideal - an elegant model of intelligence. Wai says, that when put to work (if indeed if it does work), his theory will subsume and re-produce all the current advances in AI that Google (and others) have developed using the statistical method.
"This is so far ahead of the leading ideas and theories in systems neuroscience that it seems fantastical and implausible, however, this is what I think I’ve stumbled upon, and am about to show the world."
The idea that everything can be explained in a simple, beautiful way is appealing to our most basic instincts, and Wai believes that the principle underlying The Fractal Brain Theory is not local to the brain, but is universal; that it is the cosmic egg, the algorithm of evolution. He says that building an Artificial Intelligence upon this principle that will enable it to run on everything from your mobile phone to the biggest parallel computers in the world; a single fractal algorithm reproducing itself to exploit whatever resources are available, creating 'varieties' of AI, just like the varieties of life. Eventually, Wai believes the ramifications of his discovery will reunite science and religion, envisioning this revelation as the bridge from the current, tenebrous, state of the world, to what William Churchill called the 'broad sunlit uplands'; something better, both materially, and spiritually. From messianic delusion, to reality:
"What is really unforeseen by most thinkers and futurists is the idea that a final understanding of mind, brain and consciousness will have an enormous impact on the world of politics and religion. Once we can show that our brains, minds, society and the universe are really one big fractal then what follows from this is that everything is of the same kind of consciousness, which then makes it possible to show that we are all one consciousness."
Whether you believe in Wai's claims or not, if humanity is to ever reach those sunlit uplands and find peace, transcending the intractable problems of limited resources and ideological differences that drive our most interminable conflicts, the solution will inevitably need to be found outside of that which can currently be conceived.
At the present time, the fact is, the world is at war - again. It might not be fashionable to call it war, but as Giles Fraser noted in the Guardian, despite using terms such as 'operation' and 'campaign', "if it looks like a duck, and quacks like a duck, it's a duck". The situation in the Middle East is dire. Israel has recently indiscriminately slaughtered thousands of Palestians under the banner of self preservation. Syria and Libya have turned into hell holes. The tenebrous monster of ISIS - the fundamentalist frankenstein spawned by western foreign policy - has filled the void left by the ousting of a relatively stable, but despotic dictatorship, and ransacked Iraq. Fueling these conflicts are fundamentalist ideologies rooted in irrational faith and the belief in a fantastical afterlife, and a western foreign policy forged around the desire to control the limited resources of Oil and Gas.
Sam Harris - one of the intellectuals regularly trotted out in American media as a reliable anti-Islam talking head on this subject (due to his 2002 book The End of Faith), makes a strong case that if faith and belief disappear from the earth - like Aladdin's genie going poof! back into the lamp - all will be well. He takes aim at Islam as the worst of all the religions, because it explicitly (in places) advocates violence toward non-Muslims, and if it's in the text somewhere, someone will decide that's the most important part (much like homophobic Christians homing in on the 'thou shalt not lie with mankind' from the reams of stuff about loving everyone). It matters not, he says, that there are many moderate Muslims who are not fanatics, as it is precisely this kind of religious tolerance - a refusal to actively condemn irrational religious belief for fear of offence - that enables fanaticism to flourish in the first place.
While it can be readily imagined that Artificial Intelligence might solve the problem of limited resources like a Deus Ex Machina, transforming the material world, ushering in a post-scarcity economy and ending what is arguably the root cause of all human conflict, would this be enough for a global rejection of irrational fanatical ideology? How would religion, faith and believe stand up in the face of what would appear to be a digital second coming? If Dostoevsky was actually right when he posited, "give bread and man will worship thee", that Man is willing to give up his freedom so long as someone protects and sustains him, then would it be enough for an Artificial Intelligence to work the miracles prophesied, transmuting atoms and molecules at Man's behest, satiating Man's material needs? Or, would fundamentalist religion, irrational faith and belief persist in the face of it all?
In all likelihood, the answer is yes, it would persist. As Dostoevsky went on to conclude, Man needs more than bread; more than anything else, we seek a universal state, and that all conflict is really the the unconscious expression of that craving for universal unity. Even with the advent of a God-like Artificial Intelligence, and an accompanying scientific proof that we are all One Consciousness, without an inner revolution, humanity would still likely find a reason to hold onto divisive faith, and unconsciously seek conflict.
William Blake, himself a gnostic proponent of the idea everyone is God (stated in his famous aphorism, 'All Religions Are One'), once said, "As the true method of knowledge is experiment, the true faculty of knowing must be the faculty which experiences". Likewise, Aldous Huxley said, in the Perennial Philosophy, "Knowledge is a function of being".
To finally break the shackles of damaging faith and belief, to find peace, humanity must subjectively, at the level of each individual, undergo a revolution in consciousness - be subject to an inner experience so profound and undeniable that it bonds us all to each other without judgement; humanity as one family in eternity. A well reasoned explanation isn't going to cut it, no matter how perfect, even if accompanied by a miracle-making, artificially intelligent, infinite vending machine.
The experience required is the experience that has graced the mystics and sages since time immemorial; the one that Wai repeatedly had, the one that Jesus, the Buddha, Mohammed and countless more have had too. Perhaps it is here that Artificial Intelligence might provide a solution to the problem of how to unite man. Alexander Shulgin, the famous pioneering chemist who dedicated his life to the exploration of consciousness, wrote of the possibility of the development of a compound or process that would facilitate in all individuals a state of such transcendent profundity, bliss and connectedness with the interior and exterior universe, that it would signal "the ultimate evolution, or end of the human experiment".
Maybe, in our quest to create an Artificial Intelligence to transform the material world, we 'll end up transforming our very state of being.
In conclusion, perhaps Wai is delusional. Reason says he is. The idea of a maverick working alone on the fringe of society, outside the realm of science and academia, solving the World's problems... it's too romantic a notion to be true, isn't it? Either way, it would make a hell of a Hollywood blockbuster.
Have we become too reliant on modern technology?
Aneira Davies
In today's day and age, we all use technology. Whether it is for connecting with our friends and family over social media, using Skype to talk to relatives who live abroad, finding information, using the maps on our phones or watching YouTube videos wherever we go, technology is a big part of most people's lives. Although undeniably useful, is it something we really need in our lives, or is it simply something we've come to adopt that is now too hard to give up?
Although using the internet has become secondary to most of us, there are some businesses that have been built on the idea of technology and exist simply because of it.
In the 25 years since the internet has been in existence, a numerous amount of businesses trading online and those whose work relies on the internet have been set up.
SNC Direct, a sports nutrition company that began 15 years ago, is one business which is solely based online. The company specialises in keeping prices cheap, which can be achieved with no premises to trade from.
Tom Bourlet, head of digital marketing at SNC Direct, notes how important the internet is for the company and accepts that having a physical shop is not the right option for SNC Direct. He says that the benefits of running a shop in a specific location do not outweigh the costs involved. Prices at SNC Direct, he says, are kept low and would have to be heavily increased to make anything but trading online worthwhile.
Another reason Tom mentions for trading online, and not in person, is that it is important to build a rapport with customers. Buyers, he says, are given advice on training and nutrition and keeping that going online is crucial.
Tom says, "With the site being completely online, technology is critical to the business."
Technology, he says, is important for increasing the brand awareness and to communicate with the customer, which the internet and social media enables SNC Direct to do in multiple ways. One of the key philosophies for the brand is to enhance user experience and communicating with customers through the website or the SNC Direct Twitter page means they can keep the buyers' needs at the heart of their products.
Tom continues, "We are always looking to push our site that little bit further."
He also notes that social media has played an important part in the growth of the business too and is one of the ways in which the company brings in more customers to their website. Twitter is also vital in marketing special offers and flash sales and Tom says it "helps to spread the word."
But social media isn't just important in bringing in customers but useful too in the brand's research.
Tom continues, "Keyword tracking on social platforms helps us to find potential customers when they are in the consideration stage, so we can help offer advice."
Too much use?
Although there are many benefits to modern technology and it is positive in moderation, there are also downsides to our reliance on it. Too much use of the internet, for example, can sometimes have a detrimental effect on our relationships as well as our mental health.
Excessive use of technology can affect a person in different ways. A Swedish study found that heavy use of a laptop or smartphone can lead to stress and mental health issues in young people, with frequent use of these devices linked to both sleep disturbances and symptoms of depression.
As a result, there are organisations in existence whose aim is to encourage people to embrace the slower way of life and not constantly rely on the internet or their smartphone.
A group of artists from Reboot, a New York based non-profit that seeks to reinvent Jewish traditions and interests, created an annual National Day of Unplugging in response to what they saw as a society of people who were on edge and overwhelmed. The day, which was first created in 2010, gives people a chance to turn off all electronic devices for 24 hours in a bid to wind down and embrace the idea of being unreachable.
Tanya Schevitz, the Reboot and National Day of Unplugging spokesperson, believes the need to pause and refocus is universal.
She says, "Everyone can benefit from reclaiming a day of rest."
Although the idea is based on the Jewish Sabbath, it is open to everyone and includes the Sabbath Manifesto, a set of ten principles that participants are encouraged to observe. The idea, Tanya says, is to slow down enough to be able to regularly observe the ten principles, although these principles are open to interpretation. They can also be followed on any day of the week, not necessarily on the traditional Sabbath.
The idea for the National Day of Unplugging and the Sabbath Manifesto was initially thought up by member of Reboot Dan Rollman, who started to think about how addicted he was to technology while on a Reboot retreat. It was this connectedness that never allowed him a moment of pause.
He says, "As my life became increasingly hectic and plugged in, I became more and more attracted to the idea of a weekly day of rest."
Reconnecting with loved ones
The founders behind Reboot and the National Day of Unplugging are not anti-technology, however, and Tanya understands that people may not want to or be able to unplug for 24, or the traditional 25, hours a week. Instead, she says, the hope is that people will reflect on their use of digital devices and be more aware of the impact of using them.
Tanya says, "We hope that from new-found awareness, people will try to put their digital devices aside more regularly, for an hour, for the length of a family dinner or romantic walk, for however long it takes to recharge themselves and to reconnect with those around them."
"We recognise the value and importance of technology in today's world," she continues. "The idea really is to take a pause from the technology that consumes our lives and reconnect with the people and community who are all around us but are lost in the noise of today's relentless deluge of information."
I think it is really important that people take control of their technology so that it doesn't take control of them
The day is a way of enabling people to take a full 24 hours away from all technology and to reconnect with family and friends. Tanya hopes that people will try it once, recognise the benefit and make it a regular habit.
People are craving a respite, she says, and so far the response to the National Day of Unplugging and the Sabbath Manifesto has been tremendous, with people all over the world taking part.
Tanya credits one of the reasons she herself wants to switch off is because her sons hate it when she's on the phone. As a result, she now tries to be more aware of not using her iPhone too much and, instead, is using that time to be with her boys.
She continues, "There's clearly a problem when we're interacting more with digital interfaces than our fellow human beings."
Recently, she says that she went into a school to talk to them about their use of technology. Instead, the children told Tanya how hurt they are by how much their parents ignore them when they are on their technology.
She says, "Kids today feel second in importance to their parents' digital devices."
She added, "Parents today are often very concerned with their kids' tech time and put limits on it but they don't think twice about their own tech use."
The idea behind the National Day of Unplugging demonstrates that it is possible to cut down the amount of time we spend on the technology that we've become used to and that there are positives to that way of living. However, a complete break from the internet, iPads and our smartphones may not necessarily be what we need either, but a compromise that is somewhere in between. And, at the very least, it gives us some food for thought.
Should we decriminalise drugs?
JamesClark
The war on drugs is something that has been an apparent international policy throughout the majority of developing and developed nations over the past 50 years. The hard-line against drugs and the people that have had a close relationship with them, have been the subject of big news stories throughout this policy’s lifetime, the media has somewhat glorified successes also, for example in September of 2014, a yacht in Pwllheli marine, Wales - was seized by the UK National Crime agency (NCA) after transporting what had been thought to be £100m of Cocaine across the Atlantic.
A police press release induced a media frenzy, navy officials posing for pictures in front of copious amounts of the drug in victorious manor. The war on drugs shouldn’t be something to be “won” or “lost” it should be something to mourn, as the trickle down hardened stance inevitably has hit those who deserve the most attention and resources the hardest.
Now the insurgency of illegal drugs into society began a long time ago and this circulation certainly isn’t going to end anytime soon, so instead of demonizing the use of it we need to change our mentality on the subject. The reality is that if someone wants to take drugs, they will regardless of the legality of the substance in question and that is even more true and extended in the case for drug addicts. Drug addicts are known within mainstream media platforms as being somewhat of a “burden” to society for being more vulnerable with this certain dependency, thus, seen as a drain on the tax payer having to “deal” with he or she, as if a life of a human person is worthless in regard to the financial power of the collective tax payer. Now this is the mentality that is killing a lot of people on the streets that are suffering from, in some cases, Dependency Syndrome which is a recognized by the World Health Organisation as a chronic condition. I believe that this stigma toward drug users is a fundamental part of why they don’t get the little help that is available to them at the minute. I believe this is a manifestation of the education we have received on the topic as generations go by and also the criminality of the substances also entrenches that mind set within the society. This has to change for effective reform of substance addicts to reach those who are most in need.
It is true that not all regular drug abusers have Dependency Syndrome and they shouldn’t be mistakenly fallen into the umbrella of instant reform, rather re-education on what the drugs are actually doing to themselves and their loved ones. Also, putting substance abusers in prisons doesn’t do much help to anyone in society, it doesn’t bode well for the already overcrowded Prison system that the United States has in place to this date, with the US holding over 25% of the world’s prisoners, nor does it help the stigma of drug abuse either, people should not be prosecuted for such a menial crime as this kind of crime doesn’t attach itself to the realms of human rationale or logic as it is such a complicated issue that is strictly related to the person circumstance that even the most impartial jury and judge couldn’t understand, especially in relation of drug users with such severe dependency syndrome and even in the case for low level drug users.
Now I by no means advocate drug use, I expressly advise against it, but the truth is we are not going to convince a large population to not do something, the very idea of it being illegal is the reason some people to do that action anyway, so I say make it legal and build strong infrastructure around so it is less of a negative harm on collective society. Making drugs legal will give great aid and reasoning to cleaning up a lot of the infection and diseases too, with drug users being able to obtain clean syringes and dispose of them In a proper manner without causing to much stress to the hospitals and doctors around the world. This policy has been proven in Portugal to be effective in the short term at least, bringing down the amount of diagnoses in recognized citizens with Dependency syndrome in life threating diseases like AIDS and HIV which is connected directly with people sharing needles.
Now decriminalisation brings about some grey areas, I am not for the active transportation of drugs across the world by corrupt individuals who are just out to make a profit, just very much like the Mexican Cartel are doing in the Americas today, That is one thing that really needs to be addressed globally, but I believe quotas can be used effectively by people in governance to define how much is for personal use and how much is classed as being used for trade and commerce. With each country being different in their size and having a different moral stance toward drugs, I believe that this power could be unilaterally devolved to each country’s parliament. Although tough to enforce at first, technology can prevail in this situation, like how technology has completely changed in catching and proving people are under the influence of alcohol while driving.
This is a subject matter that needs real debate, the finance being used which is ultimately leading to more and more disparity throughout the world and here in my homeland of the UK - it seems like nobody is winning for anything more than a short stint, if it’s the drug users that can get their escape from the reality in peace for an hour, or the crime stopping agencies who find some real work for the first time in days.
Mexican mining disasters - the human and environmental cost
Jen Wilton
On 6 August 2014, copper-producing company Buenavista del Cobre, a subsidiary of Mexico’s largest mining corporation Grupo Mexico, spilt 40,000 cubic metres of copper sulphate acid into public waterways near Cananea, in the northern Mexican state of Sonora. The toxic leak has affected seven communities, home to more than 24,000 people.
Mexico’s Secretary of Environment and Natural Resources Juan José Guerra Abud called the spill “the worst environmental disaster by the mining industry in modern times”. The company reports that high concentrations of heavy metals, including iron, aluminium and zinc, were released in the copper sulphate solution. PROFEPA, Mexico’s federal environmental protection agency, estimates that environmental damage from the accident will cost more than $134m.
"Buenavista del Cobre has created a 2bn peso $148m trust through an agreement with the federal government to cover the environmental repair programme and damages caused by the spill into the Bacanuchi and Sonora Rivers", the company website states. The company says it is "supporting the local communities by supplying water and, through public service channels that are available in all these communities, to quickly resolve any claims for material damages incurred as a result of the accident."
However, some residents report that they have not received any assistance at all. Many people in the affected communities do agricultural and farming work, and they now have trouble selling their goods because of fears of contamination. This has knock-on effects for local vendors, who also report a drop in sales as there is less money circulating locally.
“They are leaving us to die slowly”, says 53-year-old resident Jesús Francisco Salcido Morán, whose income has plummeted since the accident. “We have always been hard-working people, but we have reached the limit. I am desperate.”
Environmental regulator PROFEPA carried out preliminary assessments to gauge the extent of the damage to water, flora and fauna. Head of PROFEPA Guillermo Haro Bélchez says the spill will have long-term consequences, but that it will take time to assess exactly how the toxins behave in the affected waterways and soil. Grupo Mexico will be required to monitor the situation for years to come.
Risk to food chain
Alberto Rojas Rueda, head of environmental policy for Greenpeace Mexico, estimates it will take between 15 and 20 years to decontaminate the area. “This involves not only repairing the damage, but there are also a number of substances that are being left on the bottom and sides of the river, which will involve great expense to remove”, he says. Rojas Rueda warns that over time the chemicals could enter the food chain, causing toxicity to animals and people.
Grupo Mexico initially blamed the toxic spill on higher than usual rainfall, but environmental authorities firmly point to faulty company equipment. Grupo Mexico subsequently said in a statement to the Mexican Stock Exchange that “one relevant factor of the accident was a construction defect in the seal of the pipe” where the leak occurred.
PROFEPA said in an official report: “The pipe was open, without a control valve, such that the [waste water] flowed uncontrollably towards the stream.” The toxic materials travelled almost 90 kilometres downstream. “The spill of the copper sulphate solution could put the integrity of the ecosystem at risk”, the report warns. “When a spill of dangerous substances remains unattended, it can cause persistent and increasing damage to the soil, subsoil, water and other natural resources.”
The Mexican state of Sonora is home to more than a quarter of Mexico’s mining activity, and is prolific in the production of gold, copper and graphite. Grupo Mexico is the world’s fourth largest copper mining company, with the largest copper reserves worldwide.
Grupo Mexico subsidiary Buenavista del Cobre is spending $3.4bn to expand its copper mining operations in the state of Sonora. As a result, annual copper production will double by early 2016. Grupo Mexico also has mining operations in the US, Peru, Chile, Argentina and Ecuador.
Record environmental liabilities in the US
In 2009, a US subsidiary of Grupo Mexico, ASARCO, paid out a record $1.79bn to settle hazardous waste claims across the US. The massive payout primarily funded environmental clean-up and restoration “from operations that contaminated land, water and wildlife resources on federal, state, tribal and private land”, reports the Environmental News Service.
“The settlement resolves claims pertaining to past and potential future clean-up work performed at approximately 18 ASARCO-owned sites in 11 states”, the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) said of the case, $70m of which went specifically to “address a wide variety of environmental contamination, from arsenic to zinc.”
The EPA reports the funds will be used for “an estimated clean-up of at least 10.5 million cubic yards of contaminated soil, or enough to cover more than 1,960 football fields with three feet of dirt, and at least five million cubic yards of contaminated ground water, which is enough to fill over 1,500 Olympic size swimming pools.”
One of the largest settlement areas includes Tar Creek in Oklahoma, dubbed “one of the most polluted sites in the history of the US”. While ASARCO’s lead and zinc mine closed in 1970, the company left behind sand dune-like mounds of tailings, containing heavy metals.
Lead dust from the toxic waste has had a severe impact on the local community. In 1996, almost one-third of local children under the age of six were found to have dangerous levels of lead in their blood, which can severely affect mental and physical development. The town eventually had to be abandoned and the federal government spent $46m buying land from residents so they could move to safer areas.
As a result of its extensive environmental liabilities in the US, ASARCO filed for bankruptcy. “Under the agreements reached in the bankruptcy court, ASARCO is relieved of all the liabilities it incurred during its 100 years of operation”, say academics Lin Nelson and Anne Fischel of Evergreen State College, in Washington State, who have worked to document the stories of several communities affected by ASARCO mines. “This means that future costs to human health and the environment stemming from the impacts of ASARCO’s 100 years of operations will be borne by workers, families, communities and ultimately, by US taxpayers.”
A widespread problem in Mexico
In August 2014, shortly after Buenavista del Cobre’s major copper sulphate leak in Sonora, four other accidents associated with Mexico’s extractive industries made news across the country. In northern Mexico, 2,000 cubic metres of cyanide solution leaked at a gold mine in Durango, after heavy rain caused a tailings pond to overflow. More than 20,000 people were left without drinking water.
It is not just active mines that cause environmental damage; there are thousands of abandoned sites across Mexico, some of which still cause problems today. One of Grupo Mexico’s mines in Taxco, in the south-western state of Guerrero, was closed in 2009, but has left an ongoing legacy of toxic waste.
Mexico’s National Water Commission (Conagua) recently carried out a study to assess the long-term damage from the Taxco mine to soil and water. In September 2014, the agency reported that levels of arsenic and lead still exceed acceptable levels, concluding that “the pollution is caused by the tailings dams”. Land that should have been decontaminated by the company still cannot be used by local residents for other purposes, such as cultivating crops.
"Currently in Mexico there is no law or norm that requires mining companies to carry out mine closure plans in a manner that is adequate, complete and financed in its entirety”, says Miryam Saade Hazin, a consultant for the United Nations Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean. Many communities are haunted by hazardous waste for decades to come after mines are closed.
Lack of accountability
Grupo Mexico’s track record also includes serious breaches of workplace safety. Eight years ago, a methane explosion at a coal mine belonging to Grupo Mexico subsidiary Industrial Minera México (IMM) claimed the lives of 65 miners. Operations at the mine, located in the northern Mexican state of Coahuila, were suspended indefinitely following the tragedy.
The United Nations International Labour Organisation found that IMM had “clearly failed in its obligations as owner and operator of the mine, leading to this tragic loss of life”. An organisation representing families of the deceased miners released a statement in August 2014, stating that to this day there has been “no reliable investigation, nor anybody sentenced, nor reparations for the damage”.
Today, while the Mexican government recognises the enormous environmental consequences of the copper sulphate spill in Sonora, it has chosen to leave the Cananea mine open. Secretary of Environment and Natural Resources Guerra Abud said: “We cannot stop or slow down economic activity. We need to direct it, and we need to facilitate economic activity when it meets environmental standards.”
Instead of taking legal action against Grupo Mexico, the government has opted for a dispute resolution approach. Authorities have set obligations the company must fulfil, including providing $151m towards clean-up costs. The company could also face fines of more than $3m, a relatively small cost for a company that reported a net income of $1.7bn in 2013.
According to Rojas Rueda from Greenpeace Mexico, mine sites across the country would benefit from improved regulation and supervision. He argues that if the Mexican government wants to prevent such toxic disasters in the future, "it should strengthen environmental laws and provide [PROFEPA] with more and better inspectors to make random inspections, particularly at the [tailings] dams associated with mines".
"As soon as you can hold members of a company the size of Grupo Mexico responsible for contamination like this, you can be sure they will stop doing those things", Rojas Rueda says. "Today, because economic sanctions are for very small amounts, [the companies] do not care if they cause contamination."
Why UK's regulatory environment misses the mark on promoting healthy diets
Jennifer Parker
Although there currently is a great deal of work and an increased awareness surrounding the issues of obesity, the United Kingdom is far from achieving a comprehensive national Food Policy that could better manage all the elements which contribute to unhealthy diets. In actuality, within recent years, with the introduction of the coalition government, there has instead been a retreat to days of old, where food politics are being treated with low priority and are being left once again to the forces of the neo-liberal market to sort out (Schepers, 2010).
The current government is passing the responsibility of public health into the hands of corporations, local level bodies and individuals, who, albeit must certainly be part of the solution, are not individually the key drivers for change. Governments must also work towards creating effective policies to lead and organise coordinated efforts in new ‘joined up’ ways with cross governmental and multi-faceted approaches involving all stakeholders.
Food Policy has evolved. It is not an inevitable or static concept, but one that is shaped and constructed by a variety of events and actors. From assessing its history, a path of development can be traced leading food policy to incorporate more than simply an increase in food production or regulated distribution as seen during the world wars (Lang, Barling, & Caraher, 2009). However, the definition remains fragmented between those who understand Food Policy as a means to produce more food (Tarrant, 1980), as a tool to influence market factors and increase economic growth (Timmer, Falcon, & Pearson, 1983), as a way to guide consumption habits in order to curb ill health related to changing diets (Powell and Longfield, 2005) (Robbins, 1979), or instead, as a more multi-faceted issue involving not only production and distribution but also how the growing, moving, purchasing and consuming of food affects our environment, health and other social-cultural factors (Lang, Barling, & Caraher, 2009).
Strategic planning
In a world more integrated, interconnected and intertwined than ever before, with open markets, the increasing ease of travel and exchange of information, we require systems and frameworks that can deal with the bigger picture. This was so spectacularly validated by the recent economic financial crisis which originated in the United States but resonated in every country with lasting and devastating effects. According to World Bank statistics, 53 million people were projected to fall into $2 per day poverty in 2009 as a direct result of the financial crisis (Schifferes, 2009). These kinds of effects cannot be dealt with simply by one sector looking at one problem individually. It requires the strategic planning of policy makers from a multitude of issue areas to coordinate, share resources and reduce duplication (Bryden et al., 2013) (Kraak and Story, 2010) in order to create a comprehensive solution to an interdisciplinary problem.
Authors such as Kraak and Story (2010) put forward that it is only through public-private relationships that necessary changes can be made to create a more supportive environment for individuals to make healthier choices. Tackling obesity and health issues require a multi-faceted and multi-levelled approach at the community, regional, national and global level, involving cooperation from the private, public and non-profit sectors. This is necessary in order to achieve real changes in regards to access, food poverty, racial discrimination and other societal-cultural factors, thus normalising healthful behaviours. This is a responsibility for all to undertake and appropriate policies should reflect this.
However, the UK government’s approach to public health issues, related to food, ignore the evidence offered to them over and over again, and instead have made food an invisible component of social policy (Dowler, 2005). There is an assumption that food should be allocated to the private, domestic sphere, outside the jurisdiction of the state (Dowler and Jones, 2003). This has come to create an aloof policy environment, where evidence is ignored and targets are weak and unclear (Schepers, 2010).
For example, in the case of the UK’s obesity epidemic, it has been widely recognised that obesity is not only the result of individual choice but involves a more intricate composition of inputs from the social, physical, economic and policy environment (Dowler and Jones, 2003)(Kraak and Story, 2010)(Ludwig and Nestle, 2008)(Lyons and Langille, 2000). However, the UK continues to proceed with efforts aimed at changing individual behaviour by implementing programmes to better educate and train individuals how to eat healthier and cook (Dowler and Jones, 2003)(Huang and Glass, 2008). These actions ignore the systemic problems, such as poverty and socio-cultural factors, which the evidence clearly points to. An effective policy must be clear about what the problem is. All too often issues such as “hunger” and “obesity” are siloed into all too simplified understandings and result in limited solutions that act as band aid solutions that do not tackle the root causes of systemic problems such as poverty and inequalities. Bryden et al. (2013) conducted a study which concluded that the most effective were those which had clearly defined targets and outcomes. Through listening to the evidence, understanding the problems at hand and setting clear targets and outcomes in a comprehensive strategy, the government can begin to address the problems with our broken food system.
Another key to creating an effective food policy entails putting the public’s interest high in priority (Freedhoff et al., 2011)(Hashem et al., 2011)(Ludwig and Nestle, 2008)(Powell and Longfield, 2005). However, as Lees-Marshment (2001) argues, politicians today design policies for the “electoral market” and only deliver once in power. This strategy has been experienced time and time again, and does not put the interest of the public always first. It instead puts the politician’s interest to stay in power first and the interests of the public are only given attention if they are sure to win votes. There is no “rocking the boat”. Which is an understandable fear, as the food industry provides the UK with millions of jobs and with the rapid pace of change in the market economy it becomes difficult to properly regulate it (Schepers, 2010). This leads to governments being tempted to retreat and “leave it to the market” or pursue voluntary agreements. However, it evades the government of responsibility and places the interests of businesses over those of the public (Freedhoff et al., 2011)(Hashem et al., 2011)(Ludwig and Nestle, 2008)(Powell and Longfield, 2005). This is so evidently demonstrated by the governments desire to adhere to the interests of the food industry over public health in the new Responsibility Deal (RD). They have taken a voluntary approach to public health rather than implementing much more effective state regulation (Hashem, Haigh, & Powell, 2011).
There is a current struggle between the interest of public health and those of the economic market. An example of this tension can be observed from the Public Health Responsibility Deal, which has been accused of being a weak attempt at curbing ill health related to people’s diets (Hashem et al., 2011). It is a voluntary guideline asking food companies to pledge certain promises to make changes that they believe will reduce the amount of non-communicable diseases in the UK. The RD’s fundamental principle is to take a “partnership approach” with industry instead of state regulation (Hashem et al., 2011: 3). Here, organisations are required to sign up to a set of ‘core commitments’ and ‘supporting pledges’.
Right from the introduction of the policy, organisations such as Diabetes UK and the British Heart Foundation along with a few others have refused to sign up to the deal, accusing government for placing food manufacturers of fatty, sugary and salty goods at the heart of writing government policy on obesity and other diet related diseases (Bosley, 2011). The NGO, Sustain released a publication recently condemning the RD. Through their study they exposed how “food pledges in the RD are minor and allow industry to appear to be helping to improve public health without having to do very much – or in some cases nothing at all.” (Hashem, Haigh, & Powell, 2011). This is because food companies are businesses that survive in a harsh, competitive environment and thrive to obtain increased profits for shareholders (Schepers, 2010) (Ludwig and Nestle, 2008). Any change that is likely to reduce sales and profitability will undoubtedly be opposed or undermined.
This RD is the governments way to pass off risky problems that they are unable to find solutions to, and keep the large food companies happy enough while fooling the general public into thinking they are doing something to tackle our public health crises. Yet, the Coalition government’s focus still leans heavily on the market to deal with many issues. One would think that the events of the financial crises, which shook the foundations of the trust put into neo-liberal market ideology, would see governments begin to realise that they too have a responsibility to fill. However, much of the world continues to go about policy ‘business as usual’. This exhibits the lack of ability to link evidence with policy on the part of the government as well as how they continue to place interests in the health of the market over the health of their citizens.
The Cabinet Office’s Food Matters paper published in 2008 laid out the many failures to the market to which “[…] policy makers are still refusing to address them. How much evidence of food’s impact on the environment or health or social inequalities is needed for a new direction to be chartered?” (Food Ethics, 2013: 4). Nevertheless, Defra’s once celebrated and progressive initiatives in establishing a comprehensive national food policy, which came close with their Food2030 paper (Defra, 2010), became subject to a 29% departmental cut back (compared to all other departments averaging only 19%) with the induction of the new coalition government (SDC, 2011: 34). Such cut backs diminished their capacity to continue to build momentum which has resulted in the original commitments in Food2030 to be ‘narrowed down’ considerably (SDC, 2011). In an article written by Food Manufacture, Lang accused governments of “turning the policy clock back 10 years” (Colombini, 2011). These cut backs are a clear message from the new governments demonstrating their lack of interest and level of priority set to really tackling our broken food system and ailing public’s health. It is also a striking admission of the government’s inability to match policy with the evidence.
The UK has much to offer in its ability to tackle the bigger issues in order to fix the food system and save its citizens from unnecessary harm. However, as the current policy environment stands today, it is failing to secure public health outcomes through its approach in tackling obesity. It needs to refocus its efforts and reframe how obesity and healthy diets are being approached. It needs to be understood that food fuels life, that it cannot just be considered a commodity on the global market and that choices are not made in a vacuum. Individuals cannot be the centre of blame for their poor diets and ill health.
Individual behavioural change may play a part in the solution, but government regulation must also be part of the strategy. Obesity is a serious issue affecting people across all demographics and costing the state and its citizens billions of pounds as well as feeling immense social impacts. This can no longer be a low priority for governments and they can no longer continue to ignore the evidence.
An early review of the iPhone 74
Jeremy Blachman
Is your iPhone 73 starting to feel a little sluggish? Screen looking a little small? Built-in weaponry not effectively vanquishing all of your enemies?
Then you're going to want to take a look at the upcoming iPhone 74, which we exclusively preview here thanks to a malfunction with Reanimated Steve Jobs that allowed us to hack into his mind and steal a prototype.
The first thing you're going to be excited to hear: the teeth that were introduced in the iPhone 67 have been retired. That means no more accidental bites and punctures from your phone. It was a good thought, to have a phone that could also tear apart a carcass, especially when anarchy ruled the land back in the days of version 67, but now that order has been restored -- not to mention that most of the animals we ate back then are heading toward extinction -- the teeth became an unnecessary feature and it's good to know Reanimated Jobs has had the wisdom to remove them.
The removal of the teeth means that the iPhone 74 can boast an industry-low weight of 0.0 ounces. That's right - the iPhone 74 is weightless. This isn't just a rounding trick, as with some of the latest Android models. No, the iPhone 74 exists solely as a holographic image, with its functions built into the atmosphere and stored in the cloud. As long as the Apple enhanced sound system is properly installed under the skin flap beneath your tail, you won't need any hardware to make the new iPhone 74 work, right out of the invisible box.
(And if evolution hasn't given you a tail yet - not to worry. Just get your local medical provider to plug one in, and then you can have an Apple technician come right to your pod to install the sound system. It's as easy as piloting a spacecraft.)
The other big change for the iPhone 74: Maps now integrates with every type of planet in the known galaxy. That's right -- it's not just limited to solids any more. If I had a bitcoin for every time I've found myself lost in a ball of gas, not the safest way to escape without exploding, I'd be almost as wealthy as Pterodactyl Zuckerberg (and the entire family of Zuckerberg-dinosaur hybrids). Now, I won't have to worry. You can see the quickest routes through the solar system whether you're travelling by rocket, space capsule, drone, or on the back of a flying rhinoceros.
It's a really nice upgrade for the new device.
We can't talk about this new iPhone without mentioning the camera. Not only can it take the usual pictures - of the outside of the body or the inside, in light or in darkness, of things that are happening or things that have yet to occur - but it can also, for the first time, shoot six-dimensional video. What does that mean? We're not sure, but we're looking into it.
In terms of overall design, it's true that nothing's really changed since the massive retooling of the iPhone 71, where the buttons were replaced with thought-sensors and ultraviolet was added as a colour option. With the 74, we do get a bit of a screen-size upgrade, from a diagonal measurement of 16 feet to a solid 16 and 6 inches on the 74 standard edition and an industry-leading 18 feet on the 74 Plus. So if you're still waiting for your second set of eyes to grow in around your 150th birthday, it might be worth springing for the 74 Plus, just to save you from having to squint.
A few odds and ends: the iPhone 74 will still support users without genetically modified SuperBrains, but Apple is saying on record that the 76 will be the final version that will - so make those appointments if you haven't yet. And, just like the 73, the device can bring most creatures back to life within eight hours of their death, though doing so will eat up a good bit of most people's monthly data plans.
If you're looking to stop time, you'll now find that function under Settings - it's a bit counterintuitive, sure. And pricing is how it's been for a while now: free with a 60-year contract, otherwise 27 million bitcoins, or one vial of uncontaminated blood.
The one drawback: battery life. Apple assured me they're working on the issue, but, given all of the features and the weightlessness of the device, with normal usage, you should get about four-tenths of a second of operating time on a full charge.
The iPhone 74 is expected to be released just after this year's Feast of Kardashian. Look for it on all of the major internets.
Talent tube: Mystifications that have gone extremely viral
Joanna Zajaczkowska
Innovative, original, bold, unconventional, funny and enormously creative. For the last nine years, YouTube has become a part of the biggest cultural revolution since the hippie era. The participants are young net surfers for whom nothing is impossible and live in two worlds: real and virtual.
YouTube has become a medium of expressing desires, creativity and aspirations of contemporary people, who have exchanged the old-fashioned diary for videoblogging. Everyone has a chance to share their life in web episodes. Everyone has the chance to get millions of viewers from all over the world.
Is today's videoblog phenomenon a representation of the exhibitionistic desires of today's youth? Is it an expression of their narcissism? A craving for fame? Or is it just a manifestation of their talent and imagination that has no boundaries?
YouTubers have various motivations to market themselves in the global village. What they have in common is a strong sense of community and cooperative personalities: both as viewers and creators.
YouTubers get to know the world they live in through interaction with other users. They create their own value system. Here, creativity and imagination are most appreciated. In this world, lines between fact and fiction become especially blurred. Here, the use of mystification can grab the attention of millions and can sometimes become a ticket to a real career.
Creepy recipe for YouTube hit
Imagine: It's the middle of the night; you're walking alone through a dimly lit underground tunnel. There is a deafening silence, and no other human being is around. Suddenly, you notice at a distance something unsettling hanging from the ceiling. Getting closer, you spot something wrapped in what you could only describe as an enormous spider web. You are confused, shocked by this dreadful view. And then you hear something scurrying. You turn around and see... a shaggy giant spider dog running straight at you.
Well, it's not a scene from yet another Hollywood horror production, it's “Mutant Giant Spider Dog”, a YouTube sensation: a horror movie spoof made by 26-year-old Polish amateur actor and director Sylwester Wardega. The four-minute production is about a dog in a spider costume that chases random people on the streets of Warsaw at night. It was first published on Sept 4 on the YouTube channel ”SA Wardega”. This video reached 70 million views in only five days. This makes “Mutant Giant Spider Dog” the most popular prank in YouTube history. What's more, this creepy little movie was featured on leading TV stations, newspapers and magazines around the world, including BBC, CNN, CBS News and Time Magazine. Popular prankster enthusiast Ellen DeGeneres even posted this video on her Twitter account. Spider Dog was also trending on websites such as Buzzfeed, Bored Panda and Mashable.
What lies behind the phenomenal success of “Mutant Giant Spider Dog”? Was it its creator's background in psychology?
Firstly, the short uses arachnophobia, a common fear worldwide, as its dynamic to vault it to popularity. Secondly, its well thought-out and executed content is based on the perfect combination of humour and surprise. The video was shot from four different video cameras and has dynamic editing with suitable horror movie-type music.
Before Wardega hit the Internet around the world with his Spider Dog and became one of the most famous pranksters on YouTube, he worked hard on building his brand on this platform. He began his conquest by posting his shorts three years ago. A year later, this was not only his way of gaining fame but also his way of making a living.
Aiming to entertain people, to make them smile, Sylwester Wardega has been creating short movies about his mystifying antics in town, pulling pranks on the unaware passers-by. Usually he performs dressed up as comic book heroes (Spiderman, Superman) and characters from movies (Samara Morgan from “Ring”). In his clips full of grotesque humour we can also find references to dark legends (Slenderman) and pop culture icons (Zombie).
Today, the biggest hit from the Polish prankster, “Mutant Giant Spider Dog”, has over 100 million views. Sylwester Wardega is, without a doubt, the king of Polish YouTube, having a record two million subscribers in the country, cherishing his status as a YouTube celebrity.
The case of SA Wardega proves how YouTube shapes trends and creates new Internet stars no matter where they come from or what language they speak.
Confessions of a teenager that became a sensation
YouTube is a medium in a class of its own because of its instantaneous nature: users from all over the world can create, view and comment on videos in seconds.
In 2006 an interesting narrative experiment took place on YouTube, which was later proclaimed as "the birth of a new art form”. It began from the recorded confession of an American teenager in her bedroom: “Hi. My name is Bree.This is my first videoblog. I don't even have a plan for this blog. I just do this.”
The YouTube series started in June 2006 and soon intrigued millions of people and became an instant Internet sensation. On the surface, the vlog of lonelygirl15 didn't differ from any other similar videos. It was just an average American high school girl sitting in her bedroom and talking to the camera about teen issues. But there was one important discrepancy: videoblogs are authentic, spontaneous and not staged. Lonelygirl15 was a performance from the very beginning, carefully prepared and directed by two young Hollywood filmmakers. A mystification that fooled us all.
“Lonelygirl was a phenomenon in many ways; its narrative online as an early form of vlog; its serialisation; and its truth. The last one of this was explosive. No one had any idea lonelygirl was a fictional form. The video provided viewers with the assumption it was true. So when he hoax was revealed, it represented an earthquake in how the net could be used to play with people's emotions by duping them”, comments David Dunkley Gyimah, a video journalist and senior lecturer at the University of Westminster.
The viral nature of lonelygirl15 throughout the summer of 2006 gained the attention of the media. Speculation over the real identity of 16-year-old Bree began when her blog evolved into a more narrative form, with professional video execution and an interesting storyline involving occultist practices. Some suspected that this web series could be a marketing stunt for an upcoming Blair Witch-style movie.
The unraveling of the whole lonelygirl15 mystery in September by, most famously, the “New York Times” became hot news across the country. The creators of this hoax—among others New Zealand actress Jessica Rose, a former plastic surgery intern-turned-filmmaker (Miles Beckett) and a screenwriter (Mesh Flinders)—were unmasked thanks also to the help of a group of people who paradoxically had supported them all along: the fans of the vlog. This in turn led to even bigger popularity for lonelygirl15 and generated more profits for the authors (lucrative new offers, etc.).
The "lonelygirl15" phenomenon exposed the Internet's ability to distort reality and play with the viewers’ idea of what is real and what is staged. It also questions what viewers value more: the credibility of content or the level of entertainment.
Mysterious plays
In the last few years, YouTube has become a platform where there is no longer a correlation between popularity and anonymity. However, among today's popular YouTube video creators are those who have succeeded in maintaining anonymity and developed an aura of mystery around their work.
One of them is the owner of DisneyCollectorBR, a faceless YouTube channel. DisneyCollectorBR is considered one of the biggest YouTube viral hits of this year, generating millions of views from fans, mostly children. On this channel, 'toy unboxing' videos are posted where brightly manicured hands open toy packaging, show their features and play with them. During the presentation of toys, we hear a soothing voice from women with non-American accent. So far, these hypnotizing videos have attracted 2,7 million subscribers. The success of DisneyCollectorBR is another example of YouTube's role in shaping unpredictable trends.
Social media effect: you could be the next star
YouTube has become a powerful platform not only to showcase creativity, promote your own business or test and share innovative ideas but also a great place for artists to build a community around their work, look for potential collaborators and test their unique concepts for future artistic projects.
Today's generation of young artists takes full advantage of networking platforms. It seems that it has never been so easy for artists to achieve global exposure, fame and the admiration of thousands or millions of fans.
Uruguayan independent film director Fede Alvarez, whose YouTube short "Ataque de Pánico!" landed him a $30 million Hollywood movie deal, is possibly the greatest example of culture democratisation under the influence of technological progress and the power of social media.
The remarkable YouTube success story of Fede Alvarez and other Internet sensations such as stars like Justin Bieber or Arctic Monkeys, whose careers started on the web, inspire young artists from all over the world who dream of international fame and recognition.
But what are the chances that their talent and creativity, exposed online, will be discovered by prominent film or music companies? Or maybe it happens very rarely and only to a few very lucky people? What does it look like from the perspective of the Hollywood industry?
“ I believe that the percentage of success stories from YouTube and other internet sites are still small relative to the number of those who have music out there. But it has become increasingly more important for music creators to have a site of stream-able music accessible online just like having a business card. People within the entertainment industry are more accessible through social networking platforms. Besides, social media aids to collaborate with other artists, seeking new interesting projects or avenues. Networking plays a key role in building any business,” says Michael Todd, who has 20 years of experience in the Hollywood music industry.
Building online relationships and networking can lead to real-world connections and new opportunities.
"Becoming "known" online for your work can help you open doors that would otherwise be closed. Sharing ideas online allows you to provide value, build trust and become a familiar voice in the industry. The important thing to remember is that collaboration comes from utilizing social media and the Internet to build offline relationships", claims Jason Brubaker, a Los Angeles motion picture executive specialising in digital marketing for filmmakers.
Art review of the month: Reassembling the Self
Joe Turnbull
Socially engaged art is nothing new. Exhibitions that raise awareness or funds for a pressing issue abound. And rightly so, the public profile of esteemed galleries and artists should be used for good, and as a medium, art's transcendental potential makes it particularly effective for communicating complex ideas and emotions. Artistically, shows curated around a single issue can occasionally fall flat, coming across as clumsy attempts to shoehorn works or artists together that really don't fit.
Reassembling the Self doesn't fall foul of that trap though, it's genuinely poignant to the point of being troubling, and it projects the internal angst associated with schizophrenia outwards onto the viewer as if psychically forcing you to reassemble your own presumptions about the condition. Curated by Susan Aldworth, the exhibition is an explicit attempt to raise awareness of this much misunderstood illness and is timed to coincide with World Mental Health Day, which this year has schizophrenia as its theme.
Aldworth was artist in residence at Newcastle University's Institute of Neuroscience from 2010 to 2012, during which time she worked on much of the material for the exhibition. The show encompasses work by Aldworth along with Kevin Mitchinson and Camille Ormston, both artists who themselves have a schizophrenia diagnosis.
Taken together the exhibition is a haunting, at times deeply unsettling but above all enlightening experience that cannot fail to imbue visitors with a renewed sense of empathy for sufferers of schizophrenia. It shines a light on some of the darkest recesses of the human psyche and, perhaps more tellingly, on our own prejudices and preconceptions. A contested and fragmented sense of identity flows throughout the works with an almost palpable sense of tension.
Aldworth's titular series of paintings each depict a skull with different organs in orbit around it in a sort of bizarre menagerie of clinical imagery. But the sum of these parts never makes up a whole body, as if reflecting the disjointed sense of identity associated with schizophrenia. Fierce scratching lines protrude prodigiously outwards, conveying a tangible pressure emanating from the skulls. Or perhaps that's looking at it wrong. Perhaps the lines are snaking their way inwards, needling at the cranium. The lines certainly look to be scratched into the painting, like unwelcome voices imposing themselves from outside.
This ambiguous interpretation parallels the "split personality" so often falsely conflated with schizophrenia.
Ears feature prominently in many of the pieces in this series, often blown out of proportion, suggesting a reference to the textbook "hearing voices in the head". The drab palette and medically precise renditions of body parts collaged and remixed in haphazard arrangements give these works an oppressive atmosphere, like the suffocating claustrophobia of white hospital walls closing in around you.
Those characteristic furious lines take centre stage in The Entangled Self 3 as they curl fastidiously in all directions like a web enmeshed upon itself. These effervescent lines resemble electric impulses in the brain, firing in all directions. The synapses must be malfunctioning, because it's all becoming a knotted mess. But again, taken from another perspective there's something quite beautiful in its organic freedom and free-flowing chaos. And despite the kinetic quality of the hair-like patterns, there is a fragility that is laid bare; we all sometimes try to use energy to cover up our insecurities, but this is especially true of people during a manic episode.
The Entangled Self 3 is a salient reminder that each of us – regardless of our mental health – has a carefully (if subconsciously) constructed identity that is at times brittle and frail, and at others fluid and free. This revelation produces something of an epiphanic moment; Aldworth's works aren't a portrait of schizophrenics or even of the condition itself, rather they depict the internal battles over identity that take place silently in everyone's mind.
A chequerboard is a running motif replete throughout much of Ormston's pieces, invoking a game of chess, of two competing sides, though one played out under different rules; the highs and lows of emotions inexorably woven together. Whereas many artists work in shades of grey – both literally and metaphorically – Ormston confidently seems to see the world in terms of black and white.
In Broken, a melancholy face grimaces silently as the head behind it disintegrates into dozens of pieces like a inane jigsaw puzzle. The message is clear, simple and to the point. It needs no mediation, giving the piece a satisfying immediacy but nevertheless a troubling sense of a crumbling personality, of a frail mind at the point of breaking. Self Portrait the Sixth sees two of the same muted, expressionless faces conjoined in an embrace of yin yang-like infinity.
Ormston's Mandala ink drawings comprise swirling, kaleidoscopic symbols that are almost hieroglyphic in nature. The mesmeric patterns have a hypnotic effect, inducing a sort of soporific semi-stupor, as dozens of symbols resembling the all-seeing eye stare back at you piercingly. But there's something deeply aesthetically pleasing about these Mandala pieces, they have a calming, soothing effect and you can almost detect the catharsis in the process of making them. Ormston displays a real talent for producing works that are beautiful in their simplicity.
Mitchinson's arresting portraiture is stark in its contrasting depictions within and between images. Healer is a striking rendition of Mitchinson's psychiatrist, at once reassuring and yet with a slightly sinister edge simmering on one side of the face. The lurid red background endows the figure with an immutable power.
Healer distils the complexity and tension inherent in the doctor/patient relationship and unleashes it on the page.
Mitchinson's rendering of himself in Self Portrait is markedly different from that in Healer and makes for a telling juxtaposition. Whereas the vivid background in Healer emboldens its subject, the jarring red and black pattern in Self Portrait seems to collapse in on the face in the middle, engulfing it; it's as if the background are the edges of a great chasm and Mitchinson's face is found at its nadir.
It would be easy to reduce these artists to their diagnosis, and to view their work through the lens of the condition. This process so often happens with artists with minority voices: black artists are seen through the lens of race; female artists through gender, and so on. But the inclusion of Ormston and Mitchinson's work goes far beyond a tokenistic gesture to give the exhibition greater credibility. They each add something artistically, irrespective of their diagnosis, and together with Aldworth the three bodies of work dovetail nicely, forming a coherent narrative and aesthetic. This harmony among an exhibition of works that take fragmentation as a running theme is a powerful counterpoint to the otherwise foreboding atmosphere. Mitchinson and Ormston's talent is just one of the silver linings for a show which can be at times overwhelmingly bleak, though justifiably so.
Ultimately, madness is really only defined by behaviours that exist outside of the accepted societal norms. But in a society as sick as ours – so wrought with contradictions, inequalities and suffering – is that really so insane? Many of the greatest artists have themselves often been seen as nonconformists and the parallel between the artistic mind and the mentally ill one seems poignant in this exhibition.
If we really think about it, we are all nonconformists to a lesser or greater extent. We all struggle to locate our identities around unobtainable archetypes and ideals that no one can possibly conform to at all times. These daily internal battles are something we all face, they are just more pronounced for people diagnosed with schizophrenia. This realisation is both humbling and forces a new empathy with those grappling with the label and its implications.
As someone who has recently witnessed a loved one battle the condition, I considered myself to have a fairly open mind and good understanding of it. Not only did my own experience mean that the exhibition spoke to me on a deeply personal level, it also gave me a new insight and a refreshed sense of understanding of what those suffering with schizophrenia must go through.
This is the raw power of art; using symbolism to create new pathways, new points of connect and even new ways of thinking. In a sentence, art can help break down and then reassemble ourselves for the better.
The Afghan female activists challenging Western stereotypes
Joe Turnbull
Picture an Afghan woman. Your mind might be conjuring up an image of a docile burqa-wearing individual staring pleadingly at you. Or perhaps, clutching a wounded child closely, lamenting incoherently, with tears falling down a war-weary face. Maybe you see someone picking through the dishevelled debris of what used to be a market, scouring the scorched earth like a blighted vulture.
The reason for this is that Afghan women, and women in the developing world more generally, are all too often depicted as helpless victims; mere objects of harrowing news reports or poster-women for the next charity appeal. At best they might be portrayed showing some entrepreneurial spirit helping themselves and their family through some microfinance venture; nearly always with help of a benevolent Western benefactor in one form or another.
But there are a group of dedicated, incredibly brave and fiercely independent women who are fighting for women’s rights, freedom and secular democracy whilst also doing everything they can to empower not only themselves but their communities as well. The Revolutionary Association of the Women of Afghanistan (RAWA) is an ‘independent political/social organisation’ established in 1977. Whilst predominantly secular, they do often wear burqas out of sheer necessity, plus it helps keep their identities hidden and has allowed them to secretly record atrocities.
In their 35-year history RAWA have fought unwaveringly against the Soviet occupation, the Mujahideen, the Taliban and most recently against the US-backed Islamic Republican government. The fearless exploits of these incredible women do not sit well with accepted narratives of Afghan women as passive victims. Added to the highly secretive and underground nature of the RAWA, it’s not hard to see why they haven’t received a great deal of international exposure.
There’s good reason for their secrecy. They have faced hostility from all sides since RAWA’s inception. One of their founding members, Meena Kashwar Kemal was assassinated in 1987 by the KGB and many other RAWA activists have been murdered or attacked over the years. As such, RAWA is organised horizontally in cells, its members strive to remain anonymous and activities are often restricted to members’ homes.
The US Intervention: a war for women’s rights?
One of the most paraded moral justifications for the invasion of Afghanistan in 2001 was the advancement of women’s rights. Laura Bush has been a famous advocate of the benefits for women since the beginning of the war, pointing to figures such as the 2 million girls now enrolled in schools. But this notion of a privileged, powerful Western woman speaking on behalf Afghan females about how great the American invasion has been for them is exactly the sort of thing that feeds into the type of negative representation this article is hoping to address.
As one RAWA activist under the pseudonym Reena rightly points out, if the Americans had really wanted to help Afghan women they should have engaged with democratic women’s groups in Afghanistan, allowing them space to speak for themselves:
‘There are many democratic groups in Afghanistan; maybe they could have, negotiated with them, talked to them, from the very start. It seemed like the most ridiculous thing to do to bring such fundamentalists back to power’.
Reena claims things have actually gotten worse for women since the invasion:
‘The conditions of women are worse...Afghanistan remains the most dangerous place for women. Self-immolation, suicide rates, are extremely high – it has never been this high before. Domestic violence is widespread. Women are poor. They do not have healthcare.’
RAWA have described the governments since the war as ‘exact copies’ of the Taliban in their attitudes towards women. This opinion was arguably justified by former President Hamid Karzai’s controversial backing of a ‘code of conduct’ in 2012 that has been described as a ‘massive step back’ for women’s rights. It appeared to legitimise domestic abuse, unequal divorce proceedings and severely limit women’s independence. In Afghanistan women can be punished for 'moral crimes' such as running away from an abusive husband, and in some instances victims of rape are jailed as a result of their ordeal.
Franz-Michael Mellbin, EU ambassador to Kabul told the Guardian earlier this year "[The prosecution of] moral crimes is something that is a scourge for women in Afghanistan, it means that girls and women who are victims…are further victimised by the state". He described Afghanistan as 'one of the worst places to be a woman'.
Karzai has since been replaced by Ashraf Ghani, but only after months of deadlock resulting from an inconclusive election in April. Ghani now heads a 'government of national unity' with his main presidential rival, Abdullah Abdullah. The political impasse has seen the Taliban take the initiative and make significant inroads in several provincial capitals. This has prompted Ghani to sign a bilateral security deal with the US, which permits its troops to stay in Afghanistan until 2024. A recent post on the RAWA website described the deal as "disgraceful" and labelled the new government "shameful," and "made up of the criminals of the past three and a half decades". Clearly, RAWA don't hold much hope for the new political settlement. The way the national unity government was hammered out behind closed doors over the course of several months does not sit well with many in Afghanistan, with some describing it as the "death of democracy" in the country. RAWA would go further and say democracy is yet to have been born in Afghanistan.
Many problems, many solutions
The threat of violence is real for nearly all women in Afghanistan, with one report by Oxfam claiming a staggering 87% of them have suffered from either physical, sexual or psychological abuse. A lack of education is the root cause of so many other problems, and in Afghanistan a mere 12.6% of women are literate. A study by the Asia Foundation found that Afghan women saw illiteracy and a lack of education as the most pressing problem ahead of lack of women’s rights, lack of employment opportunities and domestic violence.
Despite all the risks, RAWA run hundreds of literacy courses for women and girls across 12 provinces in Afghanistan, thousands of ‘home-based’ schools and 15 fully functioning schools in neighbouring Pakistan. They also run 8 mobile health teams across Afghanistan and have a health clinic which provides free health care to those that can’t afford it.
RAWA also provide income opportunities to as many women as they can through chicken farms, small carpet-weaving, embroidery and knitting workplaces, a bee-fostering project and tailoring units. In addition they help women, mostly widows, to set up their own similar projects by providing them with short-term loans.
In fact, for every problem Afghan women face - and they are a myriad - it seems the RAWA are doing something to address it, working within communities to help them help themselves. All of this and the RAWA receives no funding from any outside agency.
Naturally, such a lack of funding means that the scope of RAWA is limited and their work is but a drop in an ocean of tragedy. Their unwavering anti-fundamentalist opinions, uncompromising political beliefs and secretive methods are a both their greatest strengths and weaknesses. These factors mean RAWA remain marginal, ‘underground and semi-underground’. Nevertheless, it is the bravery, tenacity and complete independence of the RAWA that makes it so astonishing.
The RAWA has its problems and its limitations, like any organisation, but they are a truly inspiring group of individuals who work together for the benefit of their communities without relying on Western intervention; in fact, fighting on in spite of it. So I hope that the RAWA might help us reconfigure our pre-conceived notion of Afghan women as the passive victims of patriarchy, poverty and war.
Elvis Presley: Man or legend?
Jon Bounds
January 8 2135: as part of the ongoing Winterval festivities, on fourteenth night, millions worldwide celebrate the coming of The King. Dressed in white all-in-ones, and dark glasses, a young male of each family is presented with ceremonial gifts (traditionally gold, frankincense and myrrh - the gold shaped into a lighting bolt or a musical note) and responds deferentially with ‘Thank you v’much’.
Part of the global tribe that identify themselves as rationalists flood Internet communication systems to say that the traditions are based on shaky evidence, that there never was a man called Elvis Presley and that if there was he was certainly not hailed as a King. And if there was man, and he was some kind of prophet, based on the legends, the sounds he’s said to have made and the area of America that he is said to have originated from: wouldn’t he likely have had darker skin tones?
In the year 2135, if man is still alive, will it matter at all if Elvis ever really existed?
Just under 20 years after Elvis’s death, the Manic Street Preachers’ album Everything Must Go started with the words “Twenty foot high on Blackpool Promenade, fake royalty second-hand sequin facade”. The song Elvis Impersonator: Blackpool Pier, takes aim at the bankruptcy of a British culture that is still — according to lyricist Richey Edwards — placating the working class with a stained reflection of a culture that wasn’t theirs.
In 1996 it wasn’t cool for a band to say they liked Elvis, it wasn’t cool for anyone to say that they did. But an industry was building, and an image of Elvis Aaron Presley was continuing to be seared onto our collective memories. For in 2014, Elvis continues to be everywhere.
Craig Hamilton is an academic who researches popular music fandom, and a fan — he had an Elvis play at his wedding and has paid to see a show called Elvis Presley In Concert. That show toured worldwide and featured members of Elvis’s original band and projections of the man himself. It and its successor Elvis: Live on Stage must have set a few hearts beating at the Trade’s Descriptions office, but they are part of machine that seems to be unstoppable.
“The image has been carefully and, some would say, ruthlessly managed since he died, says Craig. “It's been commodified and exploited in a way that has drawn comparisons with Mickey Mouse, and is at the point now where it seems to be a fairly unstoppable industry all of its own.”
Craig points out that when Elvis passed his estate was far from wealthy, even Elvis Presley Enterprises admits “while [he] was by no means broke, there was a cash flow problem”, which it directly links to the opening of Graceland as a tourist destination in the early ‘80s — which one could see as the beginning of the divorcing of Elvis the musician and Elvis the image.
“I think the image can now be considered completely separated from the music. I think it's a fair assumption that, in Western culture at least, even people who have never heard of note of the music would recognise that someone in a jumpsuit, shades and sideburns was pretending to be Elvis.”
“If you were to attempt to stop it now, to shut it down, you'd have to fight the Memphis tourist board, 1000s of people who make their living as impersonators, the rights holders who still derive revenue from the films, music and images, and so on. Elvis is the factory where half the town works, and on whom the other half rely for their living.”
Elvis’s image isn’t, however, purely the property of his Estate: it has escaped into meme and gene. If the newer evolutionary theories about experiences being able to encode themselves into DNA as true, then Elvis lives: in our race memory.
As well as the official merchandise, you won’t be able to walk through a tourist market or a Poundshop in almost any part of the UK without seeing a crudely sketched picture of The King printed a little larger than A3 size for sale. You might not be able to tell if the artist’s other work is Jimi Hendrix of Bob Marley, but you’ll know Elvis. Further than that people use his image as a lens: in the film True Romance Christian Slater’s neophyte drug dealer hallucinates advice from an Elvis in order to help him keep his head. Simon Crump’s My Elvis Blackout is a set of short stories, all featuring first person narratives about the author’s completely fictional adventures with a man that looks like and sounds like, and is like Elvis in all respects — apart from his occasional tendencies to vile acts of murder.
Alongside the A44 in Powys in Wales is a rock known as ‘the Elvis rock’, as it has ‘Elvis’ graffitoed on it. No-one knows quite why, although there are theories, and it has certainly been re-done a number of times. Out of context with both its setting and Elvis himself, it somehow speaks of just how ingrained he is into our lives.
The King is dead, long live the King
Chuck D in Public Enemy’s Fight the Power delivers a powerful statement on the reverence and this industry, “Elvis was a hero to most, but he never meant shit to me”. This was in written in 1988 only ten or so years after it would have been possible to see Elvis live in concert. Move on another 15 years, to the 25th anniversary of Elvis’s death, and he had clarified the feeling:
"My whole thing was the one-sidedness — like, Elvis' icon status in America made it like nobody else counted. My heroes came from someone else. My heroes came before him. My heroes were probably his heroes. As far as Elvis being 'The King,' I couldn't buy that.”
Already in 1988 the truth about Elvis, even as he related to the young rapper himself, was less important than the icon and what it represented. And the icon needn’t have been alive in the first place to live as truly as anything else.
Nietzsche was wrong when he said ‘God is dead’, or at least he was premature in his belief that his influence on humanity’s morals was over. It doesn’t matter, really, if God exists or not; enough people act as if he does to make that question moot. And that is true in popular culture: if enough thought about Elvis goes on (and in a commercial sense if enough product is shifted) then the idea at least is alive. Crucially, it too is evolving.
There is a industry in books about the truth about the origins of Robin Hood. They pick over scraps of evidence in the original ballads, over contemporaneous tales and events, over tiny pieces of real historical record that mention outlaws called Robin. There is nothing concrete, or even study oak about the evidence. But what is certain is that within a few hundred years of the existence — or not — of the real man the character has become something else. Robin Hood and his tales start to appear across England as part of the May Day celebrations, but also take on different roles. Allen W. Wright, compiles some in The Search for a Real Robin Hood:
In 1441 a disgruntled mob in Norfolk blocked the road threatening to murder someone. They sang "We are Robynhodesmen — war, war, war."
In 1469, two people led separate uprisings against the Yorkist government. They used the aliases Robin of Holderness and Robin of Redesdale.
In 1498, Roger Marshall had to defend himself in court for leading an uprising of 100 people. He had used the alias Robin Hood, and defended himself by claiming his actions were typical Robin Hood practice.
Robin Hood evolved from a real, or at least imagined, figure into a medieval version of the way some activists and writers use the nom-de-plume Luther Blissett: an uncoordinated but collective identity. It then mutated further into a story each generation tells itself about greed and honour.
We are all Elvis now
It’s an oft told tale that when Elvis died in 1977, there were about 170 people impersonating him around the world. In the year 2000 it was estimated there were about 85,000 Elvis impersonators. So, the joke goes, by 2043 everyone on earth will be an Elvis impersonator.
Derek Jones is an Elvis impersonator from Wolverhampton in England. Performing only for charity (notably breast cancer charities such as Breakthrough), he has raised tens of thousands of pounds with his tribute show that features a live band and backing singers and has played to up to 5,000 people a time.
“It’s all about the costume, the look. I get my suits from the original maker of his in America. Elvis was the first performer to wear something that couldn’t be worn off-stage. Even the look of the Teddy Boy, you could wear that in normal life, but Elvis was unique.”
“When I have the suit on, I become Elvis,” he says, “the response from the crowd is amazing. You get a little bit of what Elvis must have got.”
Derek is what you might call a ‘straight impersonator’, but not all Elvis tributes are the same. You can find ‘Black Elvis’, female Elvis: Jimmy the King has a fine line in doing songs that Elvis never recorded — but just how we think he might have.
Elvis Presley is seen now mostly through a media-commercial, or home-grown, prism: it’s not possible to experience him as he was. Given that we can have so much Elvis and so many Elvises, does it matter if Elvis ever really existed? Craig Hamilton again:
“It won't be too long before there is no-one alive with a living memory of Elvis, and then we'll see how the story develops. It's important to think about how he existed to those who experienced him: he never played live outside of the United States, so for the vast majority of fans he existed as a face on a screen, a voice on a record. The seeds for the that disconnect are well and truly sown into the fabric of Elvis-worship.”
“We, as people within reasonable earshot of the real thing, trust the 20th Century artefacts that embody him: the record, the films, the pictures, the books. We understand them as a whole in terms of the social and economic conditions of his time, and of now. In 100 or 200 years, how many of those artefacts will survive? what will be our understanding of the culture? It's entirely possible that the timelines and details could get mixed up in new and interesting ways, muddying the waters.”
And don’t forget to take your decorations down on the ninth.
Further reading
The King and I, My Elvis Marathon — I listened to all 698 commercially released Elvis songs in order, in one sitting.
Bitcoin: A viable currency for business?
Jon Card
Misunderstood and mired in controversy, Bitcoin could yet prove to be a game changer in the business world and has the potential to affect all our lives, writes Jon Card
"Can you please move forward to let the people at the back in," called out the compere to the crowd of some 300 people crammed into a building in Shoreditch, east London. It was standing room only in this darkened place, which had a bar at the back and a stage with sound system at the front. You might have expected there to be a hot new band or comedian on tour playing that night. But in fact the audience were there to listen to Brian Armstrong, co-founder of Coinbase, the world's biggest Bitcoin wallet, and to find out more about this peer-to-peer cryptocurrency.
Armstrong’s business enables retailers to accept payments in Bitcoin. It then immediately converts them into a fiat currency (euro, dollar), thereby avoiding Bitcoin's notorious volatility. It also provides retailers with a wallet to keep their Bitcoin in and to use to make payments. Coinbase hasn't even fully launched in the UK yet as it’s still wrangling with regulators and banks. But Armstrong was in upbeat mood following Coinbase's expansion into 18 European countries and a successful year persuading US retailers to adopt his platform.
The past year has also seen a big uptake in Bitcoin usage and, although there's still a lot of ignorance, mystery and even some hostility to the concept, it's making big strides toward respectability. Armstrong says ultimately it is consumers who are forcing business to take Bitcoin seriously. "The consumer really had to get there first before we could get these retailers signed up. It certainly doesn't hurt when we tell merchants that we have 1.7m customers that might want to come shopping at their store," he said. "If we can build a customer base of a million people in Europe then we can go get those merchants. I just gave away the master plan there."
Armstrong told the audience that during 2014 Bitcoin was increasingly being used for normal, everyday transactions. "The transactions happening on the Blockchain are definitely real commerce, people aren't just buying Bitcoin as a speculative asset anymore," he said. However, there are big issues still to resolve with Bitcoin before it becomes accepted by the mainstream. The horde gathered at this tech meet-up, organised by the Bitcoin networking group CoinScrum, included many developers and young entrepreneurs, who tend to be ahead of the pack for new ideas. But the fact remains that many people don't really know what Bitcoin even is.
What is Bitcoin?
Bitcoin is a peer-to-peer currency generated by software. It means two people anywhere in the world can make a transaction within minutes, without having to go through a bank or incur charges. The speed of these transactions is very fast, usually taking less than 10 minutes, and can potentially involve huge amounts. At the time of writing, there were over 13 million Bitcoins in circulation and individual coins were worth about £240 each. Each of these coins can be divided into units of up to eight decimal places, with the smallest unit known as a Satoshi (0.00000001 of one Bitcoin). Every transaction is recorded in a giant public ledger called the Blockchain, which is perhaps the most exciting aspect of Bitcoin. This ledger is publicly accessible and you can watch it in real time if you so wish to online (just search for ‘Blockchain’). The Blockchain is virtually unhackable. In fact, according to Professor Campbell Harvey of Duke University in North Carolina, you'd need about $300m worth of processing power to make any alterations on this massively encrypted chain. "It's extremely unlikely that anyone would have enough computing power to be able to hack it," he says. Harvey sees enormous potential for the Blockchain. He believes it could provide a unique way of verifying ownership of all sorts of assets, as it has the potential to have other documents attached to it. Harvey prophesies that the Blockchain could even come to represent the "common knowledge" of society. "Imagine getting into your car and your ownership is verified via the Blockchain and the car starts only for you," suggests Harvey. "It's feasible to attach many types of financial contracts to the Blockchain. It may represent the common knowledge of our civilisation in the future."
Open Source
Harvey is by no means the only one interested in the Blockchain, with venture capitalists also taking a long-term view on how Bitcoin-related transactions could spin off into a range of disruptive industries. Certainly, developers across the world are taking to the Bitcoin world with gusto. Armstrong points to the bulging Github depositories as evidence that Blockchain-related projects are gaining momentum. He says the company has taken this to heart, itself heading down the open source route. "We've launched Toshi, our open source enterprise Bitcoin node, which makes it really easy for developers to build apps on top of the Blockchain. This is what we had to build internally to get Coinbase to work and we just gave it away for free. As a result it's now an open source which a lot of people are using," he says.
Retail
But away from the world of open source development, Bitcoin has the potential to make a real impact on traditional retail and also to massively disrupt the financial sector. Currently, every time you visit a cafe or clothes shop and use your card, the banks takes a cut of the retailer’s profits. This is often four percent and so, for small stores, the price of providing a cash-free way of paying eats into profit margins. However, this makes Bitcoin a very attractive proposition for retailers as, potentially, transactions can be made for free, or in practice for very little.
Adam Twidell is the founder of PrivateFly, an online private jet brokerage, which has been accepting Bitcoin payments for the past year. "All customers are asked to fill in a feedback form and one said he wanted more flexible payment options like Bitcoin. I'd only really just heard about Bitcoin then and it was just from press reports with how it was linked to criminality and drugs. At first I didn't think it would work with our brand at all. But then I looked at some of the other brands using it, like Virgin and Expedia, and thought: 'maybe this isn't such a crazy idea'."
Twidell set up an account with BitPay, which now offers a freemium service to retailers, and although only a minority of his customers pay this way he says it's a useful part of the payment mix. "I don't see Bitcoin overtaking traditional banking methods in the next 10 years, but it's part of the payment mix," he says. "The big advantage is that there are no charge backs with Bitcoin, whereas with credit cards there can be, because of fraud or if a customer is unhappy.
Twidell says that, while there are practical advantages for him in accepting Bitcoin, he thinks some customers love to use it because of their rebellious nature. "The customers who use them are a bit anti-establishment, anti-banking and like to use a currency which bypasses the banks," he says. "The other major advantage is that Bitcoin customers are incredibly vocal and tweet about us accepting Bitcoin, which is very unusual for private jet customers. But we don't hold onto any Bitcoins because there is no one in my supply chain who I can pay them with."
Hip-hop in the UK: Why the bad rap?
Joshua Virasami
Dr Cornel West, the uncensored, rugged and fiercely incisive black academic had this honest analysis to present on hip-hop: "Although hip-hop culture has become tainted by the very excesses and amorality it was born in rage against, the best of rap music and hip-hop culture still expresses stronger and more clearly than any cultural expression in the past generations a profound indictment of the moral decadence of our dominant society.”
I caught up with hip-hop scholar SCZ (Sarah Zarantonello), who had just completed her interactive archive "Global Flows: hip hop poetics of transmigration and transcreation as counter hegemonic cultural production", a thorough exploration of the important roles hip-hop culture plays, such as that of rebuilding broken communities. I asked her how she feels community is manifested by hip-hop cultures in the UK.
“Spaces and places like the People’s Kitchen at Passing Clouds, Poets and Pioneers at D’GAF, LC Collective events, and Itch FM events were where I felt most connected to a sense of belonging in the physical geography of London, an urban metropole where the conditions of empire are omnipresent if you are any type of identifiable other.”
This ability to connect through the sharing of our stories in our own voices is helping to heal feelings of social isolation experienced as part of our social conditions of existence. - SCZ
But how did hip-hop get here?
1980s hip-hop culture burst vibrantly into the UK as housing estates began to be painted with incredibly artistic graffiti and the train riders revolutionised the aesthetics of inner city train networks, most infamously London Underground. Hip-hop music (as opposed to the other four elements) has always manifested a current of its own and from generation to generation within the UK has produced an eclectic set of geniuses in the form of acts like Roots Manuva, Portishead or Jehst.
By the late 1990s, when classic albums such as Council Estate of Mind, The Sagas Of, Return of the Drifter and Original Pirate Material were being released and the seriousness in terms of sales and popularity had been established, the hip-hop community was recognised as a powerful force in society. The grime, road rap and hip-hop music were vibrant and healthy, street poetics were the skill set of every other youth and the microphone prowess only grew stronger. Just on cue the government weighed in. The green light for the scapegoating of hip-hop culture is a practice that persists to this day, especially in the minds of England’s middle and upper classes.
There is a direct link between when then-home secretary David Blunkett said patronisingly in 2003, "We need to talk to the record producers… about what is and is not acceptable" and when Paul Routledge felt able to catalyse national despair during the England riots against hip-hop culture by writing in the Daily Mirror that "in the end only a change of culture, and the way these kids see the world about them, will work. I would ban the broadcasting of poisonous rap".
If this were true, that the violence is a consequence of "‘idiots like So Solid Crew" who are "glorifying gun culture and crime" then why is it not the case that most of young white middle class suburbia aren’t picking up handguns and ploughing each other down? Statistically, the majority of hip-hop music is sold to non-black communities. The violence in the margins of society is a consequence of the structural violence done to those on the fringes by the corporate cronies and their government goons.
Cultural critic and black feminist Bell Hooks provides a spot-on analysis of the path that British mainstream culture treads very ominously: "The lambasting of hip-hop culture continues, to white-dominated mass media, the controversy over gangsta rap makes great spectacle... a central motivation for highlighting gangsta rap continues to be the sensationalist drama of demonising black youth culture in general... It is a contemporary remake of 'Birth of a Nation', only this time we are encouraged to believe it is not just vulnerable white womanhood that risks destruction by black hands but everyone."
The continued ostracism by the political leadership and highest rungs of the social ladder of hip-hop culture places great strain on social tensions and belittles the crucial role it plays in nursing and reimagining society.
It should be noted that Hip Hop doesn't create these schisms but it merely creates a space where they can become more apparent. - Sensei C
“An atypical conversation about mass media, hegemony, and the commodification of rap as a product for consumption which co-opts culture, and uses it to reinforce social conditions of existence which maintain power”, said SCZ, “is often where academics who write about hip-hop get stuck.”
No one community dictates the cultural production within the hip-hop community; this is a condescending narrative. This is not to say that outside forces, predominantly the entertainment-industrial complex, do not monopolise the impressions made upon society and also dictate who has the loudest voice within the community. The top 10 radio stations in the UK would rarely if ever play Akala, Amy True or Logic; instead they would only play the hip-hop that peddles the music industry's yarn of materialism.
Latter-day hip-hop music in the UK has taken countless routes and styles but two stand-out streams have emerged: one proliferating the corporate line and one undoing it. An incredibly socially aware form of hip-hop is emerging and fast becoming a high-powered voice of dissent but also of self exploration, of reclaiming history and of reimagining spirituality, building upon a tradition of hip-hop that emerged in the UK in the late 90s. Branching from this movement of hip-hop music are an abundance of programmes that uplift local communities.
But what of this social upliftment? It’s not difficult to identify the positive contribution of hip-hop culture to daily life in the UK. Take Hip Hop Pop, which provides dance education to 20 primary schools in south-east London or Raw Material music education where hip-hop artists host workshops empowering youth in the art of business, performance and songwriting, serving over 500 participants annually in highly focused sessions.
"Rap club" recently featured in Channel 4’s Educating the East End and showed how teacher Tom Grant provides a space where young emcees have the opportunity to realise how special, powerful and invigorating their words can be. In a brief interview Tom explained that to him, "hip-hop is a wonderful gateway to knowledge, to becoming politicised, to becoming aware of the spectrum of ideas out there". Hip Hop Psych promotes the use of hip-hop as an aid to the treatment of mental illness, a project pioneered by neuroscientist Becki Inkster and psychiatrist Akeem Sule. Where are the politicians' acknowledgement? Not that it matters.
I managed to have a chat with Amy True, an up-and-coming UK hip-hop artist, before she headed out to the International Hip-Hop Festival in Kampala with the UK branch of End Of the Weak. Amy explained how they would be “doing production, dance, graffiti and writing workshops with the locals, and also building a studio as well as performing and sharing cultural knowledge to progress together.”
“I think it's important that we as communities find ways to support one another, investing in the cultural productions that are most meaningful for our understanding of the world as it is, and in moving us towards the world as we want it to be”, she explained.
Yet hip-hop remains undervalued as both a contributor to societal health and a measurement of it. She continues by saying that, “all forms of hip-hop production from the highly visible to the music being recorded in bedroom studios or smartphones around the world contribute to a soundscape of meaning which reflects the social conditions of the current moment”.
Hip-hop cultures have been far from perfect. As a movement reaching maturity in this era of patriarchy, the male voice within it has often inherited the misogyny so dominant in the corporate paradigm, and the violence and oppressive language of the social status quo, something Bell Hooks expands on here. However, many women have used hip-hop culture in their own right, as their own herstory, in order to express their own struggles and feminine power: artists such as Estelle, Lady Dynamite, Shystie, Amy True, Oracy, ShayD, or in the US India Arie, Queen Latifah, Erykah Badhu and Lauryn Hill.
A big part of the divide or rather difference between underground and commercial is to be seen in the intention. Music for its own sake or the culture rather than fame and monetary gain. - Brother Portrait
Hip-hop will continue to be both commercially mainstream and the main stream of decolonization: unbinding the psychological and physical restraints and community building. I caught up with south London poet and rapper Brother Portrait, who spoke of his personal growth through the culture.
“Together, the ‘community education’ was learning through the music and feeling myself (personally through being a listener and liver of the music and artform), part of something bigger. Does this contribute towards the general wellbeing of UK society? I would say not for everyone, but that’s alright. Hip-hop, in essence, is from the margins and for them, to unite and empower.”
As the North American powerhouse of the entertainment industrial-complex rears its head toward the UK it seems that the proliferation of cultural production that aims to further colonise the hearts and minds of young will be a large part of British hip-hop’s fate. Combine this with the fact that “we don’t have a united news source and the most popular out there like grmdaily and sbtv have strayed far from their grassroots beginnings”, according to Brother Portrait, and it seems a struggle of values will continue for a while yet.
In an interview with British rapper Sensei C, he pointed out: “There will always be young thugs telling stories of their tough upbringing and budding intellectuals dissecting the power structures of society. There will always be wannabe gangsters spinning fictitious yarns about moving kilos of cocaine and real-life gangsters giving a blow by blow account of what they see everyday and either one might make million or nothing at all."
But the culture itself is always available to impart its history; the kick, snare and the microphone confer counterculture in their very existence and the chasm that was deepening between hip-hop history and the current flows is caving in, as SCZ said: “These rhythms pay no mind to the metronome of imperial reason, the logic of these rhythms are found in the bob of a head, the sway of hips and the legitimacy conferred by community.”
But what is happening is not a return to a certain era of hip-hop, it is the birth of a new one, a reflection of a natural consciousness-raising phenomenon in the communities where hip-hop has always resided. It is a unifying force. A reflection of a feeling sweeping across all continents. Even in middle-class suburbia hip-hop's reach often provides alternative education and community building.
MOBO award-winning hip-hop artist Akala is often quoted as saying: "If Shakespeare were alive today he would instead be a rapper." He explains that the Globe Theatre was on the peripheries of central London's power both physically and metaphorically. Although William flirted with power, he also spoke truth to it much as hip-hop culture has done and continues to do to this day.
Joshua can be followed at @joshuavirasami on twitter
No reason to cry? The emotional aftermath of a caesarean section.
Anja Habekost Oliveira
“But now you have a healthy baby!” is one of the most common responses women get when attempting to bemoan the fact that they have had a caesarean section. But, strange and selfish as it may seem to outsiders, for a number of women, their healthy baby is little consolation for being robbed of experiencing a “real” birth.
Some women compare a caesarean section to picking up their baby at Sainsbury’s. Others say that they have had doubts that the baby is really theirs. Many tell of difficulties bonding with the newborn, inability to breastfeed and a growing number of women experience symptoms of post-traumatic stress disorder after a caesarean section.
Every day 2,000 women will give birth in the UK, of whom 600 will describe their birth as "traumatic" and 60 will develop PTSD.
“I still have to talk it through with my husband regularly”, says Layla Siebert, 33, who gave birth to her first child, son Noah, 19 months ago by emergency caesarean section. “I am still trying to piece together what actually happened during Noah’s birth. I had been in labour for 28 hours when there was a shift change and the new doctors suddenly decided on a caesarean section.”
Siebert, who had initially prepared herself for a water birth in the hospital’s birth centre, says she was not properly informed about the reasons for her caesarean section. “So much just happened that I don’t actually know about”, she says. She also admits that she initially had trouble bonding with her newborn, a fact that she blames mainly on not giving birth naturally.
Neither Siebert’s midwives, nor her NCT group suggested any resources or groups for her to go to for support in case of her needing a caesarean section. Instead she was left feeling like a failure after the natural birth she had hoped for did not materialise. “I didn’t even know I could get help”, she says.
Siebert’s experience is echoed by Giovanna Iozzi, 41, who says she felt pressured into having an emergency caesarean section when she gave birth to her son 10 years ago.
“I didn’t think straight while it was happening, it was my first baby. The anxiety and depression kicked in later. I complained about my care to the hospital afterwards; I felt the doctors had failed me. I wanted to know why I had had a caesarean. I had to know that it was warranted and justified, I needed so much convincing. For a good two years I was obsessed by it”, she says.
Emergency operations
A quarter of all births in the UK on the NHS are by caesarean section, according to the Health & Social Care Information Centre. Most of these are unplanned, or emergency operations because of sudden complications during birth. The rest are “elective”, either because of the mother’s medical history or conditions affecting the placenta, such as pre-eclampsia and placenta previa. But the emotional effect of the procedure has gone largely unnoticed by the healthcare services.
“It’s a minefield”, says childbirth campaigner, Debbie Chippington-Derrick, author of Caesarean Birth: Your Questions Answered and co-author of the National Institute for Health and Care Excellence guidelines on caesarean sections]. “There is a mixture of things going on and women’s reactions are very different; some are very happy with what has happened, some don’t know what has hit them yet and some are traumatised.”
Chippington-Derrick runs Caesarean Birth and VBAC Information, a site that offers research-based support and information about all aspects of caesarean sections.
“The label postnatal depression is often put on them, and it’s not that”, she says. “Sometimes it takes a long time to surface. I have had women come back to me after 30 to 40 years because they have read something and are starting to question what happened to them."
Often it is because they suddenly feel they have been "led to believe certain things” about their caesarean section.
The number of women experiencing trauma related to caesarean sections is growing, according to Chippington-Derrick, and they currently get very little support from the healthcare system. Women used to get support from a midwife at home every day for 10 days after giving birth. Now they receive very few postnatal visits and sometimes not even from a qualified midwife but from a midwife’s assistant. It does not allow them to talk about the issues, she says, because the assistant does not have the right information and training. “Most women are then stuck searching for places to go to find information and support.”
Currently, the only help specific to caesarean sections offered by some NHS hospitals is a phone number to the voluntarily run Caesarean Support Network, which offers “emotional support and practical advice” on evening and weekends.
But after a caesarean section, many women shut down mentally so they can focus on what they have to focus on: their baby, says Chippington-Derrick. “And then they find themselves hit hard when they get pregnant again. They are then trying to find a way to avoid what happened to them before.”
Finding support
Internet forums such as Mumsnet and groups on Facebook and are dedicated to discussions about caesarean sections. A number of websites, such as Motherhood Diaries have sections specifically for “birth stories”, where mothers can share their experiences and vent their frustrations.
The private “VBAC (Vaginal Birth After Caesarean) Support Group UK” on Facebook offers support to women planning to have a natural birth after a caesarean section, those planning an elective section and those who have already gone through either experience. It does not offer medical advice.
For National Childbirth Trust (NCT) teacher Alison Ryan, the main problem for women suffering after having a caesarean is “the disempowerment, having no control over what will happen. And that the hospital then kicks you out after 24 hours with no support”. She encourages traumatised former students to write down their birth experiences and send them to her in a letter. “They don’t expect an answer, but they need to tell their ‘and then this happened to me!’ stories to someone”, she says.
The International Caesarean Awareness Network has also felt an increase in the number of women needing help after a caesarean section.
“The emotional fallout from a caesarean is often overlooked by medics but tends to be the area that has the most impact on women afterwards. It is certainly the main reason I'm contacted for support“, says Tina Coley, chapter leader at ICAN and birth doula. “I spend hours on the phone just listening to very sad women telling me their stories, usually very similar ones, and what strikes me as sad is that I'm probably the first person who's listened without judging and who doesn't say that ‘it doesn't matter because they have a healthy baby’.”
A partnership between the NHS and the organisations specialising in the emotional impact of caesareans could be the way to reach these women at an earlier stage, suggests Coley. Research has shown that the severity of post traumatic stress due to an emergency caesarean section can be decreased by early postpartum counselling.
“We don't work directly with the NHS although I'd be happy to liaise with them”, she says. The support ICAN provides tends to be taken up by women who have had previous caesareans and want to know how to avoid having another, “but the same information applies to anyone having a baby”, says Coley.
Better care and more information is the way forward, says Chippington-Derrick. “As a woman, you are in such a vulnerable position when you are making the decision to have a caesarean or not, and you have to make the decision with what information you have.” Today, 150,000 women a year are having a caesarean section, “and obviously not all of these women get adequate information”.
Chippington-Derrick argues for the continuity of midwifery care. She, along with the Association for Improvements in the Maternity Services], the NCT and a number of other maternity organisations in the UK last year launched the Midwife4Mecampaign. Its aim is for all women, including women with medical issues, to have a known and trusted midwife with them throughout pregnancy and birth. “So what they want can be supported properly”, says Chippington-Derrick.
My response to when doctors bring up the "healthy baby" argument is always this: "you didn’t make my baby healthy, I did." - Debbie Chippington-Derrick.
Studies have shown that this “woman-centred” type of midwifery leads to fewer caesareans than traditional hospital-based care. Today, the majority of women in labour have never met the midwife who delivers their baby and most women classified as “high risk”, such as those attempting a natural birth after a caesarean, tend to be in the care of obstetricians.
Giovanna Iozzi feels that she only recovered fully from her traumatic birth experience when she fought for a natural birth of her daughter three years later: “ I think having a natural delivery afterwards really healed me. Everything went right, it balanced it out."
EXpecting her second baby, Layla Siebert would like to give birth at home, “because as soon as you enter the hospital, it is so easy for doctors to intervene and women get scared of using their intuition”. Still, she is afraid that the coveted VBAC is only for a chosen few.
She hopes continuity of midwifery will have materialised by the time she is expecting a brother or sister for Noah. “It is very difficult to have to explain yourself to a new midwife at every appointment and especially during labour”, she says. “But if she is someone you trust, it is much easier to talk about your wishes and fears from the beginning."
The Blaschkas: a glass menagerie
Julie Schwietert Collazo
The most amazing aspect of the story of artisan glassmakers Leopold and Rudolf Blaschka is that there are at least 1,000 points in its 157-year history where it could have fallen apart or been forgotten completely. It's entirely because of the love and care for the Blaschkas' fragile, phenomenal glasswork - mainly by a long line of people who did not know each other directly and who, in some cases, wished to remain anonymous - that anyone in the 21st century even knows who the Blaschkas are. And many more people still know the father and son's work without knowing their names.
There are also at least 1,000 reasons to love the Blaschkas' story.
Born in 1822 to a long line of glassmakers, Leopold Blaschka joined the family business of making glass eyes. His early promise was interrupted when he became sick and left Europe on an ocean journey, a remedy prescribed by his doctor. This was, perhaps, the first of many coincidences that would set Blaschka on the path toward global renown as a master glassmaker, for it was on the transatlantic journey that Blaschka spent his days studying sea creatures, making detailed drawings of marine animals - invertebrates, mainly.
By the time he returned from the voyage, Blaschka had plenty of material to test the possibility of establishing a new speciality for himself: making marine invertebrate models. In addition to selling these models to universities and aquaria, he had plenty of private clients, too. “At the time, it was fashionable to have aquariums. People had these in their parlours, but often what was in the aquarium was made of glass”, says Linda Ford, Director of Collections Operations for Harvard's Museum of Natural History.
Leopold's son, Rudolf, was born in 1857; like his father, he displayed an early talent, skill, and interest in the craft of glassmaking, and by the early 1880s, the father-son atelier - unaided by apprentices or other employees - was enjoying brisk business. Although the Blaschkas obviously didn't have contemporary technology at their disposal, word about their fine glasswork spread quickly. Museum directors and professors, researchers and lecturers had come across the Blaschkas' marine models and immediately saw how these were a drastic improvement over dead specimens pickled in glass jars.
Before three-dimensional models like those the Blaschkas were producing, students had to fill in a lot of visual and mental blanks. The full glory of an octopus's tentacles or the curious mouth of the squid couldn't be appreciated at all; in a jar, the tentacles were typically curled in a heap under the octopus's top-heavy body, while the finer details of a squid - or any other sea creature for that matter - couldn't be considered because, quite simply, it couldn't all be seen. Modelling made the whole being of the animal come suddenly, stunningly into view.
Absolute fidelity
And the Blaschkas' models were exceptional, renowned for their absolute fidelity to specimens and their fine eye for detail; all the more impressive because the Blaschkas lived in landlocked Dresden. Although Leopold had managed to amass a respectable group of studies, he did not have immediate access to additional specimens, nor could he quickly resolve any questions he had about the physiology, structure, movement, colouration, or typical markings of the sea creatures he had drawn. Books and field reports were critical sources for him, as were letters and drawings from scholar- researchers.
Yet looking at the thousands of delicate cilia of the comb jelly, or the layered piling of cerata of the sea slug, it's incredible to think how perfect the Blaschkas' models were when they hadn't seen with their own eyes the vast majority of the objects they were recreating.
One of the people who heard of the Blaschkas' work and was interested in making some purchases of his own was Harvard University's George Lincoln Goodale. Goodale, the first director of the university's Botanical Museum, had seen some of the duo's marine models at the university and was stunned by their quality. He was mapping out the exhibits for his museum and confronting a challenge he hadn't been sure how he'd surmount. How could he present botanical specimens in a way that would be faithful to their in-the-field beauty and, by extension, would draw in the crowds that are necessary to sustain a museum's operations? Boston's cold north-eastern winters made the problem more acute. Glass models, Goodale thought, might solve his problem.
Goodale was so convinced he had hit upon a solution that he packed his bags and headed to Dresden, where he sought - and was granted - a one-on-one meeting with the Blaschkas. He made his case and set down his offer; he was prepared to commission the men to create a collection of glass flowers for Harvard. But the Blaschkas weren't interested. For one thing, they had a steady business and weren't likely to be able to handle more work since they had no help. For another, Leopold had tried his hand at glass flowers and wasn't particularly pleased with the result. Still, Goodale was persistent. Easing off his full-on proposal, he suggested that the men might create just a few models. With the intense pressure off, the Blaschkas agreed and the beginning of a long and mutually fruitful relationship began.
Mistaken for contraband
And this is where the story becomes more interesting still, and at times, the stuff of legend. The Blaschkas prepared a shipment of models for Goodale that, upon arrival at US Customs, was destroyed, whether through mishandling or, as some people like to tell the tale, because customs agents believed they had a shipment of contraband botanicals on their hands, only realising their mistake after the fact.
Enough models survived, however, that Goodale was able to show a few off and these drew the attention of Boston socialites Elizabeth and Mary Lee Ware, who told Goodale to secure a contract with the Blaschkas; they would underwrite the entire collection. More persuasive negotiations ensued and the Blaschkas committed to spending half their time making glass flowers for Harvard and half continuing to produce marine models for existing customers.
In 1887, the first official shipment of Blaschka glass flowers arrived in New York, with careful, detailed instructions about their handling in customs - the opening of the packages was to be supervised by a museum staff member. No one was more pleased than Goodale and the Wares, but the Blaschkas appeared to have been content with the arrangement too; by 1890, three years into the contract, they left off the marine animals to dedicate themselves full-time to the production of the glass flowers. Harvard responded with a 10-year contract. The men would be paid well for their work, more than $30,000 at today's exchange rates.
Today, Harvard's glass flowers are displayed together in a dedicated room at its Museum of Natural History, where they are one of the key attractions, along with the smaller, rotating collection of Blaschka marine animals. But the fact that they are mostly intact and grouped together for such glorious display is yet another incredible success story on the Blaschka timeline.
Linda Ford, Director of Collections Operations for the museum, explains that the Blaschka models might have remained scattered across various departments of the university had it not been for a museum director who recognised their significance and charged Ford with the task of assessing how many models existed and in what condition.
Ford was initially sceptical, and not particularly enthusiastic about the task. “I was, like, glass?” she recounts, laughing. “I don't come from a background that knows anything about glass or art or anthropology. But once you see them, the Blaschka models resonate on many, many levels, as a biologist. And I'm not even an invertebrate biologist. They resonate in how perfect they convey structure and form.”
Recognising the significance of the models, Ford tasked a staffer with the work of combing across the university's collections to identify Blaschka models. “I was told there were about 50 or 60 models, but every day she'd come in and say, 'I found 20 more, I found 15 more, I found five more', and then we were up to 430.”
Precious
What Ford found astonishing, beyond the sheer number of models, was the relatively good condition in which most of the models seemed to be. “Nobody who had the models [at Harvard] knew anything about glass, but they knew how precious they were. We found them in weird little boxes, but they were gingerly wrapped in cushions and put away so they wouldn't inadvertently be popped”, Ford says.
Despite her initial uncertainty about the place of glass in a natural history museum, Ford was certain about her responsibility to ensure that the collection would remain in excellent condition under her watch. To do so, however, she'd need some specialist assistance. She called in Elizabeth Brill, a renowned conservator of glass who lives and works in one of the world's foremost, if unlikely looking, capitals of glass: Corning, New York. In addition to being an exceptional conservator, Brill had an especially unique qualification for working on the marine animal models: she knows marine animals particularly well.
For Brill, who has spent a considerable amount of the past eight years of her career working on the restoration and preservation of the Blaschka models, the Harvard collection was a cause for wonder and excitement. In a video about her work, in which Brill is shown restoring some of the Blaschka models, she says that the Blaschkas' ongoing refinement of material and technique made learning about their approach to glassmaking a constant challenge.
At one point in their career, the Blaschkas became so dissatisfied with the glass they were sourcing that they began to make it themselves. The same was true for paint. The artisans were always looking for ways to improve their work.
“When Rudolf [who had no children] died, the techniques disappeared with him”, says Jane Pickering, Executive Director of Harvard Museums of Science and Culture. “Even today, when you talk with glass artists and glassworkers, they can't work out how they [the Blaschkas] actually put them together.”
As one walks through the exhibits today, it's impossible not to be moved by the collection.
The flowers collection, even more vast than the sea creatures collection, contains thousands of models representing a vast range of botanicals. The sheer number is almost inconceivable. “When you think about this”, Pickering says, “the work output is incredible.”
Here are cacti. There are tree branches laden with cherry blossoms. In the next case, there's the heavy, pendulum-shaped bloom of the banana and the one behind that houses the delicate vase-like flowers of the pitcher plant. There are vines of passionflowers and cacao pods. There is the absolutely true-to-life fig, itself an extraordinary mini-narrative among a host of incredible stories: a tree was sent to the Blaschkas; it took six years to grow and, hence, six years to make the model.
There is even a display case featuring models of diseased plants, the stain of blight doing nothing at all to mar the beauty of the Blaschkas' extraordinary skill. Seeing the models, it's easy to understand what one has seen in pictures: the transfer of models from one site to another by first class plane seat, by hearse, by motorcades navigating between New York and Boston. It's understandable that a donor reached out to the museum to underwrite the maintenance of the collection on the condition of anonymity, ensuring that the Blaschka glass will survive for, at least one hopes, another 157 years.
Guilt by association: reviewing the law of joint enterprise
Mischa Wilmers
Over the past two months a Justice Select Committee inquiry into one of the most controversial legal doctrines of modern times has heard evidence from experts, activists and prosecutors. With the Committee set to publish a report before Christmas, Mischa Wilmers learns how it is possible for someone to be convicted of murder without killing anyone and meets those calling for the law to be changed
Gloria Morrison had never heard of joint enterprise when her son’s best friend, Kenneth Alexander, was arrested following the murder of Michael Campbell in 2005. “I knew he hadn’t committed a murder…so I thought he was going to be fined. I didn’t actually attend court,” she says. Yet weeks later, to the disbelief of all who knew him, Kenneth was sentenced to life in prison.
How was it, Morrison wondered, that a 19-year-old man could be found guilty of murder despite everyone at the trial accepting he had not physically harmed anyone? After approaching his lawyers for answers a clearer picture began to emerge.
Alexander was convicted under joint enterprise, a doctrine of common law used to convict entire groups of the same crime. If several people set out to commit a crime together, such as a robbery, and in the course of that crime someone is murdered, the entire group can be convicted of murder regardless of who dealt the fatal blow. All that needs to be proven is that the individuals present foresaw that the murder might occur.
If you googled joint enterprise when Ken went away you would get nothing...
Alexander, a social worker, had been out in West London when a confrontation between his friends and another group of youths turned violent. Though he was not directly involved in the fight the prosecution’s case against him rested on phone calls he had made to friends who subsequently arrived at the scene and fatally stabbed the victim. Alexander knew that his friends carried knives and it was argued he could have foreseen that their presence might lead to Campbell’s death.
Morrison was shocked, not only that Alexander had been convicted of murder with so little evidence tying him to the crime, but that there was so little public knowledge that such a law existed. “If you googled ‘joint enterprise’ when Ken went away you would get nothing,” she says, “no one knew anything about this doctrine or this area of law.
But cases like Alexander’s are far from rare. According to research from the Bureau of Investigative Journalism 17% of murder prosecutions in England and Wales use the doctrine of joint enterprise to secure convictions. Morrison soon found there were hundreds of others like her, campaigning against the murder convictions of family members and friends.
Among them was Janet Cunliffe, the mother of Jordan Cunliffe who was convicted of murdering father of three, Gary Newlove, in 2008. Like Alexander, Cunliffe had been out with friends when a confrontation between Newlove and the group turned violent. The judge accepted that Cunliffe, who was 15 and registered blind, was not involved in the violence. But the prosecution argued that his proximity to the crime scene constituted sufficient grounds for a murder conviction under joint enterprise since he must have foreseen his friends might kill Newlove.
Janet Cunliffe and Morrison did everything they could to campaign against the convictions but initially their cries fell largely on deaf ears. Then, in 2009, Alexander took part in an episode of BBC Panorama covering joint enterprise. Shortly after the film aired the CEO of a multinational company approached Morrison expressing an interest in supporting an appeal against his conviction. Morrison couldn’t believe her luck but having spent years campaigning against joint enterprise she knew the problem was much bigger than one individual case.
“I said: ‘we need a campaign, I’ve met too many Kens and mothers of Kens and families that have just been destroyed by it.’ He said ‘OK, we’ll design you a logo, we’ll design a website and business cards, I want to make a film and I’ll give you £10,000.’ I phoned Janet immediately and said ‘you’re not going to believe what’s just happened.’”
Shortly afterwards Joint Enterprise Not Guilty by Association ] was launched. Four years later, both Alexander and Cunliffe remain in prison, but Morrison can scarcely believe the impact the campaign has had in raising awareness of issues which are now at the centre of a political debate over one of the most controversial legal doctrines of modern times.
We’re convicting people of a serious crime despite the fact that there doesn't seem to be enough culpability for that crime...
In September Morrison and Cunliffe represented JENGBA at the House of Commons, testifying in front of a Justice Select Committee follow up inquiry into joint enterprise. Also testifying were several legal experts including Dr Matthew Dyson from the University of Cambridge’s Faculty of Law, who has conducted extensive research into joint enterprise and shares many of Morrison’s concerns.
“We’re convicting people of very often a serious crime and punishing them despite the fact that there doesn’t seem to be enough culpability or responsibility for that crime,” he says.“…to be a principal to murder you actually have to end another person’s life, doing so intending to commit serious bodily harm or intending to kill. But to be a secondary party to it you need to do nothing much at all.”
The main problem with joint enterprise, Dyson contends, is that that the accessory only has to foresee the risk of the second crime taking place - rather than desire it to happen or even believe it will happen – in order to be convicted of murder. He proposes amending the law so that a murder conviction requires proof that the accessory either believed the murder would happen, or intended it to.
“Historically our law was that secondary participation required you to know the essential elements of the principal’s crime. ‘Know’ was taken to mean know, intend or believe. Over time, how we defined how far the court thought a criminal venture was going to go shifted and we ended up deciding it was whatever the individual foresaw as possible," he explains. "If you said that secondary participation always requires an intention or a belief that the principal will commit the crime, that would solve the problem.”
This may seem like common sense but strong forces stand in the way of such an amendment being made. Following an initial Justice Select Committee inquiry on joint enterprise in 2012, the then Director of Public Prosecutions (DPP), Keir Starmer, issued guidelines on when to use the doctrine in a prosecution. However, these guidelines did not address the fundamental issues raised by Dyson and JENGBA and in the final hearing of the follow up inquiry last month, the current DPP, Alison Saunders, said she did not think the law needed changing.
“From the cases I have seen and from the assurances I have received, I am satisfied that we are applying the doctrine correctly and that these cases are being properly brought before the courts,” Saunders told MPs. “The guidelines help prosecutors in their decision-making and should improve consistency as well…”
Furthermore, Mike Penning MP, the minister for policing, criminal justice and policing said he saw no reason to change the law, telling the Committee: “I’ve not seen anything yet that would make me change the government’s position on this.”
The Committee is expected to publish a report on joint enterprise before Christmas, but opinions differ as to whether any positive change is likely to come from it in the near future. Dyson isn’t optimistic.
“I’m not particularly hopeful that the law will change because I don’t see a government keen to do so…The Crown Prosecution Service’s response to the last Select Committee report was ‘we don’t need to change anything’,” he says.
It’s not right that children as young as 13 are going to prison for life for the actions of somebody else.
Simon Natas, a solicitor specialising in human rights law says that regardless of the Committee's report JENGBA's tireless work in raising awareness of joint enterprise and engaging the media has ensured that the issue is now on the political agenda.
“When I first met JENGBA nobody had heard of them and I don’t think that they could possibly have hoped to get the amount of exposure that they got. I don’t think they could have hoped for the Justice Select Committee to take the issue on, to take it seriously,” he says. “The political momentum is there and I think it’s very important to ensure that momentum is maintained on the back of what the Justice Select Committee says.”
Morrison agrees and along with other members of her campaign group remains convinced that their efforts will not be in vain.
“The law will be abolished - It’s not fit for purpose,” she asserts. “I'm not saying that everyone is innocent but the law has been abused to get convictions and we have to address those miscarriages of justice. It’s not right that children as young as 13 are going to prison for life for the actions of somebody else.”
3D printed orthotics: the shapes of things to come
Rich McEachran
A 3D printer moves back and forth, nozzles depositing thin layers of a sticky, gelatinous-like substance into a shape that, at first glance, could be mistaken for a piece of art or a haute couture fashion accessory. But it's neither.
In fact, it's something more valuable. It's a back brace that could have a significant impact on how orthotic patients are treated.
"The design of orthotics haven't changed in over a hundred years and are heavy, cumbersome, and often ill fitting," says Naveed Parvez, co-founder of Andiamo, a London-based social venture that wants to revolutionise orthotic healthcare for children in the UK. Parvez explains that the current service is inadequate and waiting times for an orthoses can be up to six months.
"Even the process of being measured is very distressing for a child, as for items like a back brace they have to be wrapped in plaster and forced still whilst a mould is taken," Parvez adds. "This alone can take up to an hour, because if there is any movement you have to start again."
The back brace's destiny is to support one of the many children living in the UK with scoliosis: curvature of the spine affects one in 250. Parvez and his partner and co-founder Samiya set up Andiamo in memory of their son Diamo who had cerebral palsy and was quadriplegic. Frustrated by their son's experience — he would scream whilst he was having a cast taken — they were determined to make orthotic treatment easier and more efficient.
The digital nature of the service Andiamo is hoping to provide means medical parts can be printed on demand, and quickly — a back brace can be engineered within "48 hours" of a child being measured using a digital scan. With data stored digitally, errors can be rectified almost immediately, and because there's no need for plaster casts, a child won't outgrow their brace like can in the six months it takes under the current procedure.
3D printing is a de rigueur topic of conversation for design experts, scientists and technology aficionados — there are even foodsmiths who appear to be more motivated by 3D printers than their stomachs. From long-life pizzas suitable for astronauts to printed human organs and skin cells, the mad world of 3D technology is complex, controversial and exciting.
According to the Cambridge-based market research company IDTechEx, medical 3D printing could be an industry worth $867m by 2025]. Orthotics and protheses are likely to account for a sizeable chunk of this. There are some 200 million people in Europe with foot and ankle conditions for example, and over €300m is spent annually providing orthoses for them. Jim Woodburn, a professor of Rehabiliation Studies at Glasgow Caledonian University, and lead co-ordinator of a four year research project into creating more comfortable orthotics for feet and ankles, believes that being able to print devices layer by layer — the current production method typically involves the arduous process of handcrafting and carving materials — will lead to more accurate designs. And ultimately, less complaints from people who have to wear them.
The technology of printing medical parts isn't without its issues. Storing data may prove to be costly in the long-term, and there may be security risks too if the data was to be stolen or accidentally deleted. Or worse, the potential legal issues involved if something was to go wrong. It would be obvious if a 3D printed back brace didn't work because it wouldn't fit. But the same couldn't be said for orthopaedic implants like shoulder tendons and bone anchors. The deeper into the body the technology is intended for, the less chance experts are going to have of knowing whether it works without regular check ups or operations. "Where would you assign fault? On the person who made the faulty design file? The person who printed and sold it?" ask Hod Lispon, a robotics engineer and professor at Cornell University, and Melba Kurman in their book Fabricated: The New World of 3D Printing. Liability of faulty 3D implants is a grey area: the company that manufacturers the printer, the individual who printed and implanted the device and the patient are all involved, and someone would have to take responsibility.
It's a risky business, and one that traditional capital investors are wary of investing in. Even the external braces have been a hard sell at times, despite winning numerous startup awards.
Andiamo turned to crowdfunding to raise the money needed to work with the families who would receive the first of the revolutionary orthotics. At the time of writing, 44%] of the £60,000 goal had been raised, with a couple weeks left until the campaign ends (UPDATE: on October 21st, Andiamo surpassed the funding goal, with one benefactor pledging £30,000 in the last few hours of the campaign). No mean feat, but a sign that startups designing medical implants and printed body parts have their backs against the financial wall.
We might not be at the stage where we can command a machine to print a new finger tip if we cut one off in a cooking accident, but a mobile orthotic service, where 3D orthotics and protheses are printed and fitted without the problem of needless waiting times, isn't an impossibility.
Andiamo want to go further than simply providing treatment for people. Parvez sees healthcare systems as obsolete and believe the relationship between patients and treatment should be symbiotic.
"We want to ensure health services are designed with people rather than done to them," says Parvez, who is quick to emphasise the organisation's long-term ambition. "We aim to be the top orthotic paediatric company in the UK within five years, and the top globally within ten."
Wake up and sniff the chocolate: The breathable future of food?
Rich McEachran
From edible perfumes to edible fireworks, the relationship between food consumption and sensory development is becoming more symbiotic, not to mention slightly bonkers.
Harvard professor and biomedical engineer, David Edwards — famed for his edible packaging technology — has invented a mobile messaging system that doubles as an olfactory food inhaler. The oPhone encourages users to take pictures of food, tag the images with scents (oNotes – there are over 300,000 combinations to choose from) and then send them to friends who can receive scented whiffs via a Bluetooth-connected device.
The first transatlantic smell message of chocolate and champagne was transmitted in June, and over the summer the team successfully raised nearly $50,000 to help crowdfund the beta launch of the device. From this month, the oPhone will be on display at the Cafe ArtScience which is opening up next to MIT in Cambridge, Massachusetts. Customers will be able to try some oNotes that will immerse them in coffee aromas.
Co-founder of Vapor Communications, the technology company behind the scent-based messaging platform, Rachel Field, recently spoke to Harvard's campus newspaper, The Crimson, about how the concept of the oPhone is to explore new ways that we can experience smells. “Scent is an underutilised sense, especially relative to visual or audio,” she told the paper. And Edwards believes scent is the next logical step in the evolution of communication. “An olfactory signal delivers a much stronger emotional and physiological impact than a visual or auditory signal,” he told Wired magazine. “I say to you croissant, and you say ‘Oh, that sounds good,’ but you smell it and you’re hungry.”
Experimenting with the idea of olfactory sensation is nothing new. Edward's Jetsonian device aims to fill the commercial void where other contraptions have failed. Smell-o-Vision, a system that releases odour during projection of a film, never really took off as major film and TV production companies turned their noses up at it. In 2001, the iSmell was launched. It hoped to revolutionise the web experience by allowing users to receive smells related to the webpage they were viewing via a small gadget. Any hopes of a sensory epiphany were short-lived and it was voted as one of the 25 worst technology inventions of all time.
The oPhone is pricey – it's expected to cost $199 (£120) when launched commercially in 2015. Edwards and his team hope that the oPhone can be more than just a novelty. It could, for instance, transform not only how we taste our food, but consume it.
Edwards's past work has demonstrated how sensory technology — intended to redisgn the food system — can deliver nutrients through the air without the need to consume any unhealthy elements such as unsaturated fats, and disguise the smell of undesirable foods with more pleasant aromas to give the perception that they taste nicer than they do. Edwards has previously launched a range of edible air foods — including chocolate and coffee — the AeroLife, that bear a resemblance to asthma pumps, and Le Whaf, a gadget that turns food into clouds of flavoured vapour using ultrasonic waves.
People are likely to see such culinary inventions as either adding a new, pleasurable dimension to food consumption, or as another example of utopian uselessness, According to Richard Ayoade, aero-like food shots are an acquired taste. "Unappetising... very bitter," he said of them during a segment of a recent episode of Gadget Man in which he explored the wacky future of food with the edible inventor Charlie Harry Francis, founder of Lick Me I'm Delicious.
The other week I got talking to a friend who's a chef about the concept of scent-based technology. I informed him of the idea of inhaling food; he was sceptical but did admit that it might be a life-changing way of delivering essential nutrients in places where food is in short supply, particularly in developing countries. "People come to restaurants to titillate their taste buds. You can still taste food without a sense of smell, even if it's slightly different... whether food could ever be consumed just through inhaling and without putting anything in your mouth, I'm not so sure.” he told me over a couple of drinks. “Imagine a juicy steak sizzling away – the smell is so tempting, you want to eat it. Part of the enjoyment of the meal is, one, knowing it has been freshly prepared, and two, the chewing. To take that away would be perverse.”
If Willy Wonka did breathable foods, the oPhone is exactly like something he might invent. The technology's potential is as sadistic as it is wonderful. I certainly wouldn't want to be receiving whiffs of cauliflower and broccoli anytime soon. But chocolate or my favourite alcoholic drinks, maybe.
The world's biggest problem and how to fix it
Sam Hailes
There are 1.5 million charities and private foundations in the United States alone. The third sector is huge. And it’s growing.
More money is being pumped into charities than ever before. UK charitable giving increased by £1.1bn last year.
But despite these huge figures, from the donor’s perspective it can often seem like the need is growing much faster than the cash is coming in.
Children In Need, Comic Relief, Christian Aid week, Macmillan’s bake sales, the Poppy appeal. It seems like every week of the year is booked up by NGOs who each run a campaign to attract donations.
It was nearly a decade ago that Coldplay and others told us to ‘Make Poverty History’. Other than selling numerous wristbands, what did the campaign achieve?
The good news
Speaking at a TED conference last year, Bono argued that the billions of dollars donated to charitable initiatives has, despite popular opinion, made a huge difference.
Humanity’s long slow journey of equality is actually speeding up - Bono
Child mortality is down by 2.65 million a year. 7,256 fewer children are dying each day, than in the year 2000, he explained.
Apparently the news about poverty is so positive that soon the time will come where we will not have to put up with the “insufferable jacked up Jesus” known as Bono, telling us to put our hands in our pockets.
The U2 front man also explained how extreme poverty had halved in the past 20 years and at the current rate could fall from 21% to 0% by 2030.
Extreme poverty could be made history within the next generation.
“It drives me nuts that most people don’t seem to know this news,” he cried.
But it wasn’t just these astonishingly positive figures that led to Bono receiving a standing ovation. It was the way he told the audience that they had a part to play in changing the world. Few ideas carry as much resonance or power.
Changing the world
Fast-forward 12 months and I’m sitting down with Adam Paul James. He’s not a famous rock star and he’s never given a TED talk. Like many Millennials, he wants to change the world. Importantly, he also believes he can change the world. But with his youthful passion and excitement, comes wisdom and strategy.
Adam and his brother Pete think big. ‘What’s the world’s biggest problem and how do we solve it?’ might be an interesting icebreaker question or thought experiment that lasts twelve seconds, but for Adam and Pete this question has driven them.
Before founding the marketing and digital development brand Storysmiths, Adam worked in the charity sector. “I’ve always asked the question ‘why are charities started?’” Adam says. Thanks to his first-hand experience in both the charitable and business worlds, Adam has taken an “analytical approach”.
So before creating yet another charity or yet another campaign to help do their bit to solve global poverty, Adam and Peter founded and commissioned a research group (James Research Group) to find out what the world’s 10 biggest contributors to global poverty were. Research of this kind isn’t sexy, and neither were the results.
Looking back at the research period, Adam is pleased to have a “surprising result…”
Rather than ‘I went on a trip to Africa, I saw something and decided to do about it'. We wanted to start from a different point of view to see if something was being overlooked and we believe we’ve found something.
After a conversation with Adam in a Central London Nandos turned into a job, 26 year old John Peter Archer spent months reading over 700 reports written by organisations both large and small, before compiling his own report on 10 of the biggest issues relating to global poverty for the newly formed research group.
Now, John and Adam are ready to go public and reveal the single issue that their yet to be appointed team will be tackling in 2015.
“The issue we’re going to be talking about is…toilets. And the broader theme of sanitation”, John says.
'Not glamorous'
The pair explain that 2.5bn people still lack basic sanitation and diarrhoea is the second largest killer of children. Lack of toilets in India and other parts of the world has also left women vulnerable to attack.
The team's research shows that building safe toilets is one of the most effective ways to help women and children in areas of health, safety and education.
"Providing safe sanitation will reduce the number of hours some women have to walk to use a toilet. Shorter journeys and a safe place will reduce the chance of attack, rape and injury. Similarly, toilets in schools will allow girls to attend during their period and therefore have a greater chance at attending and completing their education," John explains. Adam and John’s decision to focus on toilets is backed up by the latest statistics from the United Nations. In September 2000 the UN set 8 Millennium Development Goals (MDG) to be completed before 2015. Many of these are on target to be completed. Green ticks can be placed next to ‘reduce child morality’ and ‘halve the number of people living in extreme poverty’. But the MDG that covers sanitation is significantly off target.
“It’s not glamorous,” John tells me, moments after explaining that, according to the World Health Organisation (WHO), close to 1 billion people practice what’s known as “open defecation”.
When we started we wondered how many of the top 10 list would be underfunded because they’re unglamorous and you can’t get much more unglamorous than human waste. - Adam James
Before commissioning the research, Adam had expected war and disaster recovery would be high on the list. But while countless charities are working in disaster relief, “very few organizations are there solely to solve the sanitation problem”.
“We thought we might end up on transport or building roads,” Adam says referencing The West Wing, “but actually that’s not the most significant contributing factor to global poverty. There are bigger pieces to the puzzle. The scale and the value we would add to trying to solve that, is minimal. Clean, safe toilets is where we landed.”
Delivering dignity
On top of preventing poverty and ending violence to women, Adam believes clean, safe toilets can also provide jobs and even education.
“If we deliver dignity, which is part of what a toilet does to that community, can we also deliver the dignity of business to women? Is there a way of building that into what we’re doing?”
Adam says there’s a “crazy irony” in place today where some clean water charities ignore the issue of sanitation – meaning any water they provide soon gets infected.
“We see working with those water charities as a potential for partnering. They go in and build wells, we go in and deliver a toilet. Then that community has both halves and keeps the water clean.” John adds that there are similar problems within government budgets where 75% of funding going toward water, leaving only 25% for sanitation.
On top of wondering how to solve the world’s biggest problem, Adam has also fundamentally revisited the model of what a charity is. While he chooses his words carefully, its clear that Adam has some major issues with the way some charities are currently run. While he stops short of claiming charities are founded on a whim, Adam’s thorough and patient methodology of identifying problems and assessing where his and other’s skills are best used is commendable.
The number one goal for their project is that it closes. Adam says it would be “a wonderful place to be”, to get to a position where the charity has helped start local enterprises that can continue the work, thereby making it sustainable in the long term.
In the meantime, he’s tackling the sensitive issue of salaries and fundraising. Most charities spend a significant percentage of donor’s gifts on staff salaries. But their organisation will be different.
'We're not afraid to dream big'
“We want to make sure every pound given is given to the ground. None of the governance of running a charity is funded by giving money to the charity."
The plan is to ask big companies who understand governance to fund the day to day running costs of the charity.
They understand governance and understand the importance of it. We’re gunna step up and say ‘you get it, why don’t you fund it?'- Adam James
The idea came from Charity Water who fund all of their running costs by asking big business to cough up. Adam admits that asking the corporate world to fund the salaries of a new charity is an ‘ambitious goal’. But as John comments, “We’re not afraid to dream big”.
Adam is confident that by putting his money where his mouth is, he can help bring in more cash to kick start the charity. He's already used profits from his company StorySmith to fund the creation of James Research Group.
“...So I’m modelling it personally by putting my hand in my pocket,” he says.
“I 100% believe this is a good model and a new model which is far closer to business and social entrepreneurship. I think business and charity should be closer aligned. If they can take care of the ratio costs of running the charity and the projects, we can get on with delivering clean safe toilets to the world. That’s the challenge for the next 6 months.”
125% of donations go to projects
The pair plan to “run small”, at least in the beginning. “One of the easiest mistakes of the past is you chase the money because you’ve got to do things,” John explains.
“From working in the sector it’s incredibly stressful if you’re dealing with an issue but you’re also distanced from it. Work hours are much longer than you’d expect. Even within it the burn out rate is high. So let’s walk while we can walk and maybe one day we can run.”
“We’re trying to think ‘can we set a really good track record with year one, just one project?’ It doesn’t sound very grand but it’s trying to set that trend of everything we do, we do as carefully and as expertly as possible. That will then demonstrate this is a working model and has its benefits of being able to say to taxpayers that 125% of [taxpayer’s] donations goes overseas.
“One thing that is recognised within the charity sector as a whole they’re very good at leading you to where you give but the ongoing follow up, reporting is less advanced...We would love to put as much if not more effort into keeping people engaged in where their money is going on the ground.
“It would be great on a practical level to say you gave £100 it didn’t just go into the machine, it went to fund this toilet in this village in India and in 6 months time you can see how many lives that £100 changed on the ground. That’s our dream.”
In terms of installing toilets, the duo have another unusual idea.
“There’s a scene in Apollo 13 where they have to build a filter from what they have on the ship. We have a similar idea. Can we create a toilet from every day objects they have available wherever that is in the world as a really neat engineering solution – rather than shipping expensive over the top and over engineered solutions.”
In the early days of thinking about starting a charity, Adam asked his friends what they thought the world’s biggest problem was.
“We realised we had to reframe the question slightly to be what are the world’s biggest contributors to global poverty,” he smiles.
“I asked my friends what do you think is the world's biggest problem?"
"The answers you get…” he looks away and laughs to himself. I press him. What were the answers?
“UK immigration. I mean, really?”
“Really?” he asks again incredulously.
“If you rephrase it within the word poverty, it grounds it. People think about their own perceived world and part of our challenge is to get people out of that world and realise they’re in the top 5% richest people in the world and they can put their hand in their pocket and change peoples lives.”
Fairness, freedom and responsibility: Why the Coalition's fundamental values are incompatible
Scott
Back in 2010 David Cameron and Nick Clegg stated in a press conference, and later enshrined in policy documents, a commitment to the three principles of freedom, fairness, and responsibility.
But, are these principles really compatible? I don’t think that they are.
Let us start by imagining three children, with roughly equivalent innate abilities, running a race, with different prizes for first, second, and third place. We can assume that the organisers did not seek to prepare the children but told them and their parents a year in advance that this race would be run. The parents are aware of the prizes for where their child places. First place wins £1 million, second place wins £80,000, and third place wins £16,000. Each parent knows that they can prepare their child however they see fit – they can train them themselves, or pay someone else to do so. They can do whatever they can to help their child but no-one is free to dispute the fairness of the result. Each parent is responsible for how well they prepare their child, and each child is responsible for how well they run.
Now, suppose that the parents themselves have differing capacities to prepare their children; set one has a lot of money and can buy the best equipment and training, set two are good runners themselves so does their best to train their child. Set three lack the funds to buy equipment or pay for training, and have no inclination to train the child themselves. The children duly run the race: the child of set one wins, the child of set two comes second and the child of set three comes third.
I have two interrelated concerns with this race. Firstly, is the race fair or, rather, does each have a fair chance of finishing in any position? Secondly, can the runners really be held responsible for where they finish in the race?
I think that the answer to each question is quite clearly no.
Each child has roughly the same innate abilities. If the parents had been unaware of the impending race, and therefore unable to prepare their child, then we could plausibly claim that the race was fair as each child was equally unprepared. Would they be responsible for the outcomes? Again I think the answer would be yes since each is in the same initial position prior to starting the race.
Now, let us suppose that the race being run is a lifelong one, where a variety of rewards are scattered at checkpoints along the route. As in the race above, each runner’s family knows their child will be running it; they can prepare the runner as extensively as they choose to, given the resources they have and their personal motivations.
Because we’re now considering the real world, obviously we cannot include the assumption of roughly equal innate abilities; we know that people have different talents, different interests, and different physical capabilities. Importantly, we know that some people may lack the capacity to run this race. They’re physically or mentally impaired, to different degrees. Is this race fair? Are the runners responsible for where they finish? I would again suggest not.
This race situation would roughly equate to a libertarian society, one characterised by minimal government intervention and social welfare, where each person is to do the best they can with the resources at their disposal. For libertarians, intervention to try and offer an equal chance in the race is impermissible. So, those who’re physically or mentally impaired just lucked out.
Now, we know that running the race is not as simple as saying that everyone has a fair chance. Indeed, there is a huge literature on the links between a child’s socio-economic background and what they achieve in life.
In Persistence, Privelege, and Parenting: The Comparative Study of Intergenerational Mobility, Smeeding, Erikson and Jantti state that the,
Evidence in the economic, demographic, and sociological literature of the association between parents’ and children’s social positions makes it very clear that children’s chances for a good life are highly dependent on their social origins or socioeconomic status (SES). More-educated, richer, two-earner couples at higher levels of social and economic status have children later in life and do so in more stable marriages. As a result, they have fewer children and can therefore invest heavily in their children’s upbringing. In contrast, younger parents with less education, lower incomes, and larger numbers of children, as well as lone parents and those in unstable relationships, are more limited in the extent to which they can guarantee good lives for their children.
Significantly, they go on to argue that financial resources have become more unequally distributed in many wealthy countries and that the costs associated with raising children, such as pre-school care and education, are also rising. The result of this is that the wealthier are better able to invest in their child’s start in life.Researchers have also shown that in the UK, ‘children born to poor families are now less likely to break free of their background than they were in the past.’2
As wealth, and the attendant benefits, are unevenly distributed, it seems reasonable to suggest that the handicaps and burdens in running the race are also unevenly distributed. In short, a child from a wealthy background is more likely to be wealthy; a child from a poor background is more likely to be poor. Some children have a head-start.
The child with rich parents will quite likely do considerably better in the race of life than the other two competitors, and correlatively the child with poor/unmotivated parents will likely do badly. The race is unfair. Fairness cannot be achieved in a race where some runners have a head start. It is akin to making some children run with a blindfold.
In order to address the issue of fairness, the Coalition has laid out its aims in ‘'Opening Doors, Breaking Barriers: A Strategy for Social Mobility'. In this policy document they claim that, ‘Fairness is a fundamental value of the Coalition Government…A society in which everyone is free to flourish…In Britain today, life chances are narrowed for too many by the circumstances of their birth: the home they’re born into, the neighbourhood they grow up in or the jobs their parents do.’ They go on to acknowledge that, ‘Patterns of inequality are imprinted from one generation to the next. The true test of fairness is the distribution of opportunities.’ We have a clear acknowledgement by the Government that a child’s chance at running should be made fairer. We do not live in a libertarian state, thankfully. Their aims to equalise a child’s chances in the race include:
· Investment in fifteen hours a week of free pre-school education for disadvantaged two year olds, on top of the pre-existing provision for three-four year olds.
· Maintaining Sure Start Children’s Centres, expanding Family Nurse Partnerships, and recruiting thousands more health visitors.
· School reforms intended to raise standards, narrow the gap in attainment and raise aspirations. The Pupil Premium provides an extra £2.5 billion a year for disadvantaged children.
· Funding for disadvantaged sixteen to nineteen year olds was to be increased, for both education, and the creation of additional apprenticeships.
· Universities were to be obligated to improve access for disadvantaged students.
· Access to education in later life was to be improved.2
It is clear that the Government at least pays lip-service to the idea that, as a matter of fairness, British citizens should be free from having their lives dictated to them by the circumstances of their birth and upbringing. They should be free from a lifetime spent coping with, ‘addiction, debt, educational failure, family breakdown or welfare dependency.’
All well and good, except that British society is becoming more unequal and an individual’s capacity to run the race is increasingly dictated by the circumstances of their birth. As recently noted in the Guardian on 14/10/2014, Britain is the only country in the G7 where inequality has increased since 2000.
In addition, ‘The amount of the country’s wealth controlled by the richest 10% increased to 54.1% this year, up from 51.5% in 2000, according to the annual Credit Suisse global wealth report.’ The article goes on to claim that there are now forty-four billionaires in Britain, and 4,660 people with a net worth of £31 million. Indeed, from a global perspective, ‘the richest 1% are getting wealthier and now own more than 48% of the world’s wealth…Those with more than $77,000 (£48,000) are among the top 10%. To be among the top 1%, an individual would need assets of $798,000.’
So, the race is unfair. There is at least an acknowledgement that this should be addressed. But, what of the other value espoused by the Coalition, the Tory fixation with responsibility.
If someone does badly, if their go at the race of life isn’t what they wanted, then they only have themselves to blame. This is what taking responsibility means. We find this theme invoked in welfare debates, for example, where it is claimed that it is their own fault that some people are long-term unemployed, or that they didn’t do well enough at school - that they have no marketable skills etc. But, we might wonder if this is true. As I’ve claimed above, the race isn’t one in which everyone starts off in the same place, or even where they run in comparable circumstances.
Some children are innately more intelligent, or better suited to certain jobs or lifestyles. Others have families who can support them, who can buy them a better education or access to pastimes denied to the rest of us. Yet others are raised in homes characterised by debt, alcohol and drug addiction, sexual, physical, and mental violence. Some have no real home to speak of. Others find themselves living on the streets from a young age.
Is it not odd to speak of people being responsible for themselves when sociologically it is clear that their fate, to use such a loaded term, is intertwined with their origins?
Now, the Coalition seems to acknowledge this, since they want to create, ‘A society in which everyone is free to flourish and rise. Where birth is never destiny.’ So, everyone should have a fair go at life (notwithstanding the horrible inadequacies of their policies, or that no matter how far they address the issue of enabling everyone to run, there will still be some runners with significant advantages through education or family wealth etc.).
They know, then, that the correlation between parents’ socio-economic status and that of their child is too closely intertwined to speak of freedom in any meaningful sense. How then can they speak, with any good conscience, of freedom and responsibility? How can someone be free when their chances at the race are largely predicated on their origins? How can they be responsible when they’re not really free?
The three values of the UK Coalition are therefore incompatible as they are. For the race to be fair, each runner would have to have an equal chance at placing anywhere (i.e. there would need to be a total break between their socio-economic background and their achievements in life).
For the runners to be responsible for where they place, and what they achieve, they would need to be able to run freely. The child who finishes third because their parents couldn’t afford to train them or lacked the inclination to is not free to run as well as others.
If the race isn’t fair, and the runners aren’t really free to run as well as they might, then how can they be responsible for where they finish? The way they run the race is constrained and condition by their socio-economic background. It is like asking some runners to drag a weight behind them while others are given steroids to improve their performance. At best some runners may mitigate the extent of their handicap, but it is still there. So, once we call into question this idea of personal responsibility being assigned to those who do badly, we might also wonder whether those who do well are really deserving of how well they do in the race.
We therefore find that the values espoused by the Coalition are linked, though they do no more than highlight the manifest injustices arising from the UK Government. The evidence unequivocally shows us that the UK is becoming more unequal, that wealth is becoming more concentrated, that children are now less likely to break free of their socio-economic background. This distribution of wealth and disadvantage ensures that the race is not fair. Even the proposals aimed at improving fairness only look to mitigate some disadvantage, to prevent some handicaps in the race; they say nothing about some runners having a head start.
Therefore, if the race is not fair, and the runners aren’t free, no-one is really responsible for any of the outcomes. How could they be? We’ve all heard of rags to riches stories, your Alan Sugars and Duncan Bannatynes. But these are exceptions, not the rule. That is why they are put on a pedestal. ‘Work harder, look what you could become.’ These stories merely reinforce the apportioning of responsibility or, perhaps more accurately, blame. If they can do it, why can’t you? It is a fault with the individual, not with the system.
What is actually happening when freedom and responsibility are linked in this way, is that blame can be apportioned to those who don’t ‘pull themselves up’. The race is there, you are allowed to run it. The Government will even try and equalise everyone’s starting chances (through some of its social mobility policies). But, without a radically fairer chance at the race, no-one is really responsible for their outcomes.
This seems to suggest two options. The Coalition should drop the emphasis on responsibility, since it is untenable in light of the sociological evidence, linking socio-economic background to later-life outcomes, and rising inequality which is visible to everyone. Alternatively, it could look to genuinely create a society where everyone has a fair chance at the race. This would require ensuring that no-one is running with a handicap or an advantage, and that those who cannot run are compensated. Only then are the runners truly responsible for what happens.
Obviously this suggestion will be met with derision. To create a fair race would require an extensive, and potentially invasive state, something that the Tories oppose. It would require the equalisation of education, wealth, and upbringing. Utopian thinking perhaps. Or dystopian. But, this is what fairness and equality would require. Otherwise, it seems to me that our deeply unfair society just uses responsibility as a byword for blame. It is your fault you’re poor. No matter that you work sixty hours a week. You should be working harder. Or you should have tried harder at school so you wouldn’t have to. Obviously the wealthy all tried harder and are now reaping the rewards. It’s no-one’s fault that you ran badly, right?
Jo Blanden, Stephen Machin, and Paul Gregg, ‘Social mobility in Britain: Low and Falling’, CentrePiece Spring (2005), p. 20.
2 HM Government, ‘'Opening Doors, Breaking Barriers: A Strategy for Social Mobility’, pp. 6-7.
Intergenerational persistence in the UK: private school privilege
Scott
In a recent article in the Evening Standard, Lucy Tobin claimed that,
The country, though, is obsessed with a perceived Oxbridge elitism. “In a year’s guests on BBC’s Question Time, 43 per cent were ex-Oxbridge and 37 per cent attended fee-paying schools,” runs the argument, as if the two statistics have the same implication for social mobility. They don’t: the former were admitted on merit alone. It’s problematic to judge kids based on their parents’ decision to send them to private school (which could have involved heavy financial sacrifice in other areas, or indeed a full scholarship). But while children who have risen from tough backgrounds to excel are clearly worth celebrating, that doesn’t mean that those who have worked hard while happening to come from a wealthy background should be denigrated.1
I want to challenge her claim that privilege and merit, in this case, are unrelated phenomena.
Intergenerational persistence
In April 2011, the UK’s Coalition Government laid out its aims to improve intergenerational social mobility in 'Opening Doors, Breaking Barriers: A Strategy for Social Mobility' (Strategy). Intergenerational social mobility and persistence are related but distinct phenomena. Mobility is a measure of the extent to which individuals are able to move up or down the social ladder. Persistence is an analysis of the link between parents’ socio-economic status and their children’s’ socio-economic status as adults. Mobility looks at movement, persistence looks at constraint. Strategy acknowledges this distinction, noting that the Government is concerned with, ‘breaking the transmission of disadvantage from one generation to the next,’2 and creating, ‘A society in which everyone is free to flourish and rise. Where birth is never destiny.’3
As I will argue, the Governments proposals may eventually address mobility, enabling everyone to rise, but they do not address persistence, and birth in some ways does constrain an individual’s destiny.
The facts
The proposals come at a time when research has shown that in the UK, ‘children born to poor families are now less likely to break free of their background than they were in the past.’4 Researchers have produced evidence that shows, amongst other indications of declining social mobility, that:
· A boy born in 1958 in the lowest income group had a 31% chance of staying in the lowest income group as an adult. A similar boy born in 1970 had a 38% chance of being stuck in the lowest income group as an adult.
· When comparing two boys born in 1958, where the parents of one earned twice as much as the other, the son of the wealthier parents would earn, on average, 17.5% more in his early thirties than the other boy. When repeating this comparison in 1970, the income differential increased to 25%.5
· Children from wealthier families are more likely to obtain higher educational qualifications and subsequently earn higher wages. Researchers estimate that for girls in the highest ability quartile the probability of getting a degree:
•goes down from 38 per cent to 29 per cent between the cohorts, if these girls come from a family in the bottom income quintile; and
• goes up from 60 per cent to 77 per cent, if they come from a family in the top income quintile.
• For boys, the divergence is even more dramatic (from 40 per cent to 19 per cent in the bottom quintile and from 76 per cent to 85 per cent in the top quintile).
· The expansion of higher education from the late 1970s has disproportionately favoured those from higher income backgrounds. So, while the proportion of people from the poorest fifth of families obtaining a degree has increased from 6% to 9%, the graduation rates for the richest fifth have risen from 20% to 46%.
Further, the statistics show that not only is social mobility declining within the UK from one generation to the next, but that our levels of mobility are low by international standards.
The Strategy sets forth a number of goals to improve mobility. These include:
· Investment in fifteen hours a week of free pre-school education for disadvantaged two year olds, on top of the pre-existing provision for three-four year olds.
· Maintaining Sure Start Children’s Centres, expanding Family Nurse Partnerships, and recruiting thousands more health visitors.
· School reforms intended to raise standards, narrow the gap in attainment and raise aspirations. The Pupil Premium provides an extra £2.5 billion a year for disadvantaged children.
· Funding for disadvantaged sixteen to nineteen year olds was to be increased, for both education, and the creation of additional apprenticeships.
· Universities were to be obligated to improve access for disadvantaged students.
· Access to education in later life was to be improved.6
Is it enough?
The sentiment is laudable. More should be done to help the disadvantaged. Nonetheless, in focusing on ending the transmission of disadvantage, Strategy makes no claims about the transmission of advantage and whether this is something that should be addressed by a social mobility policy.
Let us suppose, for the sake of simplicity, that we have two representative individuals, one from a disadvantaged background, and the other from a privileged one. Let’s also assume that the Coalition’s policies have succeeded, and the mobility issues they seek to address are solved. We have one individual from a disadvantaged background who has been enabled to succeed at school. The other individual comes from a wealthy family and his parents paid for private schooling. They both attend the same university. If this were the end of the story, then we could indeed grant that the policies have been a success.
But, there is evidence which suggests that attending a private school generates economic and social advantages in later life, with graduates from these schools earning more in the labour market and obtaining ‘better’ jobs. When looking at wages, Dolton and Vignoles note a premium of around 7% for private school attendees six years after graduation. Dearden et al have argued that there is a 20% wage premium for 33 year olds who were schooled in the private sector in 1974. Naylor et al have noted that the premium attached to private schooling is positively correlated with the fees paid for the education. In short, the more the parent pays, the higher the premium obtained by the child in later life. On a similar note, the Coalition acknowledges that those who attend independent schools are over-represented at the top level of the professions: 24% of vice-chancellors, 32% of MPs, 51% of top medics, 54% of top journalists, 54% of FTSE 100 CEOs, 68% of top barristers, and 70% of high court judges were all privately educated.7
This information isn’t particularly shocking or new. What is interesting, however, is that Naylor and Smith have found that, all things being equal, graduates of private school are less likely than state-educated students to obtain a good degree. So, children from wealthier families, on average, are not only more likely to go to private schools, and earn more as adults, but they do less well than their state-educated counterparts.
How, then, would improving social mobility for the least advantaged address this issue? Is there not still an element of advantage and disadvantage in one generation being transmitted to the next? It seems to me that no matter how hard an individual works, regardless of whether they do better in higher education, they’re denied access to the advantages associated with attendance at a private school.
Objections?
Now, no doubt it would be objected here that private schools are no longer the province solely of the rich, as implied by Ms. Tobin, that with sufficient forethought and planning a family could save to send their child to a private school, or that there exist scholarships and bursaries designed to widen access. Indeed, in Strategy, the Coalition claim that independent schools are doing just that, ‘through offering bursaries, opening up their facilities to the wider community, and working with state schools.’8
The former claim, that parents should be foresighted and sufficiently aspirational as to save for their child’s education, ignores the vicissitudes of life for those who aren’t wealthy. Furstenberg has analysed thirty-one in-depth interviews with middle-income families in Philadelphia, focusing on the educational aspirations of parents, and the lengths which they go to to try and provide this for their children. The researcher found, unsurprisingly, that parents had high educational aspirations for their children, which they had to weigh against other financial needs, including saving for pensions, daily living costs etc. The parents placed a huge emphasis on the importance of education, but often lack the means to fund it, having to choose between their own retirement funds and their child’s college education. I don’t think it requires a massive leap in logic to assume it is a relatively widespread phenomenon that parents want the best for their children, and that circumstances beyond their control constrain their choices.
Besides, a recent report by the stockbroker Kilick and Co claims that school fees have risen by almost 300% in the last twenty years, outstripping wage rises of 76% in the same period, and that the average cost of educating one child in a private day school until the age of 18 is around £271,000.9 When the average salary in the UK is around £27,000, (December 2013) according to the Office for National Statistics,10 we might wonder just who Ms. Tobin alludes to who are making a, ‘heavy financial sacrifice in other areas,’ to fund their child’s education.
The latter response, that independent schools are doing much to widen access and that the Coalition Government is encouraging this, is misleading. True, there are bursaries and scholarships available. The Independent Schools Council, which represents around four in five schools in the independent sector, has produced statistics which confirm that in 2013 around 140,000 children benefitted from funding. Roughly 625,000 children are privately educated, around 6.5% of children in school.11 So 140,000 represents less than a quarter of those privately educated.
Means-tested bursaries, amounting to around £300 million, were shared between 40,000 children, or 6.5% of the privately educated. That is around 0.4% of the total amount of children in education. The other 100,000 were in receipt of high-achievement scholarships.
But then why, we might ask, are some young children such high achievers? As per Ms. Tobin’s suggestion, perhaps they just worked hard?
In 2012 the online educational resource EdPlace commissioned a survey, though not entirely verifiable, which claimed that the UK spends around 6 billion a year on private tuition, that one in four parents employ a private tutor, and that 54% of parents do not use a tutor because it is too expensive.12 Ipsos Mori’s report in 2013 confirms that one in four parents employ a private tutor.13 Who is most likely to benefit from private tuition? Those who can pay. But, we find private tutors charging up to £300.00 an hour. In London, a price of £45.00 per hour isn’t particularly high. Are these tutors, who boast on their websites and in the media of their success in preparing children for independent school entrance exams and their successes in obtaining high-achievement scholarships, actually accessible to the majority of people? The answer is no. Only one in four parents employs a tutor. We can only speculate on which parents are the ones able to invest in private tuition, and buy their children an extra leg up on the social ladder.
Now, Strategy claims that, ‘We need all schools to provide an education which matches the best in the independent sector, and helps pupils acquire softer skills that will help them succeed in later life.’14 It is helpful that the Coalition at least acknowledges the benefits that accrue to attendees of private schools. What is not particularly helpful, or honest, is to act as though social mobility can be addressed solely by focusing on the most disadvantaged.
Independent schools are to widen access by offering scholarships and bursaries. Those gaining access will likely be those whose parents can afford to pay for private tuition or who can otherwise help their child pass the entrance exams. The funding made available here is unlikely to help the worst-off who cannot help their children through the exams. State education is to be improved, with more students being encouraged to go into higher education. But, they’re denied equal access to top-tier professions and, even if they perform better than the privately educated, will not earn as much.
The failure of the social mobility strategy
This, to me, doesn’t seem to address the issue of relative social mobility where, 'Success should be based on what you do, not who you know.'15 The Coalition claims that it is committed to ensuring that individuals are enabled to move up the social ladder of life, and they want to ensure that everyone gets their foot on the first rung. If there is indeed a social ladder, it isn’t one with equal access or equal outcomes. Some children start higher on the ladder, with an education and other advantages that their parents can buy. Even if the Strategy ensured that the journey up the ladder was the same, it seems clear that some children can climb higher as they become adults, achieve more, and earn more. Even worse, this privilege is transmitted to their own children. Blanden, in ‘The Effect of School Quality on Educational Attainment and Wages, is unequivocal that, ‘It is well established that richer children obtain better educational outcomes, and that those with higher educational levels earn more.’
To further compound the inadequacy of the Strategy, the Coalition explicitly acknowledge that,
It is the intergenerational character of wealth inequality, not simply wealth inequality itself, which impacts on social mobility. Inheritance plays a significant role in transmitting wealth from one generation to the next. Likewise families transmit wealth through generations by bringing advantages to their children and grandchildren during their lifetime, for example through financial contributions for buying a home. The result is that those from wealthy families tend to enjoy greater opportunities.16
Obviously education acts a transmission mechanism for intergenerational wealth, when the rich can buy their children a better start in life, which translates into better opportunities and greater wealth as an adult, and which can therefore be transmitted to a new generation. It is hard to escape the conclusion here that private education itself serves to reproduce inequalities in the UK, contributes to declining social mobility, and safeguards the upper tiers of the social ladder for a certain section of society.
Not only is Ms. Tobin wrong to suggest that entrance is based on merit alone, since it is clear that access can be purchased through private schooling and tuition, but is wrong to suggest that, ‘A nation’s fixation with slurring Oxbridge-educated graduates as rich toffs could be a self-fulfilling prophecy.’ The facts speak for themselves. The ladder that the Coalition want individuals to be able to move freely up is one which safeguards its upper rungs for the elite.
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Thoughts of a Happy Union Grammar Nerd - a monthly column
Spindoctorjimbo
Reporting the real meaning of things
Speech, writing, and the default choice of passive voice
AN OVERVIEW
Why do we report on things? The obvious answer is that we create our narratives because conveying knowledge is a useful act. Also, people truly do want to know what is going on in the world around them. Thus, at a very basic level, we fulfil a service and meet a demand when we create journalism.
That’s pretty simple. We might dig a lot deeper and discover all sorts of interesting subtexts, so to speak - about power, propaganda, facts, interpretation and almost infinite additional concepts and components.
For the series that begins with this article, however, we needn’t delve into the lower depths of philosophy and deconstruction, reaching the level of the lit-crit-shit that is popular now in academic and interpretive circles. Nevertheless, just examining the most transparent elements of reportage raises the question: "How do we go about preparing a report?"
This Happy Union Grammar Nerd sequence of articles will focus on one way of answering this question. These posts will develop a style guide that, if followed, arguably will help our work be correct, clear and forceful. The two parts that form the core of these efforts concern stylistic selection and usage choices on the other.
One could easily assert that inclinations as to style should not be an issue. After all, accounting for taste is notoriously difficult, perhaps impossible. Why can’t we just leave this matter well enough alone?
And one answer is: “We can.” However, I'm going to make the case here for choices that embrace a simple rubric of three guidelines for producing excellent reporting: a) death to the passive voice, b) death to the second person, and c) death to indirect construction. This instalment deals with the first rule - death to the passive voice.
WHAT IS THE PASSIVE VOICE?
Almost everyone has both heard of the passive voice and learned that it is bad, bad, bad, really bad! But having taught innumerable people to write, I feel comfortable wagering that, even among such sophisticated scribes as we have here on Contributoria, at a minimum around half couldn’t clearly define what it is.
Passive voice occurs when the subject of a sentence is the recipient of energy rather than its source.
The parameters of passivity are technical as well as metaphorical. They always use a version of the verb "to be" or "to get" as a "helping" verb and they always reveal the past-participle form of the sentence’s primary verb after "be" or "get". For purposes of a first pass, this description of the passive form should serve. Passive subjects do not lead; they are led.
WHY DO WE SPEAK PASSIVELY, AND WHY SHOULD WE WRITE ACTIVELY?
Eliminating the passive voice from spoken exchanges may prove impossible. This is true for several reasons. The first is the inherent quickness of the brain and the inevitable laggard nature of the mouth.
Thus, we often know immediately that we want to talk about a particular subject, not just in an intellectual sense but in the sense of knowing the grammatical centre of a sentence. Our bosses, our friends, our lovers, our enemies; all assume this leading role.
Often enough, though, these subjects leave our mouths, articulated and whole, even though they are not obviously the initiators of the actions that we want to describe. Thus, the following:
All of this is perfectly natural and acceptable as speech; our minds work this way.
Another basis for speaking passively is that we are right in front of people, often those who have a stake in what we’re talking about. The passive voice is not by accidental the language of lawyers and diplomats. We use it because we often enough want to hide things away, not ruffle any feathers, not nurture any grudges. And, God knows - looking at the aforementioned billions of pages all round us - we can write like this too.
Why we might agree that we shouldn’t revolves around two things. First, this kind of writing, without exception, either completely hides or submerges knowledge or responsibility that is often critical to understanding, or it embeds the causal pieces of the meaning in prepositional phrases, normally beginning with “by.” Attorneys benefit from such vagueness and evasion.
The deceased was, unfortunately, killed.
versus
My client shot the man in the face four times.
Limitless instances might come to mind and, as reporters, we ought to limit the number of these.
A second reason for avoiding the passive voice has to do with showing and not telling; in essence writing graphically about the things we have observed and are telling. The directness of an active complete thought will, again basically without counterexample, make it a more potent idea than its passive counterpart.
HOW CAN WE EDIT OUT THE PASSIVE VOICE?
While nearly everybody attests to how passive construction is practically automatic, only the rare writer indeed can easily transform such writing and make it show instead of hide, act instead of receive the action. Nevertheless, practice can shift such inadequacy.
For now, we’ll just view one way of proceeding, which will always work so long as a writer can see or imagine the prepositional phrase following the past participle that confirms the passive voice in the first place. Here are a handful of examples of this idea.
All of the diners relished every bite of the sweet confection.
The vicious attacker’s relentless assault rendered the youngster unrecognisable.
At least half the students presumed that they knew.
"You shall hang by your neck till you’re dead", said the judge.
Nobody read most of the volumes.
So here we are. We’ve defined, we’ve analyszed, we’ve reconfigured. If one likes the passive voice better, then one will use it. But most people, in fact, prefer active vocalisation. Surveys have been conducted about this.
BY WAY OF AN INITIAL EXIT
As the English idiom goes, “And Bob’s your uncle!”, we’ve completed the first of three brief assessments of how passive writing infects our inflection, as it were.
The remainder of this essay will follow a pattern I'll develop in future columns. First, I'll take a paragraph that I’ve selected more or less at random, from the thousands of pages that pass in front of my eyes in a month, deconstruct its passivity and reconstruct the text in an active fashion.
Second, I'll look at some sentences from this same wave of narrative that are passive and will then activate them. At least a handful of such instances will show up, perhaps more.
Finally, on occasion, those Contributoria writers who have supported this Happy Union Grammar Nerd process will send their work for me to ponder. I’ll look at least as much for usage errors in this work, as for any stylistic weakness, but that really is neither here nor there; it’s just part of the HUGN shtick. Sometimes, unlike today, pieces of that work might also grace these pages.
A RANDOM PARAGRAPH
Interestingly enough, a writer whose prose style sparkled with panache, active and clear, like autumn sun through clean glass, wrote the following set of sentences when she came to the most troublingly political part of her narrative. Happy Union Grammar Nerd’s next instalment will explore why such a conjunction between sociopolitically sensitive information and passive development might occur. For now, we’ll just consider the ideas as written and then look at them in a different form.
“Under Khmer Rouge rule in the late 1970s, millions of Cambodians were forced from Phnom Penh and other cities to the countryside to work in agriculture. Pol Pot and his Marxist cronies wanted to create a rural, classless society. Money and traditional Khmer culture were abolished, and schools and pagodas were turned into prisons and re-education camps. Those not considered ‘pure’ were executed. Those that could fled the country.”
So: how about this? “Khmer Rouge rulers in the late 1970s forced millions of urban Cambodians to the countryside to work in agriculture. Pol Pot and his Marxist cronies wanted to create a rural, classless society. They abolished money and sought to eviscerate traditional Khmer culture, turning schools and pagodas into prisons and re-education camps. Those whom these erstwhile ‘Reds’ deemed ‘impure’ faced firing squads, the gallows and even more grisly forms of torture and execution. Those who*** could fled the country.”
As noted already, parsing taste is nearly impossible, let alone justifying it. However, readers might try these experiments: they can read the first passage out loud to an audience of one or more; then, after a brief moment, they can read the second. Next, they can let their audience read each paragraph silently. At this juncture, a survey would indicate which contextualisation works best.
Obviously, a reader can conduct such a test on himself. An observer can see how she reacts directly to the two brief texts. Perhaps we might generate useful data in so doing.
SOME RANDOM COMPLETE THOUGHTS
To close, I’ll look at a handful of sentences, again offering onlookers an edited version that may elicit a more favourable audience response. Such increased appreciation would be what I would expect anyhow, under most circumstances, though the idea that one cannot order stylistic choice is, in fact, indisputable in the final analysis.
Example 1
The extremist views they represent have been mirrored in Western societies, as reactionary Islamophobia grows ever more pervasive in our mass media.
Islamic State represents extremist views that Western societies in turn have mirrored with their own pervasive, reactionary Islamophobia.
Example 2
Example 3
Example 4
None of these sentences, by the way, contains a single error. The Happy Union Grammar Nerd has begun with a matter of style for a definite reason. He spent two years of his life eliminating passive construction completely from his texts. Although the effort proved quite difficult, especially to start, the end result has pleased him and others. Thus, he has placed this "perfectly correct" element of our inscriptions, free of mistake and yet in his way of hearing things weak and obfuscating, in the initial position in this series.
A clever trick: Federalist paper No. 10 and the disempowerment of democracy in America
Spindoctorjimbo
Undermining Majority ‘Factions:’ Federalist Paper # 10 & the Evisceration of Popular Power in America
OVERTURE
Overwhelmingly, among citizens of the United States, and quite generally among those who observe Uncle Sam from the outside, the idea grips popular imagination that the beginnings of democracy in America constituted a dramatic, magical, almost sacrosanct moment. The ‘Founding Fathers,’ whatever their peccadilloes—Vice President Aaron Burr’s severing Secretary of the Treasury Alexander Hamilton’s spinal column with a bullet in the gut during a duel, for example, or the fact that George Washington was his generation’s Bill Gates, a land speculator who owned close to a hundred square miles, with hundreds of Black humans who were at his daily disposal—stood above narrow ‘interests’ and the seamy exigencies of practical politics.
No matter that such ideation stinks like warm, moist manure, the standard texts pay homage to these notions. The Living U.S. Constitution states the point like this: “Today, generations after it was put into shape, it is still a living document, meeting the needs, as it always has done, of a great, growing, powerful, technologically advanced, self-governing republic.”
Tea Partiers join Hillary Clinton and even actually liberal ‘liberals’ in planting this sort of contemplative hedgerow at the base and borders of all consciousness about politics, especially here in the U.S.A.’s backyard, as it were. Like many erstwhile religious folks in relation to certainty about ‘a loving God,’ these voters tend to harbor at least a couple of doubts about this ‘standard model’ that holds them in its grip —after all, nearly half of them now either are the offspring of ancestors who were chattel property two hundred thirty-seven years ago or spring from forebears who inhabited a Spanish-speaking nation from which the U.S. carved roughly a quarter of its current territory; and more than half are women, a group not even worthy of a mention in the Constitution, Declaration of Independence, etc. Nevertheless, they more or less uniformly affirm that they still believe in ‘Old Glory’s’ identity with democracy and freedom and all the fervent hoopla of ‘the home of the brave.’
Were this not the case, the regular fatuous editorializing in media and self-righteous celebration from public forums—to highlight Memorial Day Picnics, July Fourth fireworks displays, electoral debates, State of the Union messages, and on and on and on—that has in aggregate reached literally billions of sentient beings over the past couple of centuries simply could not continue in the way that they do. Nor could the litany of chest-thumping attestations of our ‘core beliefs’ in this kind of self-aggrandizing celebration of patriotic fervor hold sway without eliciting many more cackles and hoots of derision than they do.
So we’ve got to stipulate that this vision of a halcyon past in some fashion does impact people’s thinking for the most part. Moreover, quite conveniently for those in charge, this sense of worshipping something holy from the past attaches with particular ferocity to institutional expressions—legislatures, constitutions, courts, and so forth—upon which continued administration of things depends.
If we fast-forward to the present moment, on the other hand, only a relatively tiny portion of the populace feels a robust confidence in either fellow residents of this ‘Yankee paradise’ or today’s governmental representatives, politicos who in some sense are standing in for these storied, long lost bygone days. Polarization is rife between so-called ‘leftists’ and so-called ‘wing-nuts,’ with those in the ‘center’ recoiling in disgust from all and sundry. At most plus or minus a quarter of folks believe that “the United States is on the right course.”
A big chunk, probably close to a majority in many cases, doubts the integrity of the present protocols as a whole. Moreover, as regards why things generally are sorrier than a hungry homeless wanderer stuck out in the freezing rain most folks again most likely believe that explanations for this are worse than weak. Precisely at this juncture—at the perky youngster’s insistent, “But why?”—this essay makes its entrance.
And this coupling, in which envisioning the past diverges almost completely with views of the current context, makes sense because the past to which people bow down and the present which they excoriate do in fact have the deepest, indestructible causal connections. Despite its impossibly ambitious cast, today’s article, right here in Contributoria, intends at the least to lay the groundwork for recognizing how and why a supposedly sacred past has yielded a hellish contemporary scene.
To this end, at the outset an observation might be apt: citizens tend to act as observers of civic life, rather than as participants. Frederick Douglass warns of the results of such eventualites—“Find out just what any people will submit to, and you have found out the exact amount of injustice and wrong which will be imposed upon them; and these will continue till they are resisted with either words or blows, or with both. The limits of tyrants are prescribed by the endurance of those whom they oppress. [...] Men might not get all they work for in this world, but they must certainly work for all they get.”
An indubitable effect of our lack of embodying such attitudes is that over time hopes of direct democracy, and its accompanying respect for popular wishes and interests, rapidly diminish and approach zero. Elections between purported opponents take place on schedule, but the same policies and outcomes win out, ‘left,’ ‘right,’ and center. Thus, from one election cycle to the next, fewer and fewer folks, especially in America, even bother to vote.
This might appear anomalous, from one perspective. After all, people continue vociferously to complain.
The list is lengthy of the ways that such a dynamic—lack of participation that fosters a riding roughshod over people’s needs and objectives—manifests itself, particularly in the United States. The so-called ‘War on Drugs,’ the engagement in imperial war, the lack of access to birth control and abortion, energy policies that favor plutocrats at the expense of renewable sources of electricity, police forces that target and victimize the poor, literally hundreds of examples exist to show a spiral of apathy and alienation on the one hand, and an arrogant discounting of popular desires, on the other hand.
And while people often enough shake their fists at such things, or protest against their oppressors in other ways, they have expended much less effort in seeking to understand the sources and operational protocols of this absolutely indisputable dynamic, in which what took place two and a half centuries ago has led, step by bloody step, to the dangerous waters in which we today find ourselves, recalling what Bob Dylan sang perhaps—“You’d better start swimming, or you’ll sink like a stone.”
This report delves into the reasons and processes at the root of what appears to be a markedly American political dysfunction, which in the coming period may threaten to afflict everyone and everywhere on our lovely planet. It may not come close to providing a life preserver, but it will—for those who use it—be something like a primer in how to do a functional breast stroke through these changing times of flood and inundation.
In essence, the message is this. The design of the political machinery of the United States makes elections a façade that appears to proffer but cannot deliver democracy. People power will never come to pass as a result of voting, even as the ballot does represent one small aspect of the possibility for democracy actually to happen, for the first time in U.S. history.
Prefatory Matters
Despite the fact that we in the media are writers, paid professional communicators, we’re often less than punctilious in our use of language. We say things that mean both less and more than what we indicate. We say things that are meaningless. We say things that we have no more defined or understood than we have delineated and comprehended the masks of God Almighty.
In no arena is this more prevalent than in relation to politics. One might ask, for example, if most political scribes can express even a functional capsulization of a word like democracy. The basic definition, majority rule, almost never enters the picture in the standard mediated usage in either the U.S. or the United Kingdom. What we Western ‘reporters’—another term that we’re generally a little vague on—conceive when we speak of democratizing, democratic, or democracy is, more than anything else, elections.
In reality, who wins the ubiquitous contests of erstwhile ‘free markets’ is a limited, even opaque, way of expressing the length and breadth of people power—another actual statement of the intentions of Demo-Cracy. But at least elections are something that we have defined. We understand them in the same way that we know what football matches or baseball playoffs or cricket tournaments are.
Since news outlets overwhelmingly focus on electoral issues of one sort or another, then, this article takes up the burden to examine such contest, because even though we recognize how paltry Obama-versus-Romney and Cameron-versus-Brown are as functions, most folks remain clueless about how this entire façade of democracy has evolved. So even if we decide that such a contextualization—“I like Ike” or whatever—is legitimate as a choice, we might acknowledge that learning how this has all come to pass could benefit us. The scope of this investigation, however, does not extend beyond an examination of some background from the United States, a monumental undertaking in and of itself.
The metaphors that we select, in the thinking of George Lakoff, determine the frames that make manifestations of power possible. Thus, accepting allusions to horseraces or other physical contests as ways to deal with politics, which is what most citizens do, and almost all working reporters as well, can in fact lead to running and winning ‘campaigns.’
However, such operational orientation—however well it permits us to project winners and losers, however facilely it allows our comparison of stump-speaking styles, and so forth—simply is not adequate for conceptualizing how the forms that we take for granted have come about. For such a task, we need different metaphorical constructs. Evolutionary models can help. Even the notion of chemical reactions, with their reagents and catalysts and so on, can be useful: ‘as it begins, so shall it proceed, except that a different reactive substance intervenes.’
Or we might think about these matters in the following fashion. We might imagine that we’ve left our smart phones on, charging by the bed as we sleep. In the darkest mire of moonless night, when even most cities breathe silently for an hour or so, our ringers chime their different tones.
Panicked but stalwart, we answer, though our voices crack with fatigue and the depths of dreams from which we rise. “Hello?”
From the other end of the connection comes a voice that we recognize quite well. It is our own. “You gotta help me!!” Our worry at pressing the green icon is nothing to the terror that flows from our favorite mobile device, not the least of which results from our own astonishment at confronting ourselves from the incoming presence.
But we do not shrink; who would we help if not ourselves? “What? Calm down. What is it?”
“You got to FUCKING help me!!”
“All right, I will. What do you need?”
“You gotta tell me how to get to Portland.”
And the absurdity makes even shattering fear turn into a crazy grin. “Okay.” We stifle a guffaw. “Where are you?”
“I don’t know, but you gotta help me get to Portland!!!”
And then we wake up and giggle, as I did when this was my nightmare. But it may speak, whether or not we hear.
For how can we assist ourselves in finding a path if we don’t have a flipping, flapping inkling where we are? Duh. And nobody ever can really know where he sits, or where she stands, unless she or he recognizes where in hell the point of origin was. If we fail to delve the ways that history has evolved to this particularity of right here, right now, in other words, we might as well give up ever finding ‘Portland’ or any other realm that we’d like to inhabit.
And that is the intention of this installment of plus or minus fifteen thousand words. It will delineate the past in terms of how, over decades and centuries, it has led to our exact experience of the here and now, especially electorally speaking, as it were.
In so doing, we are selecting elements of known events and seeking the living threads that connect them, over time, with the components of the present that we choose to examine. The examples rapidly rise toward infinity, so our selections will inevitably be attenuated at best. Still, echoes of Anti-Federalist and Federalist battles up to and including the 1800 election, and Federalist and Republican infighting after 1800 redound to both Republicans and Democrats today. Actors as diverse as Alexander Hamilton and his killer, Aaron Burr, call forth contemporary analogs. Whisky rebels begin to resemble both Tea Partiers and Occupy swarms.
Our job is to reveal such intersections as concretely and as clearly as we can. In a nascent and inevitably rudimentary way, that is what this report seeks, to set us on the path to Portland, so to say.
By Way of Introduction
To some significant extent, in regard to these issues, the sundering of North America from direct English clutches was less an exercise in bringing about home rule than it was a spat about which upper class would rule at home. In the event, slaveholders and merchants and other denizens of those among the former colonists who were rich in personal property—slaves, bonds and other debt instruments, stores of goods and the ‘factors’ that could produce more of them--consolidated their command of the still evolving United States, and this solidification of commercial property and money as the basis for the young American nation took the form of such actors as Alexander Hamilton and James Madison.
Madison wrote quite frankly about all these concerns. Throughout the 1780’s he made his point so to advance his own class’ interests both generally and in terms of building a political machine that would inhibit actions that contravened the perquisites of the wealthy. “A rage for paper money, for an abolition of debts, for an equal division of property, or for any other improper or wicked project, will be less apt to pervade the whole body of the union than a particular member of it, in the same proportion as such a malady is more likely to taint a particular county or district than an entire State.” This type of wording appeared in Madison’s letters, in his notes, in his anonymous essays, and in the work that he produced for both institutional purposes—composing much of the Constitution itself—and for ongoing promotion of those evolving bureaucratic forms.
David Hume, who profoundly influenced Madison and his writing in The *Federalist*, wrote perhaps even more candidly in one of his ‘enlightened’ essays. “In contriving any system of government, and fixing the several checks and controls of the constitution, every man ought to be supposed a knave, and to have no other end, in all his actions, but private interest. By this interest we must govern him and, by means of it, make him cooperate to public good, notwithstanding his insatiable avarice and ambition.”
None of these insights developed in any preordained fashion, however. In fact, the threat of reaction—in the form of military coup or the emergence of some strongman, or a radical upsurge from below, or even a reentry of the English into the picture—characterized the first decade or more after the formalized ‘defeat’ of the British.
Alexander Hamilton expressed his worries repeatedly on these matters, even after he had used the prospects of a military backlash as a threat to goad the Continental Congress in favor of some national levy for funds. A biographer, clarifies such things precisely.
“His hopes of a general revenue having gone glimmering, Hamilton became as eager to get rid of the army as he once had been to frighten ‘fools’ with it. It was now Hamilton’s turn to be frightened as he contemplated the alternatives before the government. To disband the army while the British were still in force in the United States was, he knew, to invite disaster, yet it was at least as probable that the American Army would mutiny as that the British would attack.” Such likely-little-known elements of our ‘founding-father’ origins suggest that a brief recounting of this period provides a necessary aspect to comprehending what evolved thereafter.
Articles of Confederation
If for no other reason than how intentionally difficult obtaining consensus was among thirteen polities—five slave, eight free, just one type of marked division among these diverse places—acceding to a relatively weak administrative arrangement for the new nation made sense. In a sense then, the Articles undermined nationalism.
In the event, the States and local authorities, though creatures of structures imposed from the Crown, proved in many cases—particularly in New England, where “Rogue Island” was a popular nickname among the rich for the smallest State; and in the Western portions of the new jurisdictions—not only to be quite radical but also truly to accept that a democratic approach inherently involved people’s ongoing input and empowerment (PHUS+). In any event, colonial legacies notwithstanding, in these provincial capitols, county seats, and outlying districts lived a degree of actual power in the early Republic.
At the same time, multiple difficulties attended the way that the Articles dictated at most ephemeral central power to the Continental Congress. Both in terms of how different members of this thirteen-state confederation might treat each other and in terms of its relations with European powers, trade, the creation of infrastructure, and more, a lack of some cohesive central authority would inevitably weaken what was united about these states of being. In any case, folks such as Madison—nationalists first and foremost—despised these local and radical expressions of power.
In relation to finance and debt in particular, this lessening of any overall control had various ill effects. These consequences were for a time avoidable through creative diplomacy and garnering still further loans from Europe. Hamilton and Robert Morris especially ‘worked miracles’ in these matters. Eventually, though, the well of legerdemain ran dry; Morris could no more “meet the demands of the army(for its pay) than to make bread of stones.”
Therefore, the effects of these nonchalant practices threatened mayhem among the soldiers who had won the war. None other than George Washington, not prone to alarmist notions, warned Hamilton that limits to the patience of patriots existed, so that, however attenuated were the measures that the Continental Congress took to redress the martial men’s grievances, the U.S. had to invoke some sort of action that offered these armed forces something tangible.
Furthermore, as the 1780’s passed, men like the already-mentioned Robert Morris—solid businessmen and financial stalwarts of their communities and States—chafed at the loss of their ‘equity’ as a result of the loss in value of ‘worthless Continentals’ and similar manifestations of lower buying power of dollars. To them, such occurrences were little better than theft, especially galling inasmuch as their losses were flowing from a system that they had helped establish.
In the electoral realm, nothing resembling a universal franchise or direct popular power came to pass, at least generally. Nonetheless, the wide ownership of land—which resulted both from conquest of indigenous people and in payment of debt to soldiers—meant that a relatively robust male franchise was in place in many places, so that States such as New York and Massachusetts, despite a wealthy merchant class in and around port cities, as well as nascent nearby manufacturing interests, ended up facing political conditions in which poor freeholders always maintained significant power and occasionally ruled the legislatures, or at least the lower house of the many law-making venues that insisted on keeping a Senate in operation, which institutionally barred any but the most propertied members.
Of paramount import for these upper crust actors, then, if one examines the case histories of the fifty-five men who ended up receiving a mandate, or—like Benjamin Franklin—having themselves appointed to the Constitutional Convention when it arose, was the inflationary effect of the fiscal regimens of the Articles. A few thousands of the four million inhabitants of the young United States held nearly all of the plus-or-minus forty millions of dollars of indebtedness that had financed the revolution.
By one measure, this amount of capital—roughly ten per cent of the U.S. GDP at that time—would represent in the neighborhood of $1.5 trillion today. Such comparisons are never completely reasonable, but they do provide a benchmark, if nothing else. We’re looking at much more than chump change in these matters.
In such an altogether substantial realm, by the mid-1780’s a crisis that might easily destroy the United States—either through centrifugal or centripedal means—was all too plausible. This was the context for a meeting to reform or replace the Articles of Confederation at Annapolis, Maryland during the Summer of 1786, but only nine States sent delegations, and four of them encountered delays in transit, so that no substantive developments resulted from the initiative.
Shay’s rebellion had broken out that year, however, and the powerful discontent that such mostly localized rebellions evinced—Massachusetts and parts of New England in the case of Shays—clearly applied to all of the non-slave holding states and also typified the Western regions of many Southern jurisdictions. Primarily propertied families acted as Shays’ allies, often as a result of imprisonment for ‘debts’ that reflected unpaid levies from Massachusetts. This led to profound disgust with taxation that supported bond-holders in the U.S. and abroad and left former and current soldiers at the same time with little to eat and vague promises of discharging their remuneration for years of service with a month of pay here and another pittance there.
As noted, cash-strapped farmers stood in similarly straitened circumstances. Unable to generate significant currency, often relying on barter in such material as corn-liquor or rye whisky, they faced sanction—even arrest and imprisonment—for their failure to pay duties that were arguably even more invasive and onerous than British excises on stamps and tea a decade or so before. Taking up arms, or otherwise acting in outraged protest, often enough followed.
Abigail Adams put this into context, from the perspective of a wealthy, privileged wife, in a letter to Thomas Jefferson as she stood by her husband as the ‘first lady’ of the U.S. embassy in London in early 1787. Jefferson at the time was ambassador to France. “With regard to the tumults in my native state… .they have been carried to so alarming a height as to stop the courts of justice in several counties. Ignorant, restless desperadoes, without conscience or principles, have led a deluded multitude to follow their standard, under pretense of grievances which have no existence but in their imaginations. Some of them were crying out for a paper currency, some for an equal distribution of property, some were for annihilating all debts, others complaining that the Senate was a useless branch of government… .(A key principle now)is in jail in Boston and will no doubt be made an example of.“
Despite the vicious, imperious, presumptuous, and derogatory language that this high-born lady used against fellow citizens, many such yeomen, freeholders, former soldiers, and so forth did articulate a powerful indictment of those who were implementing policies favorable to the likes of Mrs. Adams, Robert Morris, Alexander Hamilton—if only as a spokesman, since he seldom made much money. Though the outcries from below are possible to overlook, to do so, at best, is negligent and contemptuous.
“We have thought proper to inform you of some of the principal causes of the late risings of the people… .1)The present expensive mode of collecting debts, which by reason of the great scarcity of cash will of necessity fill our jails with unhappy debtors…2)The monies raised by impost excise being appropriated to discharge the interest on government securities, and not the foreign debt, when these securities are not subject to taxation. 3)A suspension of the writ of habeas corpus (against anyone who protests), liable to be taken…even to the most distant parts of the commonwealth, and thereby subjected to an unjust punishment. 4)The unlimited power granted to justices of the peace, and sheriffs, and deputy sheriffs, and constables by the Riot Act, indemnifying them to the prosecution thereof; when perhaps wholly actuated from a principle of revenge, hatred, and envy.”
One chronicler sums up these issues forthrightly as follows. “America's creditor class had other worries. In Rhode Island (called by elites ‘Rogue Island’), a state legislature dominated by the debtor class passed legislation essentially forgiving all debts as it considered a measure that would redistribute property every thirteen years. The final straw for many came in western Massachusetts where angry farmers, led by Daniel Shays, took up arms and engaged in active rebellion in an effort to gain debt relief.”
With this background, the February Continental Congress’ call for an actual Constitutional Convention in Summer of 1787 brought a much more unified response: all but Rhode Island sent delegations. And onto history’s stage strode a few score men, all but a handful well-to-do, and plus or minus a third fabulously rich by any standard.
Behind the work that went on in Philadelphia, moreover, many even more plutocratic potentates stood by. They were akin to the soon-to-rise President of the Convention, George Washington, then as now a first among equals of the ‘fathers of the country,’ who had riches that included a total of plus-or-minus sixty-thousand acres, mostly—except for the ten-plus square miles of Mount Vernon—scattered from New England to the Southern Appalachians.
He personally owned a total of a hundred-odd slaves at his death, having employed hundreds more each year, as well—part of his wife’s life estate from her deceased first husband—during the course of his life as a tobacco and staples farmer. Along with other such delegates as the South Carolina Pinckneys, our ‘could-not-tell-a-lie’ first Chief Executive, depended on, and served as a representation of, both the foremost exchangeable value that characterized American fortunes and the means for creating further fungible commodities to create even more extensive lucre. In relation to all of the key estimates of wealth at that time—which in some ways mirror our own measuring sticks and in other ways deviate from them markedly—the men who sought and won a new government to replace the Articles of Confederation ranked with Washington as leading holders of the social specie that defined the early United States.
Slavery’s Constitutive Position in All Things Constitutional
Inevitably, if one looks beneath the surface of what happened that long Summer in the Pennsylvania State House, much of the discussion and even a greater proportion of the controversy revolved around the very different agendas of those ‘stakeholders’ whose primary methods for enriching themselves involved making other humans chattel slaves and those ‘upstanding citizens’ whose opulence stemmed, at least most directly and for the most part, from different sources.
Seventeen of the fifty-five attendees, just under thirty per cent, owned slaves directly. Several of these representatives in fact possessed hundreds of human beings worth as much as a thousand dollars or more apiece in 1787 gold. This direct interest in a system of human chattel resounds to this day.
Charles Beard—whose 1913 classic, An Economic Interpretation of the Constitution, has seemed more and more prescient over the past thirty years—noted the central place of slavery in the heated exchanges that Summer’s swelter yielded in Pennsylvania two hundred thirty-seven years ago. Other contemporaries of Beard, though they were less sympathetic to the slaves and poor than was the relatively radical NYU professor, who first resigned his post at Columbia when faculty who opposed World War One encountered sanctions and then helped to found the New School for Social Research—also noted how differences over bondage played elemental roles in Constitutional debates.
Even at this early juncture, the complicated contradictions of owning human beings whose profit flowed overwhelmingly to a few sets of families divided the nation. Analyses and annalists have ubiquitously recognized this: “The hidden agendas of the Constitutional gathering over and over again reflected this central importance of the slave question,” stated one workmanlike voluminous history from the early 1900’s.
Lawrence Friedman, whose History of American Law is in many ways a seminal book in the field, also recognizes the way that color ‘colored’ every aspect of the new nation’s institutions and dynamics. In addition to its providing relatively greater weight to Southern legislative representation, the Constitution also firmly supported the idea that, even as slavery faded away in the North, neither free states nor new territories where slavery was outright illegal could serve as a safe harbor for escaped bondsmen.
Thus, no credible chronicle of the period fails to accept that this complete abrogation of liberty based on ethnic servitude was of substantial import. Most students of the period rank this issue at or near the top of all the problems with which the new U.S. had to contend.
Washington, during his second term as President, signed a Fugitive Slave Law which even more clearly and stringently than the product of the Philadelphia convention laid out harsh penalties for anyone who sought in any way to assist escaping people of color. In many ways, the institutionalization of slavery both relied on and flowed from the compromises of the city-of-brotherly-love gathering from May to September, 1787.
At least a few specific examples of this polarity over the ‘peculiar institution’ are worth noting. In ways that are as tangible as the color of Frederick Douglass’ skin, these contrary conceptions trace a course from Independence Hall to the Emancipation Proclamation to the rise of ‘Jim Crow’ oppression to the Voting Rights Act of 1965, the failure to renew which has laid the basis for some, at a minimum, hundreds of thousands of effective disfranchisements in the contemporary electoral arena.
An initial problem dealt with the ever-looming matter of financing the Federal Government. Since the South, particularly the powerful and plutocratic plantation economies of lowland Dixie, made fortunes from export crops, any duties whatsoever on exports were anathema to the planters who ruled this roost. Another issue along the same lines concerned paying for road and harbor improvements, which particularly South Carolina contended were exclusively decisions that States needed to make independently, with no oversight from on high that might interfere with sacrosanct ‘States’ Rights.’
Another issue revolved around the legal status of slavery, somewhat similar to the already-noted legal status of slaves in relation to runaways. Northerners and the mixed agricultural and commercial economies of the upper South and mid-Atlantic resisted permitting the slave trade to continue. Slaves’ rates of reproduction were high enough that allowing new slaves to arrive from Africa would reduce the wealth of those tidewater families that owned loads of other people. This is literally how such parties ruminated about things.
In South Carolina and Georgia, however, where the death rates were very high in the brutal cotton and rice plantation environs, a steady supply of new arrivals—if one dies, buy another—was essential. Charles Beard is merely one clear sighted annotator of these sorts of situations.
“General Pinkney taunted the Virginia representatives in the Convention, some of whom were against slavery as well as importation, with disingenuous interestedeness. ‘South Carolina and Georgia cannot do without slaves. As to Virginia, she will gain by stopping the importations. Her slaves will rise in value, and she has more than she wants. It would be unequal to require South Carolina and Georgia to federate on such unequal terms.’” And no Constitutional ban on slave-trading issued: it was a local decision that fell into the catchall category of States’ Rights.
The economic stakes of these battles appear most obviously in the fact that the Constitution itself permitted the U.S. to levy a ten-dollar tax on each imported African. That is roughly equivalent to a tax of at least a thousand dollars per head today.
One might point out that the Constitution limited the future of this free-for-all, and that Congress did away with importing humans for sale in 1808. But the damage from twenty years of encouraged commerce in flesh was dire. “The Deep South imported more slaves from Africa in the 1788-1808 time period than in any other twenty-year period. South Carolina alone imported 40,000 slaves between 1803 and 1808 (when Congress overwhelmingly voted to end the trade).”
Yet one additional factor that surrounded the Convention was the difficulty of developing new territories and admitting new States to the union. The Continental Congress actually passed the Northwest Ordinance in the middle of the Constitutional confabulation.
This question of how, and whether, to admit new jurisdictions equally had been as contentious as any other facing the new nation. In the end, the Philadelphia delegates, as they did with the slave trade, left the delegation of a State’s rules and boundaries to Congress. In essence then, the Constitution permitted further compromises that would inevitably result in territories adjacent to slave country’s having a high likelihood of becoming slave territories themselves. In any event, both at the Convention proper and in all that happened around the meetings, this matter of expansion—in its conjunction with slavery especially—had omnipresent impact.
In the case of the Northwest Ordinance, of course, the proximity to free States meant an absolute prohibition on slavery from new States North of the Ohio River. “’The Northwest Ordinance provided … .the whole region of six and a half million square miles (would encompass) not less than three nor more than five states. …As soon as one of the five states attained a population of sixty thousand free inhabitants it could be admitted to the Union and write its own constitution. Slavery was prohibited [something that Jefferson had failed to get included in the 1784 Ordinance]; a bill of rights guaranteed freedom of worship, habeas corpus, trial by jury, and security of contracts [something dearly desired by the land companies]. 'Schools and means of education shall ever be encouraged,' said Article III. There was a property qualification: voters must own fifty acres, legislators two hundred acres. There was also a clause that became famous more for the breach than the observance: 'The utmost good faith shall always be observed towards the Indians.' Some historians consider the Northwest Ordinance a third founding document for the nation along with the Declaration of Independence and the Constitution. However, it was touch and go as to how this document would be reflected in the proposed Constitution.”
A listing of the tentacles of bondage here might continue for some time before the investigator exhausted the way that these deep issues of color and class formed a part of the substrate of conflict and complexity in Philadelphia. One can in any case view the debates and bargaining that took place as more or less indisputable evidence for the proposition that the Constitution was overwhelmingly a political economic document that served to advance the interests of those, so to speak, at the ‘top of the socioeconomic food chain,’ whatever the negative results of its installation might be in the long run for the non-propertied, the non-male, the non-European.
In the final analysis, then, this implicit and explicit characterization of the U.S. founding documentation militates against the notion that the Constitution was primarily, or even significantly about electoral concerns. Without doubt, these typically ‘political matters were part of the process. But the rationale for the work was not these mechanisms. Rather, such machinations were themselves tools to further the interests and potency of those who were already in charge and envisioned an empire that their offspring might rule for many, many generations to come.
Constitutional Cures
The origins of the Constitutional Convention have spawned thousands of monographs and hundreds of thousands of research papers and other such outpourings of investigatory fervor. Social, economic, diplomatic, and political components of the process have received close scrutiny.
Of at least notable import in the entire scheme of things that long-gone Summer is the insistence of the delegates on “absolute secrecy.” On this point, in particular, the head of the proceedings, George Washington, was especially strict.
The perspectives in play, the ‘interests’ that hoped to gain the firmest grasp on governance, the class dominance that the actors present intended to accomplish, would be much harder to manifest if people began to hear stories about what was going on ‘behind closed doors.’ In one case, Washington humiliated an unnamed attendee who had dropped a printed statement about issues that concerned the Senate, flinging the document that someone else had found onto a table and tersely warning of the absolute seriousness of maintaining complete ‘radio silence,’ so to say.
This fanatical devotion to keeping things under wraps is in any event telling. At the same time, through the notes of those present, especially the papers of James Madison, and research in archives and other repositories, observers, and interested citizens, now can more-or-less comprehensively access what transpired in the ‘hallowed halls’ as the ‘birth of the United States’ was in the final stages of its labor, so to speak.
For our purposes, we will end up focusing on how Constitutional responses to Confederation deficiencies played out in the arena of electoral events, in the realm of how citizens could choose and delimit representatives to carry out the tasks of governing. Before we could do that, however, underlying key factors have been necessary to examine. In the preceding pages, therefore, readers will have encountered a combination of the class conflicts that attended debtors versus creditors and slave versus free, as well as intimations of the tensions among different kinds of holders of wealth, as in plantation owners versus merchants.
In relation to the ‘nuts-and-bolts’ of institutional machinery, which remain the basic elements of elections as such to this day, the critical concern at hand was a balancing of different inherent functions of government. But this checking of different functions with other operations—‘checks and balances’ in schoolhouse parlance—was not an abstract concern; rather it precisely fit these questions of class and color and power that Madison and Hamilton and Jay and all the other iconic figures were grappling with in their speeches and essays and so forth, both in relation to each other and in regard to the mass of the populace at large.
Making laws was all well and good. Debating approaches certainly would remain a part of this new land’s institutions. But figuring out how successfully to administer governmental operations at a Federal level so as to coordinate State and local practice was merely a technical detail. The true abracadabra of Constitutional magic was in creating structures that simply, seamlessly, and reliably would stop ‘wicked’ schemes, majority ‘factions,’ and any such impediment to the wealth and sway of the Republic’s leading citizens.
JUDICIAL REVIEW AND MORE
In the event, the tuning of these new instruments of governance and rule, of action and law, necessitated something like a judiciary. And this only briefly noted part of the Constitution is where we’ll turn at this juncture.
The Constitution itself says nothing about judicial review, for example. Yet this has become a basis for what one commentator has called ‘making a particular court Supreme’ in relation to the rest of government.
The practice of granting this one branch of the so-called ‘check-and-balance-tree’ lifetime tenure, in and of itself, ought to cause a huge outcry among any citizens who have even a vague inclination to promote fairness and freedom and social justice. Everything in the elaborate precautions of the Constitutional architects to protect property from the feared depredations of anarchy warns us that an estate for life with the power of a Federal Judge is an invitation to partisanship, corruption, and impunity.
All sorts of evidence supports this notion. A quarter century old Law Review article sums up the idea. “The controversy over (a particular judge) and the growing concern about the extent of incompetence and corruption on the Federal bench inspired (one of many instances of a) Congressional study on judicial reform…(that) culminated in a 1969 proposal…to permit the removal of judges without impeachment,” but the inner sanctum of judicial imprimatur again won out: no ‘reform’ was forthcoming.
This in some ways holiest expression of power in the U.S. is, without any doubt, the least democratic, the most oriented to riches and established enterprise, the most conservative and likely to border on reactionary thinking. Is this what our vaunted ‘founding fathers’ intended? That the answer to this is a resounding “yes!” that the vagueness of the Constitution itself, the Judiciary Act of 1789’s obeisance to judges, and the purposeful expression of Chief Justice Marshall’s three decades of rule all had their intended and fervently-hoped-for impact is a starting point for conscious citizenship.
A recent booster of this system stated the matter quite baldly. “But (the Constitution) also reflects the Founders belief that the courts would be the ‘least dangerous’ branch of government. (Thus), Article 3 does do two important things: (1)it makes federal judges highly independent, and (2) it (only) outlines the jurisdiction of federal courts. Article 3 insulates federal judges from political and outside pressures in three ways: First, it makes the courts a separate branch of government. (In many other countries they are part of the executive). Second it prohibits Congress from reducing judicial salaries—which could be a way to pressure judges. Finally, and most importantly, it gives federal judges lifetime tenure.”
Alexander Hamilton’s Federalist Paper Number 78 illustrates the inherent anti-democratic class bias that lies at the very heart of the Federalist project, which in case anyone wonders, is still in command to this precise point in time. “But it is not with a view to infractions of the Constitution only, that the independence of the judges may be an essential safeguard against the effects of occasional ill humors in the society. These sometimes extend no farther than to the injury of the private rights of particular classes of citizens, by unjust and partial laws. Here also the firmness of the judicial magistracy is of vast importance in mitigating the severity and confining the operation of such laws. It not only serves to moderate the immediate mischiefs of those which may have been passed, but it operates as a check upon the legislative body in passing them; who, perceiving that obstacles to the success of iniquitous intention are to be expected from the scruples of the courts, are in a manner compelled, by the very motives of the injustice they meditate, to qualify their attempts.”
Indeed: in its unfolding, Hamilton’s vision has prohibited remuneration to former slaves; it has inhibited unions from bargaining collectively; it has cut down proscriptions against working ten year-olds in coal mines; it has stopped publicly supported media and art; it has, almost without exception, acted against any ‘injury of the private right’ of maximum profit. Its embodiment in courts has identified the ‘particular classes’ at risk of ‘injustice’ all right: they are those with millions of dollars in dividends and billions in investments. The ‘unjust and partial’ laws in question are, basically invariably, statutes that favor poor people, working people, average people, those without capital.
The supposed marvels of the ‘separation of powers’ therefore flowed out of profound practical agendas, concerning problems in which the key upshot was always to find ways to support property and wealth over and against leveling, democratic, or other terrors of the feared ‘majority factions.’ Various ‘schools of thought’ have arisen that analyze or critique this aspect of the judicial system, including demographic assessments and statistical breakdowns of decisions by whom they favor and other technical means of measuring what a Court does.
More thoroughgoing as a transformative suggestion, and arguably meritorious as a perspective, a focus on reforming or ending lifetime tenure has for some time intrigued analysts both inside the legal field and in activist camps. Such a limitation, as things worked out at the dawn of the republic, would have cut short the thirty-odd years that John Marshall shaped the judiciary and the government itself.
No single person, save perhaps Madison, more significantly impacted the particular forms and processes of the American way than did the third Chief Justice of the Supreme Court. His biographers, admirers, and detractors are all in agreement on this issue. His opinion in Marbury versus Madison remains the foundation of judicial review.
In other opinions, his words laid the basis for centralization and property and wealth as a triad of what America represented. “The cornerstone in Marshall's constitutional arch was McCulloch v. Maryland, the case that upheld the constitutionality of the Second Bank of the United States and defended it from a Maryland state tax imposed upon its bank note issue. Following a careful cataloging o f the concepts of enumerated and implied powers, the Chief Justice read into law a broad, or loose, construction of the Necessary and Proper Clause,” which was the basis for an expansive, ultimately total, extension of the purview of the Federal Government.
In sum, perhaps the words of John Adams, viewed with an ironic shudder, best suggest the combination of prior intent and ongoing will that the work of such architects as Marshall have yielded. Truly, the contours of the subtle actions of class bias and the protection of profit and property have no clearer portrait than the career of this storied jurist. “’My gift of John Marshall to the people of the United States was the proudest act of my life. There is no act of my life on which I reflect with more pleasure.’”
LEGISLATIVE APPARATUSES AND MORE
Charles Beard’s ideas about these real manifestations of America’s origins predominated among scholars and activists for three decades or more. Beard was also clear in his view that no one surpassed Marshall in terms of forethought about and execution of a consciously national, continental, imperial, and propertied republic.
However, Beard’s thesis proved vexing for many scholars more patriotic or less willing to be critical. Not only did scholars such as Forrest McDonald call into question Beard’s assessment in the 1950’s, but these revisions as the modern U.S. imperial phalanx took shape also claimed to have evidence that the entire conceptualization of the Constitution as an economic document was impossible to support.
Such interpretations in turn held their own for over a quarter century. However, with the rise of quantitative methods and the uncovering of sets of data theretofore unmined in the 1980’s Beard’s ideas once again drew forth admiration, even awe, at their prescient estimates of what actually underpinned the United States’ Constitutional era.
One might continue to sketch 1787 in such a way as to portray the intersection of politics with economic interest and social leadership as critical. In such a vein, fiscal matters of various sorts, questions of Western expansion, problems of logistics and infrastructure, and manifold other items were of central import at different points during the Convention, often, as noted above, with an overlying imprint of slave versus free labor, always in regard to the class interests of those who owned securities and businesses and so on. These and related matters concerned geographies of local power, the tensions among different social sectors, and so on.
One recent commentator stated these ideas quite simply. “To understand the U.S. political system, it would help to investigate its origins and fundamental structure, beginning with the Constitution. The men who gathered in Philadelphia in 1787 strove to erect a strong central government. They agreed with Adam Smith that government was ‘instituted for the defense of the rich against the poor’ and ‘grows up with the acquisition of valuable property.’”
In terms of the focus of this essay, the parts of the Constitution most important to ponder, however, are those that deal with the operations and flow of the two houses of Congress and the imprimatur and periodic expression of the Presidential power. These aspects of ‘forming a more perfect union’ inevitably both entailed and set the stage for the constitution of the electoral realm by the Constitution.
The House of Representatives came into existence for complex reasons. A need to give credence to participation, the recognition of the potency of States with greater population, the omnipresent thorn of how to manage the status of slaves, these and other issues were up for debate in the work of the delegates.
Smaller, less populous States had a plan, led by New Jersey’s attendees. Larger, more densely inhabited parts of the republic also championed a proposal, led by Virgina’s delegates. The intractable clash between these views ‘split the difference’ in a compromise advanced by Connecticut. This is the standard story.
But a careful reading of Federalist Numbers 52-58, by Madison, and Number 60, by Hamilton, among various other sources, reveal a much more nuanced set of arguments and perspectives. In this telling, the key point of the subsidiary house of Congress was to give vent to popular desires and directives.
The election every two years was according to many commentators, too lengthy a term, given the need to correct course according to popular input. Arguments were also extensive against having only one representative for every sixty thousand residents. Such a small number would mean that knowing one’s ‘district’ would be difficult. Yet this was part of the overall plan, according to Madison.
From the opposite point of view, the idea that this body would overwhelm the government and undermine the wealthy minority’s capacity to keep their slaves and their status as creditors and their possession of most of what was possible to own was not credible precisely because of the design that surrounded this new invention. The House of Representatives served to represent an almost unimagined radical democracy, on the one hand, then, and to operate as a safety valve that would prevent what the likes of Madison viewed with horror, which was an anarchic uprising of the poor and feckless.
In many ways, therefore, this new body acted as a method for the ‘lower orders,’ the people as such, to have a part in the overall process. It was their own place, a mechanism to advance their needs and hopes as policy and law. This is very clear in Madison’s thinking, among many others’. Hamilton, who was always an anglophile, described the lower house as an imitation of the House of Commons.
Nevertheless, the length of the term militated against rootedness, except inasmuch as one had a very effective politico’s abilities. And since the Senate had to approve the ‘radicalism’ of the House even before any shifted priority or ameliorated injustice could reach the President, only rarely would the threat of upheaval that the House of Representatives would often embody even come close to transpiring. Later on in The Federalist, Madison explicitly noted what was frightening about an untrammeled lower house, which the Constitution had forestalled completely.
A single body that rises from ‘the people’ has “the propensity of all single and numerous assemblies to yield to the impulse of sudden and violent passions, and to be seduced by factious leaders into intemperate and pernicious resolutions. Examples on this subject might be cited without number,” as in the case of Rhode Island and many other instances that were on Madison’s mind.
For those who would contemplate what happened then, which has such a large part to play in what is happening now, Hamilton rounded out these ideas. “(P)recise considerations forbid all apprehension on the subject(of a popular uprising that government might legitimate). The dissimilarity in the ingredients which will compose the national government, and still more…the manner in which they will be brought into action…must form a powerful obstacle to a concert of views…(most strictly)the dissimilar modes of constituting the several component parts of the government. The House of Representatives’ being to be elected by the people, the Senate by the State legislatures, the President by electors chosen for that purpose by the people, there would be little probability of a common interest to cement these different branches in a predilection for any(especially low-born) particular class of electors.”
The Senate existed both to provide a haven—with six years service guaranteed, congruent to the House of Lords, according to Hamilton—for the upper crusts of society. In essence, it essentially began as an exclusive club for really wealthy men to play their parts in expanding the U.S. as a continental power, as an empire, as a colossus of capital. Hamilton conceded as much in Federalist Number 61.
His was not a simple dichotomy of rich versus poor, though. Like most of his contemporaries, he had thought about the situation at hand deeply. In its depths, he foresaw battles between finance and debt, between merchant and manufacturer, and more generally between agrarian and commercial holdings and prerogatives. In no way did this far-sighted visionary of empire and banking and capital deny the role of the Senate as a sinecure for the men who would carry out the imperial, financial, and bourgeois courses that he himself supported.
Madison, in Numbers 62-65, expanded on his colleague’s general description. He dwelled at some length on the fact that the Senate’s composition was purposefully not proportionate. The larger States, more endowed with both human energy and other resources, needed to insure that no nexus for upheaval was readily available, so a legislative form that guaranteed elites in even the most modest jurisdiction a level of equality with Virginia or New York was a necessary choice that would not endanger functioning, even though it seemed to violate principles, of a republican democracy.
The upper chamber of Congress, moreover, from the outset had the duty to assume a significant part in the republic’s foreign affairs, a point that Madison and Hamilton and others at the Convention also emphasized. This was not the result of a disinterest on the part of the U.S. in the world at large but an insistence that the whole class of financiers and merchants and manufacturers should have ongoing sayso about how and what the conduct of international policy was to be.
Finally, for purposes of our bit of a brief, the Senate ‘checked’ the executive and increased its degree of potency above the mere representation of the lower house by its involvement in approving executive appointments. Crucially, over time, this came to include approbation for every Federal appointment to the judiciary, which has more and more become the branch of government, the lever of action, the combination of “blank checks and insufficient balances,” of a countermajoritarian process at the heart of the fabric of governance, that rules in tandem with an executive that for its own reasons has more and more divorced itself from popular inputs.
EXECUTIVE APPARATUSES AND MORE
And in fact a separation of the apt administration that everyone at the Convention in Philadelphia acknowledged—they were with only a few exceptions all solid businessmen, after all—was the key to the fulfillment of good government from the individual who of necessity would likely embody the charisma and dynamism necessary to lead such massive, national operations was the problem that took more of the Summer of 1787 to solve than did any other. The delegates recognized that the lack of an executive in the Articles of Confederation was no accident.
The Presidency easily posed more difficulties, in terms of time and headache, than all other matters combined. The slavers of the deep South in particular looked upon a President as a potentially mortal foe to their continued profiteering. Thanks to the rigging of counting that the Constitution contained, fully three quarters of the first twelve Presidents were substantial slave owners in their native venues.
Again and again, in Philadelphia’s swelter, the assembled statesmen seemed about to fly asunder about how to operationalize this executive function. In the end, the loosely defined initial notion—to use arcane and decidedly indirect means to make sure that no mere ‘popular vote’ would threaten too much the interests in play—was what the assembled delegates agreed to accept.
This august personage, whose very selection seemed to hint at either monarchs or dictators—or both—was a being whom most of those present feared to contemplate after the assumed tenure of George Washington. On the other hand, the class interests of the wealthy absolutely necessitated such a position: otherwise, their debts would evaporate in an inflationary haze that legislatures might permit; their properties could confront taxes from all directions instead of deflecting such diminution toward indirect levies on the poorer sorts of persons in residence; the essential developments and protections that alone could bring fruition to the speculative land deals in which they enthusiastically participated would be hit and miss at best; other such items might grace a list such as this.
Out of the exhaustive duels that defined the Convention proper, from a special post-convention committee, came what we now know as the Electoral College. It solidified this divorce, or at least significant diversion, of Presidential selection from the votes of actual citizens, and it placed a buffer between the person and the administrative apparatus of the government itself.
Of tremendous long-term force in this scheme was the winner-take-all provisions that ruled these functions. Nothing parliamentary would adhere in the United States. ‘To the victor’ would go the entirety of ‘the spoils’ of winning. From this emanated the irresistible attraction of finding groups, ultimately called ‘parties’ that would have a chance to attain a majority, the upshot of which was a default acceptance of a two-party tango rather than a more pluralist dance.
On top of the constitutional origins of a two-party-system, then, this impression of an arbitrary political mechanism transpired in a general environment that was decidedly hostile to direct democracy. Many chroniclers downplay this way of thinking, even as others explicate it with especial care.
Readers might consider a few things in determining just how critical were these factors that—whatever their conscious development or unconscious manifestation—made of American democracy a decidedly strange breeding process, in which the insemination of popular will was always at a significant remove from the outcome of that seeding. In other words, electing whom they liked, the people seemed always to end up with actions that supported those about whom they complained, that continued the biased policies that they had sought relief from in the ballot.
The nature and construction of the Senate, for instance was likely especially pertinent. The raising up of long-term potentates who—either by design or by practice—were literally almost always rich and high-born would certainly never likely serve populist purposes. The equality of the hinterlands in each State’s receipt of a pair of Senators had, furthermore, shifted the fulcrum of power away from cities where the masses of the propertyless worked for wages and had little more than their muscles and brains and sweat to advance themselves.
The ‘check’ on any electoral potency at all, given the judiciary’s intended and eventually fully flowered power of review, was another such factor. With John Marshall’s ascension to the Chief Justice’s seat, in particular, and a lengthy tenure at the helm of the Supreme Court—across nine presidencies—the apparently slow and subtle shifts away from anything akin to direct democracy became almost impossible to counter.
The decidedly chosen, designed, and constructed shape of Presidential elections were at least equally central in this denial of majority rule by the promulgators of a constitutional republic. The position that, with direct voting, would at least hold out a prospect of an unshakeable link between citizenship and the highest power, in the context of the Electoral College turned into a complex set of functions that took three-fifths of each slave and the disproportion of the Senate into account every four years.
All in all, at every single level of the Constitutional machinery, a decidedly countermajoritarian evolution unfolded in the United States. The House of Representatives alone seemed to invite the people to lend a hand and take a part. Everything else was a check or balance of any hope of popular will, of grassroots power, of democracy. From the outset, then, electoral rights—attenuated as they were to start—designated a removal from direct power, a lessening of the potential for popular primacy.
Perhaps a reader might intone, “But what about the States?” Or, “What about the thousands of counties and towns and cities of the new land?”
And truly, something more closely resembling democracy was at least occasionally—never in tidewater South Carolina, rarely in the slave regions generally—likely to take place in these places. However, one purpose of the Constitution was to establish firmly that the national took precedence over the local. Equally pertinent, the States themselves used the Constitution as a template to defray democracy, much as the delegates in Philadelphia had drawn on various prior State experiences in this regard in their drafting of their ‘eternal document of liberty.’
The ‘Rabble’s’ Democratic Challenges
Everywhere in the four-year-old United States, opposition to the Constitution was present. As well, more general dismay with a politics of the already powerful was ubiquitous in the young republic as well. This pattern not only continued as elections started up under the new rubric, but they also arguably increased at different points in time. Were one to want to compile lists of such outbursts, the task would be endless.
Just a few examples in relation to the Constitution as such, and its ratification, can suffice here. John F. Mercer was “a determined Anti-Federalist,” in other words one of the roughly half of the actual electorate that viewed the Constitution with suspicion or worse. That these voters stood in for roughly eighty-five to ninety percent of adults who could not participate in the tally is another matter to cogitate, at least if we are of the bent of Mr. Mercer, who loved equality at least as much as he admired capital.
He wrote, “the galling chain of despotism under the oppressive weight of which nine-tenths of our fellow mortals groan—the tortures which unfeeling tyranny has invented and fearlessly practiced in every age and every clime—are melancholy and terrifying proofs of the incapacity of the many to defend those rights which God and nature gave them from the artful and unceasing usurpations of the few.” He warned against “moments of national languor and lethargy which the ambitious, ever enterprising, mark with alacrity and use with success.”
An Anti-Federalist close on the heels of the delegates’ departure from Pennsylvania, signing himself Centinel, wrote to the Philadelphia Independent Gazeteer. “The wealthy and ambitious, who in every community think they have the right to lord it over their fellow creatures, have availed themselves very successfully of this(quiet popular)disposition. …I have been anxiously expecting that some enlightened patriot would…expose the baneful tendencies of such principles. …Mr. Adams, although he has traced the constitution of every form of government that ever existed…has not been able to adduce a single instance of(a successful ‘checks and balanced’ mechanism). He…says that the British constitution is such in theory, but this is rather a confirmation that his principles are chimerical.”
An ironic text emanated from a Massachusetts writer who styled himself “A Federalist,” responding in the Boston Gazette to John Jay’s slogan for the Federalist political party: “Those who own the country ought to govern it.” This missive was as clever as it was biting.
“These violent partisans are for having the people gulp down the gilded pill blindfolded… .These (proponents) consist generally of the noble order of Cincinnatus, holders of public securities, men of great wealth and expectations of public office, bankers and lawyers. These, with their train of dependents, form the aristocratic combination. …like greedy gudgeons…long(ing) to satiate their voracious stomachs with the golden bait. …They will probably find…the new plan of consolidated empire…suited to their habits, if not to the habits of the people.”
These texts and other vocalizations of dissent and debate were one type of counter to the Constitutional drive. Many other outbreaks were much more direct and violent.
One speaker against the established order spat out, “I have been greatly abused, have obliged to do more than my part in the war; been loaded with class rates, town rates, province rates, Continental rates and all rates… .been pulled and hauled by sheriffs, constables, and collectors, and had my cattle sold for less than they were worth. …The great men are going to get all we have and I think it is time for us to rise and put a stop to it, and have no more courts, nor sheriffs, nor collectors nor lawyers.”
Moreover, at Great Barrington, not far from Boston, over a thousand militia marched against a huge armed crowd in the town square. The constituted constabulary clearly felt uncomfortable in their positions.
The magistrates took a poll among the ‘forces of order.’ These soldiers voted with their feet to venture to the left side of the road in a ratio of four to one over those who elected to walk to the right and favor seating the judges and seeking to dislodge the local populace from its protest. A speaker there had declaimed, “The voice of the people of this county is such that the court shall not enter the courthouse until such time as the people shall have redress of the grievances that they labor under at present.”
A recent monograph voluminously documents what undoubtedly was a minority position—standing for radical democracy. But the established order that the Constitutional Convention envisioned was always at most an even smaller slice of the adult population, inasmuch as it excluded most of those without land, all women, all indigenous people, all recent immigrants, all blacks, all indentured servants, and all young people.
In such an environment, according to Robert Martin’s Government by Dissent, “The American political radicals of the 1790s understood, articulated, and defended the crucial necessity of dissent to democracy. By returning to their struggles, successes, and setbacks, and analyzing their imaginative arguments…(this volume) recovers a more robust approach to popular politics, one centered on the ever-present need to challenge the status quo and the powerful institutions that both support it and profit from it. Dissent has rarely been the mainstream of democratic politics. But the figures explored here—forgotten farmers as well as revered framers—understood that dissent is always the essential undercurrent of democracy and is often the critical crosscurrent. Only by returning to their political insights can we hope to reinvigorate our own popular politics.”
A reviewer of Government by Dissent speaks directly to our topic. “The most obvious form of political responsiveness is the vote, but Martin spends almost no time talking about elections because, he claims, the dissentient democrats of the founding era thought that ‘elections simply were not enough’ to ensure truly popular control over the political process. Eighteenth-century democrats recognized the extent to which the tradition of deference had disempowered ordinary citizens, and they worked to create ‘counterpublic spaces’ where they could ‘amass their collective wisdom’ and ‘find a shared voice.’ …They were not content to take a few minutes every couple of years to pick a proxy; rather, they wanted to build a political culture in which deliberation and debate were ongoing and dispersed throughout the nation's media and social structure.”
Altogether, the undercurrents of protest about conditions and rejection of contemporary forms of order were ubiquitous both before and after the Constitution’s creation and adoption. To understand elections then, as well as the narrowing of the political scope to the electoral arena today, we would do well to examine these situations much more closely and completely than we are normally wont to do.
The Whiskey Rebellion, though it occurred after the Constitutional inception as such, serves as one fitting final bookmark for our investigation. George Washington, himself a commercial distiller, signed the resolution against the protesters and rallied the troops personally to march on Western Pennsylvania. But this instance, unlike Shays’ revolt, was much more extensive, with participation throughout the Southern and Central Appalachians.
Alexander Hamilton felt enough concern about widespread popular support for the rebels to write dozens of articles and letters warning of the “costs of anarchy.” Nevertheless, people resisted. They rose in great numbers. They refused to comply.
One recent chronicler spoke of the upheaval as a “Patriot’s uprising” in the Bluegrass State. He implores us to understand the richness and depth of the willingness to overturn what was an erstwhile mandatory regime, because of both a sense of duty and a feeling of righteous rectitude.
(T)he Whiskey Rebellion in Kentucky was equally as important(as events in Pennsylvania)and has been called one of the earliest examples of civil disobedience…involving ‘almost the entire population of Kentucky.’
"Like their counterparts in Pennsylavia, (Kentuckians) adamantly opposed…the tax on stills and distilled spirits. When citizens were charged with nonpayment of the tax, ‘juries routinely refused to convict their neighbors for non-compliance. The events…in Kentucky are examples of massive, passive resistance to the law,’ and was as much a political …as a vigilante movement. Eventually, government became frustrated… and repealed the statute, (demonstrating) and important example of civil disobedience…to alter political events and promote the popular will.”
Such events were commonplace during the early Republic, if not generally as geographically all-encompassing as the Whiskey Rebellion as such. But to characterize this early period as a time of happy democracy, where those able to vote did so happily and others followed along sanguine in their Republican faith, is absurd.
Slave outbursts, escapes, and other such rebellious attacks on slavery obviously represented a huge threat to the status quo. That George Washington signed a harsh Fugitive Slave Act in 1793, a year prior to the Whiskey imbroglio, indicated the significant scope of Black people’s unwillingness merely to accede to their subservient status.
But on occasion, their rejection of the bonds of slavery became outright revolutionary. One such case occurred in Virginia, right on the cusp of the election of 1800, which involved a plot to rise up and kill local Whites, plunder an armory, and rouse poor Whites and indentured servants to join them and overthrow the system entirely.
Gabriel Prosser’s case did not ever come close to fruition. But it was a real attempt to organize insurrection. The young slave was a skilled artisan and literate. As the benefits of the ‘Declaration of Independence’ and its aftermath left him little better off than other chattel, his disaffection implicitly grew.
“The organizational requirements of a conspiracy to overthrow slavery necessarily shrouded the movement in secrecy. Apparently, however, Gabriel, and a small group of artisan leaders, expected about 1,000 slaves to follow them in a well-coordinated attack upon Richmond that targeted Federalists and merchants who were the most prominent residents of the city. Gabriel expected ‘the poor white people’ as well as ‘the most redoubtable republicans’ to join his cause to create a more democratic republic in Virginia. He especially identified Quakers, Methodists, and Frenchmen as those whites who were most ‘friendly to liberty.’ The purpose of the rebels was clearly expressed in a banner under which they planned to march, which eloquently stated ‘Death or Liberty.’”
That the hopes of these fighters were to say the least overly optimistic does not reduce the sophistication of the thinking involved. The conspirators were aware of events in Haiti almost a decade before. They alluded to the possible landing of a French Army in relation to ongoing tensions between Washington and Paris. The plotters had prepared weaponry to outfit hundreds of combatants who would, when set in motion, overwhelm White constabulary and militia and arm themselves with guns. The Encyclopedia of Virginia recounts these events in some detail.
Future President James Monroe was Governor and oversaw the execution of some score of those whom White forces rounded up in the aftermath of the uprising’s coming to pieces because of a torrential storm and a compatriot’s giving away their plans to his master. He wrote to Thomas Jefferson after hanging ten Blacks.
His letter begins with the outlines of a deal to sell a thousand acres that generations prior had belonged to Indians, which Mr. Monroe ‘owned’ because of the productive efforts of the people he was hanging. He saw no irony in the juxtaposition, however, of asking six pounds per acre for a thousand acre plot of which he insisted on at least one-sixth of the total on delivery.
He continued,
“We have had much trouble with the negroes here. The plan of an insurrection has been clearly proved, & appears to have been of considerable extent. 10 have been condemned & executed, and there are at least twenty perhaps 40 more to be tried, of whose guilt no doubt is entertained.
"It is unquestionably the most serious and formidable conspiracy we have ever known of the kind: tho' indeed to call it so is to give no idea of the thing itself. While it was possible to keep it secret, wh(ich) it was till we saw the extent of it, we did so. …Where to arrest the hand of the Executioner, is a question of great importance. It is hardly to be presumed, a rebel who avows it was his intention to assassinate his master … if pardoned will ever become a useful servant.”
Thomas Jefferson’s reply, as his campaign for the Presidency was reaching its culmination and the election drew nigh, was quite instructive. He first promised that he had no doubt that Governor Monroe’s land deal would go through.
He then wrote, “Where to stay the hand of the executioner is an important question. (T)hose who have escaped from the immediate danger, must have feelings which would dispose them to extend the executions. (E)ven here, where every thing has been perfectly tranquil, but where a familiarity with slavery, and a possibility of danger from that quarter prepare the general mind for some severities, there is a strong sentiment that there has been hanging enough. (T)he other states & the world at large will for ever condemn us if we indulge a principle of revenge, or go one step beyond absolute necessity.”
He goes on to suggest imprisoning the remaining ‘brigands’ till a method for their ‘transportation,’ probably to the Caribbean, might be possible. He concludes, “I hazard these thoughts for your own consideration only, as I should be unwilling to be quoted in the case.”
In the middle of an election contest for the Presidency of the United States, in other words, indiscretion about one’s merciful attitude might be harmful. The juxtaposition of political forms here, in any event, ought to set citizens to pondering.
The Alien and Sedition crisis, which was part of the background to the strangled Prosser’s plans, might easily engage another thousand pages merely to scratch its surface. Perhaps we may find satisfaction in learning that the chief proponent of this blatant attempt to impose prior restraint and imprisonment for speech was none other than the soon-to-ascend Chief Justice of the United States Supreme Court, the estimable John Marshall himself, who took his post under the watchful gaze of the also soon-to-be President and author of a discrete missive to his friend, the Governor of Virginia.
As always, we must limit ourselves just when the matters at hand beg for us to say more, dig deeper, reflect more rigorously how much the standard operating procedure either misses or consciously ignores. A return journey is in the offing, come what may, and readers may rest assured that hundreds of thousands of additional bits of evidence and reasoning—mirrors of and arguments about the life of the past from which the present has sprung as surely as each of us has come forth from definite parents—would be relatively easy to proffer, given time and tide.
A Constitutional Summary
As much as anything else, the complications that ‘Founding Fathers’ consciously constructed in Constitutional practice redounded to the benefit of the entitled, the well-to-do, and so forth—for example, those who were lawyers, like thirty-odd of the original members of the Constitutional Convention, or who could easily hire them, such as all but three or four of the remaining delegates. A majority of the fifty-five attendees in the City of Brotherly Love, in the event, were attorneys as part of their professional duties. At least forty of their number were well-versed enough in financial matters to have loaned money at interest and bought at least significant amounts of bonds in the financing of the Revolution.
The sense of design in this seminal document redounds to the benefit of these sophisticated, educated, well-born, and well-off men, and to the class of their peers whose interests they were protecting. The central point to consider about these now long-ago developments is threefold. Many more aspects would undoubtedly also be worth attending in a more thorough examination, but at least these three are mandatory to ponder.
First, the conceptualization of Constitutional governance had the specific purpose and the deliberate political technique to create complexity and otherwise to impede ‘dangerous majorities’ that might form themselves as parties that could assault upper crust socioeconomic entitlement. This initial point in turn also had several components.
· Judiciary empowerment was a ‘piece-de-resistance’ in this construction, so that, as a last resort, an unanswerable and appointed-for-life power would stand guard over property’s redoubt.
· The creation of multiple jurisdictions made any outbreak of populist ‘contagion’ or leveling ‘wickedness’ much more likely to be something that would only occur as an acute case in a single locality, thus being much easier to observe as it develops and devise strategies for containment.
· A relatively severe limitation on the power of the States and the people themselves also served to imply that—as has uniformly happened over time, for the most part—that terrain of control that had not yet developed, or over which no one yet exercised control would, in the event, end up as part of Federal purview.
· A powerful potential, at first merely latent, for a massively overweening Executive Branch would, in fits and starts manifest as more than merely nascent, with the expansion of Supreme Court’s Oversight under Chief Justice Marshall as an initiation, and ultimately the eruption of Executive power three score and thirteen years hence from the signing of the Constitution itself, under the leadership of the nation’s first corporation lawyer President, Abraham Lincoln.
· Layered representation that inhibited direct democracy was a key as well, in similar fashion as a plethora of venues, serving to scatter and isolate any potentially ‘intemperate’ outbursts of the poor and unwashed.
Second, the operationalization of the levers and mechanisms of government took place at many levels. The ‘genius’ of “checks and balances,” in such a view was more than just slightly partisan, inherently biased against mechanics and small farmers and anyone who struggled fiscally. Again, various elements of these processes stand out.
· Lifetime appointment of judges, along with their approval in the Senate—where the average net worth is vastly greater than the average wage-earners desperate hope for a ‘zero-balance’ on life—practically made certain that the seat of justice would almost never be available for a common person to occupy: as Chief Justice Taney would famously intone, ‘No Black man has rights which any White man is bound to respect.’
· The Senate itself intentionally formed a clique of the most elite and well-heeled citizens, who only deigned to debate matters of who among the rich would rule society’s roost.
· The ‘proportionate’ branch of the National Legislature, the House of Representatives, served very short terms and, moreover, because of the counting of disfranchised slaves as 3/5 of a person, would tend over time to come more from the most reactionary parts of the young nation than the voting populations there merited.
· At least as impactful as any other such expression, the manner of selecting the ‘Chief Magistrate’ made any President’s reliance on or connection with a ‘popular coalition’ unlikely in the extreme, since an absolute minimum of the ‘electoral votes’ available for election that had nothing to do with population or the numbers of voters—which is the situation now—would be roughly twenty percent of the total number of electors; in other words, each elector that represents Senators—one hundred of them—has no tie to actual proportionate numbers of citizens.
Third, in addition to the more or less mechanical and dynamical means for those who viewed themselves as society’s natural rulers to maintain their dominance, the form and the substance of Constitutional Law explicitly excluded well over four fifths of adults—women, slaves, and indigenous inhabitants, as well as, often enough, poor people and immigrants—from any political standing whatsoever. One might merely inquire whether one detects any echoes.
Do ‘identity checks’ serve to reduce access to the ballot? What about limitations on felons’ rights to vote? Could we imagine that the massive validation of unlimited rights by the rich to buy and sell elections and to purchase ‘lobbyists’ to navigate governmental structures is an expected, intentional result of the erstwhile love of liberty and justice that allegedly drove Constitutional delegates? Might we imagine that ‘voter apathy’ would inevitably happen, and increase toward unity, in the context that is under view here?
Most critically, we might—finally—recognize that voting is a paltry shadow-dance that stands in relation to actual political power as owning a single share of stock stands in relation to exercising dominance over a multinational corporation. Just as we will never ‘consume’ our way to economic strength, so too we will find the attempt to elect our way to political potency to be a hopeless, dispiriting, ultimately futile cause.
PART I—ELECTORAL MORASS, ELECTORAL COLLEGE, TWO PARTIES
This section looks at the practical function of what the earlier period developed in theory. It begins with an examination of a practical political program, as laid out in The Federalist Papers. Given the complexity and volume of ideas that have already appeared, this and the three following sections will appear today as mere sketches, rudimentary outlines. All in good time more will be forthcoming, so that each section will work as a unit, not unlike the introductory materials above in terms of both their depth and their focus on electoral matters.
From Faction to Party
James Madison wrote in Federalist Paper Number Ten, “The protection of these (divergent human) faculties is the first object of government. From the protection of different and unequal faculties of acquiring property, the possession of different degrees and kinds of property immediately results; and from the influence of these on the sentiments and views of the respective proprietors, ensues a division of the society into different interests and parties.”
Madison’s and Hamilton’s supposed ‘hatred’ of factions was a façade. Their purpose, and the webs they wove, as it were, served to channel factionalism onto pathways that elites could control.
Weaving a Web of Wealth’s Hegemony
In a string of fifteen straight numbers in The Federalist, Madison expanded what he began in Number Ten. Not only might further explication of the tenth essay serve a useful citizens’ education purpose, but a review of more of these items might also develop contemporary observers’ capacities to connect the republic’s inception with the here-and-now.
Completing the Electoral College
Federalist Number Sixty-Eight represented Alexander Hamilton’s effort to make the earlier ideas more tangible still, at least in relation to the selection of a chief executive.
As a party, the Federalists completely came to pieces. But in terms of how the republic of the United States was actually to proceed, the thinkers who aligned themselves with this movement determined the future.
For purposes of the crucial first years under Constitutional oversight, George Washington both cemented the Constitutional rubric to practical politics and made difficult anything other than mild critiques. After all, he was the country’s ‘father-in-chief,’ as it were.
Many were the critics of the indirection and apparent anti-popular aspects of the electoral system that the U.S. had adopted. Yet Hamilton and the methodology’s supporters considered its diversion of direct voice and embrace of an arcane approach as sublime, if not perfect.
Instructive Electoral Challenges
Difficulties were soon enough to come, however. What follows, today and in a future iteration, will only touch on those events that expressed key problems and conundrums for the people in charge to solve.
The Morass of 1800
In some ways, at least, the near fiasco in relation to the incipient dictator Burr and the romantic slaveholder Jefferson instructs the onlooker about America’s fate. In any event, those at the top soon enough passed the Twelfth Amendment to make certain that no disaster of just this sort could ever occur again.
The Eruption of 1824
The final gasp of a tendency to consolidate power-plays around a single party ended in a five way race in 1824, every contestant of which was a Democratic Republican. That Andrew Jackson won the most votes, by a substantial margin and in many cases a majority, did not win the day.
Jackson Triumphant, Van Buren’s Strategies, & Two Parties Forever
Andrew Jackson learned well the lessons of 1824. The legacy of his partnership with the underappreciated Martin Van Buren, a Hudson Valley political genius, laid the basis for what we are still experiencing every other year at least.
Evolving a More or Less Smoothly-Oiled Machine
The Civil War—America’s actual ‘revolution,’ according to many thinkers—and two ‘minority’ Presidents—Rutherford Hayes and George Bush—notwithstanding, 1824, till recently marked the last serious election challenge to the vision of Madison, as amended by Martin Van Buren, embodied in a winner-take-all, two-party format that the Electoral College process would oversee.
Nevertheless, a series of elections, including 1876 and its ‘compromise with the devil,’ are important to note.
The next several sections, like this one, serve primarily as briefs for future conversation on these same issues. While these critical aspects of electoral hegemony coevolved with the franchise itself, and each is worth many volumes of reportage, considerations of time and space make even a modicum of thoroughness here impossible. Nevertheless, a strong conceptual framework will serve to make several critical points.
PART II—MEDIATING REPORTAGE THROUGH PARTISAN LENSES
A key campaign capacity is the ability to communicate messages, strategies, and strategems to the voters themselves and the public more generally. In this regard, the overwhelming tendency, so much so that the vast majority of ‘substantial’ papers and most of all presses, ended up both financially and organizationally dependent on some political party or its governing offshoots. Almost always, outside the South, these organizational backers were one of the two dominant factions at any given point in time.
The Political Economy of Partisan Media
The ability to profit from owning a publication flowed directly from tying the firm to a party that might win.
Two-Party Locations, Two Paper Locations
In certain regions, for example in the slaveholding areas, this model for media and its role in practical politics did not hold sway.
However, very regularly otherwise, for the better part of a century and a half or more, even places with small populations exhibited this tendency to present two viewpoints, for the parties that every year contended for different offices and emoluments.
Other, ‘People’s Presses’ would often arise so long as entry costs were low, but the dominant media nearly one hundred percent of the time partnered with parties.
The Rise of Magnates & Monopolies: Media & Imperial Hegemony
Hearst, Knight, Paley Pew, Pulitzer, and all the other top media ‘brands’ of the nineteenth and early twentieth century, continue to dominate the media scene today. This is the case despite a massive consolidation that has joined finance and no more than a dozen worldwide labels that provide ninety percent or more of the ‘free world’s’ mediation.
Without a doubt, the combination of monopoly and networking power—with such adjuncts as Associated Press and all manner of international interlopers—plays a central role, some would say the central role, in the politics of voting today.
PART III—MONEY’S PLAYING BOTH ENDS AGAINST THE MIDDLE
Part of the implicit promise of Federalist Number Ten was that through means both structural and dynamic, the ‘better sorts’ of citizens would be able to forestall or avert the danger of majority factions that might get the crazy idea of relieving the superior sectors of some of their property. The dynamic capacity to accomplish this goal more often than not came down to finance, especially in terms of paying for elections and ‘greasing the skids’ in the aftermath.
Again, because of the ‘peculiar’ legacy of slavery, this tendency took a different form for the most part, at least relatively recently, throughout the slave-owning region that includes especially the former Confederacy. However, here the link between wealth and electoral dominance was about one party rather than two, with occasionally conflicts within the Democrats that followed lines of geography and the viability of plantation agriculture.
Mercantile Monetary Methods
Alexander Hamilton provided just the most far-sighted explication of the conflicts between merchants and others. He foresaw that the continental and independent expansion of the United States would necessitate holding these material forces in check.
In the event, many of the political battles of the nineteenth century—with echoes that resound to this day—revolved around the ‘checking and balancing’ of these forces. Even the Civil War manifested this, as Hamilton clearly articulated was likely in Federalist Number 61.
Both third parties and State and national two-party skirmishes often also revolved around just these types of concerns.
Industrial Money
Many were the favorable elements that underlay the rise of the United States as an industrial behemoth: plentiful natural resources; a vast internal market; a Constitutional commitment to infrastructure; Hemispheric Chutzpah; and much more. Out of this favorable environment grew so many massive fortunes that just contextualizing them all would take a score of volumes or more.
In political terms, these industrial forces came more or less to ‘own’ not only the means of production throughout the hemisphere—shared with European interests—but also the capacity to make politics function, from the urban machines to the Federal machinations.
Bankers and Politics
The sources of the fiscal dominion that began in the run-up to the Civil War, a predominance that at this juncture is only possible to imagine as secondary in something like a revolutionary context, included both local and foreign family and corporate groups that practiced banking, as it were, as well as networked groups and families of industrialists who had no possible way other than finance to manage all their cash.
The age of monopoly followed apace; the age of foundations too. And the age of truly national party machinery was a part of the mix as well. Empire became the primary ‘business-of-business’ in this environment, so that every President had an outward looking mask that became his preeminent self-portrait in historical terms.
For this reason, elections too came to be about ‘local issues’ in their operations, even as the overwhelming emphasis in terms of messaging and campaigns came to revolve around war and peace and free trade and immigration and other things significantly, if not entirely, international in nature.
More Voting, Less Power, or, Further Franchises, Narrower Political Scope
On the surface, in relation to the rise of finance and empire, American history has produced a steady march toward inclusion and political rights. Blacks and other minorities, non-propertied folks, women, and younger citizens all gained the right to vote. Various legal and bureaucratic arrangements came to pass that purported to secure people’s vociferous demands for transformation.
By means of the aforementioned finance and media approaches—money voted equally with people, in essence, and only wealthy backers of one party or another tended to own presses—most problems with feisty factions were manageable. Accompanying these methodologies, which were at least in part conscious ruling strategies of the wealthy, the socialization that came to typify America—in schools; in interactions with criminal justice institutions; in terms of the coding of White supremacy; for example—all accepted and inculcated the idea that politics consisted of nothing other than elections and legislatures.
Time and again this delimitation of the political realm proffered a sort of reverse safety net, with which the upper echelons could rescue their prospects when some sort of minor miracle occurred and significant electoral setbacks happened. As above, innumerable examples of this political dialectic are discernible in the annals of the U.S.A. Among the cases that future papers might study in this regard are the period of Radical Reconstruction, the early twentieth century rise of ‘trust-busting progressives’ and unions and even socialists, and the recent growth of environmentally progressive politics in some jurisdictions of the U.S.
For our part, a few other instances would appear in further paragraphs. They are instructive if only in how they show the systematic adaptations of the present system.
The final body section, which follows below, also evinces merely a shadow of the vast material that might illustrate its points. Its diminution however, consists in substantial part in the selection, at least for now, of only a few examples, when literally hundreds, or even thousands, would be worthy and interesting to explore.
PART FOUR—RUMBLES FROM BELOW: POPULISTS, SOCIALISTS, ETC.
Especially as the cyclical booms and busts of capital became more predictable and more dire, from the 1890’s onward, working class and social democratic critics of one sort or another emerged whose perspectives and organizational aptitude threatened the existence of two parties that actually represented different expressions of a single political tendency, that drive to hold power by those whose means were massive, whose wealth included always at least a majority of society’s total assets.
Populists, Farmer/Labor, and More
Promises from the top of avoiding ‘golden crosses’ notwithstanding, the real vibrancy and dynamic legacies of the Peoples Party movement were in its institutional innovations, its joining of urban and rural and Black and White and immigrant and Native. Tom Watson might have been a progressive Bismarck but for his commitment “never to be ‘out-niggered’ again.”
Socialists and Debs
The period prior to 1914 was the parturition that brought forth our life and times. The Federal Reserve, the Internal Revenue Service, Big Science and its Monopoly Broadcast Media, the Military-Imperial Behemoth, and almost everything else that typifies the present emerged then, in its infancy, so to say. This is true of the modern protocols and forms on electioneering, though the ties with Madison’s vision remain as clear as shiny windows—hard to notice but obvious once one see them.
California, 1934: An E.P.I.C. Campaign
From the perspective of those who would ‘make a difference through electoral means,’ no campaign in U.S. history is more critical to analyze and understand than Upton Sinclair’s gubernatorial contest in 1934. End Poverty in California was a best-selling book, multiple songs, a feature film, and close to a victorious try for the administration of the centrally important manufacturing, media, and financial locus that California had become. The almost-winner was a communistic socialist intellectual who had named lots of names in his books; he only lost because the two-party system turned out to be one thing, if something threatened the rule of what both Democrats and Republicans stood for.
Circling the Wagons: ReDemoPubliCratiCan Phalanxes as Responses
This conglomeration of erstwhile enemies has happened time and again since. No one has ever come close to matching Sinclair’s blending of intelligence, real policy debate, masterful mediation, and grassroots organizing. If the electoral arena holds miniscule hope of any sort, the lessons of E.P.I.C. in and around Hollywood are the lesson plan for such an eventuality.
Communists, Unionists, Feminists, Student-Power Advocates, Black-Power Organizers, Environmentalists, & More
Movements to transform American society have come and gone; they have come and stayed in place. They have changed shape and sought to identify themselves as mainstream. With the exception of some Marxists, aficionados of Lenin or Mao, and other pinkos of varying shades of red, these organized expressions of grassroots longing have ever and again turned to elections, to lawyers, to lobbying, to presenting themselves as competitors with those who inherited the system from their class comrade, James Madison.
Very reasonably, one might conclude that such a strategic and tactical orientation is—at the very, very best—exceedingly optimistic. It would resemble a plan to win the Super Bowl or the World Series with, respectively, co-ed flag-football leagues, or mixed softball and baseball contenders from communities around the country. Such competitors might define a playing field that they could dominate, but it would not be professional sports’ apex, any more than community uprising is ever likely to win the Presidency.
Some Concluding Remarks
Arguably, times such as various of those from the earlier examination of the Constitutional period to those in outline form just above could have led to opposite, or at least different, political outcomes from those that took place. “Politics is the art of the possible” is a lovely aphorism.
On the other hand, a reasonable postulate is that, in the realm of power, if despite ‘best intentions’ and all sorts of money and so forth, the same result happens in a relationship or process or conflict repeatedly, not just a hundred times, but a hundred percent of the time, then that result is in fact intentional. In such a situation, one may well wonder, “Is that what the founding fathers intended?”
Still, “times are tough all over,” as my mother says to this day. Everywhere on Earth has its problems. The human prospect now is very much Dickensian, both the best and the worst contained in each contradictory current of the present pass.
But whether one examines Scotland or Cuba, China or Chile, Korea or Norway, many models of empowerment and engagement appear to be achieving greater involvement and better results—smarter children, healthier old people, less unemployment, less violence, more happiness and tolerance—than is the current context of the United States of America. Yet the defense of this ‘American Way’ is still quite strong in some quarters.
Not by accident do the defenders of the Electoral College, winner-take-all system include as their leading lights the likes of Phyllis Schlaffly and the Koch Brothers. Even the American Legislative Exchange Council has weighed in with a favorable review of the present methods.
‘Think Tanks’ such as the Heritage Foundation and ‘establishment’ organs like the Council on Foreign Relations make a point of defending the broad outlines of the ‘more-perfect-union’ assertions of the Constitution and its two centuries of operational engagement. Whether one examines media outlets such as the Wall Street Journal or associations akin to the National Association of Manufacturers, among the sorts whom Hamilton and Madison imagined as the beneficiaries of the Constitutional system, the belief in and adherence to its mechanisms remains strong. Any critique tends to imply, or state directly, that the problems that we encounter are resulting from not closely enough following the guidelines that the fifty-five stalwarts in Philadelphia laid out for us in 1787.
This is in the context of two recent elections that almost certainly resulted from either a minority candidate’s victory or outright fraud. The evidence of possible cheating, especially in the form of manipulating computerized voting platforms to “flip the vote” in many cases seems to be indisputable. In this view, the scion of the Bush dynasty’s most recent foray into Presidential politics would have the distinction of having stolen two elections in a row.
Furthermore, the maturation of all the tendencies of this nearly two and a half centuries of development has led to an even more powerful chokehold on the access points to engagement, an essentially total monopolization of the levers of power. No regular citizen, except through miraculous intervention, can as a result of simple citizenship and desire testify at a Senate hearing, gain the gavel in an exchange with the Nuclear Regulatory Commission, ask the questions of the President during a press conference, get a pass to investigate the inner workings of a prison, have the opportunity to visit soldiers who have nearly died in combat, present research about politics or energy or foreign affairs, or otherwise do more than sit down, shut up, listen to the crap, and then pick from among a pair or a trio of cookie-cutter puppets who won’t change a thing.
In multiple ways, the potency of financial means is greater than ever. This of course parallels the locked down combination of corporate-and-government bureaucracy, where the production of knowledge and the determination of issues and parameters is only available to those who can pay the price of admission. Banks own research labs; they fund pharmaceutical companies; they operate or control or maintain powerful influence in the different sorts of marketplaces—for buying hogs or cars or stocks or lobbyists or anything with a price attached, which is to say, anything—that underlie even the most mundane activities, from text-messaging to turning on the lights. This money works as a gateway through which the only entry to the realm of politics is now possible. Is this what the founding fathers intended? In the words of a deep South populist, “You bet!”
Moreover, corporate perquisites, both in terms of elections themselves and in terms of the lobbying that occurs in the interludes between contests, have an option to buy on every political animal. Literally only two out of over a hundred Georgia legislators that I’ve researched did not take significant funds from pharmaceutical companies, from energy companies, from utilities, from ‘financial-service’ companies from contractors of various stripes, from one or more corporate sources. The situation is rife in every State capitol, inside the beltway in the District of Columbia, and so forth. Is this what the founding fathers intended? “You bet!”
Finally, the concentration of media power means that the capacity to reach possible voters can only occur through certain channels. Not only is this sort of access expensive, but the networks that control news assiduously play up the bizarre and the established and avoid the nerdy or the scholarly or the issue-based presentations that are arguably precisely what any one who cares about citizenship needs to be considering.
Still, real potential for populism and resurgence seem to be omnipresent, if one is willing to dig a little. Whether one examines grassroots organizing in Kansas—the heart of the Koch Brothers empire—or the ‘firebrand’ chance that Elizabeth Warren represents, or the stern strength of a Bernie Sanders semi-social-democratic candidacy, many eventualities of the times appear to favor real bottom-up firepower, so to speak.
However, even in this most-hopeful contextualization of the present pass, one confronts the most damning elements of the ‘American way.’ Thus, ‘winning’ or ‘losing’ the Senate will not alter the veto-power of the Supreme Court, the inertial force of a trillion-dollar military industrial complex, or the unwillingness of any candidate who is ‘credible’ to deviate even a fraction from the corporate-dictated scripts that everyone mouths as if they’re saying something real and spontaneous and full of possibility instead of the already determined path of the dead-end SOP.
The Federal Courts, most especially, have a full-nelson smackdown in place over any idealistic prayer for relief. Would we like better and faster Internet access from the candidates that we sacrificed to elect? The Court has nixed that. Do we want to limit even by a small fraction the toxic billions unleashed among our sacred charges of legislation and administration? The Supreme Court has declared that to abrogate free speech. Would we appreciate a chance to skip work and vote without our bosses’ firing us? That’s a violation of ‘employment-at-will’ and no Judge will tolerate that in many jurisdictions. The bullet points of the checked-and-balanced to death crucial steps that people would like to take, but cannot dare to attempt because of judges who are beyond recall, is for all intents and purposes endless. Is this what the founding fathers intended? Apparently so.
Almost equivalent in their inaccessibility are the halls of Congress. Citizen lobbyists can talk to aides. A friend of mine told of his coordinating such a trek to the Capitol for Sierra Club in 2009, more or less. He was the State coordinator for North Carolina students during a weeklong push to address climate change, coal-as-an-inefficient-and-dangerous source of electrical power, and other related issues. During this one time during the year when citizens played a part, he said, the disparity between the number of grassroots presentations and the besuited and slick packs of corporate public relations teams was on the order of ten to one. “It was overwhelming.” Is this what the founding fathers intended? Again, apparently so.
With equivalent impact from the opposite direction, the now ubiquitous and often omnipotent power of Federal administrative apparatuses leads to an inability to act for all but the well-enough financed to jump through all the hoops and fill out all the forms. From ‘progressive’ agencies such as EPA to the warrens of the Small Business Administration; from the intricacies of the Federal Reserve’s ‘community engagement’ portals to the bizarre complications of attaining Defense Department contractor status, even the lion’s share of funding that by law requires ‘small-business’ involvement more often than not—plus or minus seventy percent of the time—in one way or another ends up in the coffers of hundred million dollar firms, or further on up the ladder still.
And the ‘States-rights’ of the plus-or-minus two-fifths of fifty jurisdictions that follow the divide-and-conquer chauvinism and reaction of the former Confederacy merely amplifies these issues. From Wisconsin to Houston, from the Arizona border with Mexico to Ohio’s border with Michigan, in close to half of the Congressional races, close to fifty percent of the state contests, and many of the general conversation about politics—which is to say the ways and means of institutionalized elections and the façade of activity that results afterward—coded attacks and barely disguised bigotry and ever-fatuous presumption are the only things on display.
None of these tendencies even hint at a potential strengthening of popular imprimatur, unfortunately, let alone garnering developments that could propel democracy’s evolution. Moreover, people know that this combination of cynicism and opportunism, of distortion and horseshit, has completely subsumed most—if not all—aspects of the entire process.
Therefore, whatever the case may be, whether one looks for models abroad or clings to the ‘tried and true,’ arguably a much greater arousal of democracy is essential if the human prospect is to avoid either extinction, on the one hand, or one form or other of dystopic totalitarian horror, on the other hand. How to talk about such matters, and then develop action plans to manifest a flowering majority-rule, conceivably might be the only project that can lead to humanity’s blossoming.
The purpose of this essay, first and foremost, has been to establish a context for understanding how contemporary vitriol and debate, almost all meaningless, have come to pass at the very same time that actual policy and action are completely under the aegis of big money. Only by seeing the superficiality and pointlessness of much of this supposedly diametrically opposed argumentation can citizens cogitate about what might shift these dead-end dialogs and pointless pursuits. Did the founding fathers intend this to happen? Since the exceptions to these patterns are basically nonexistent, one can only consider that, once more, “apparently so” is a reasonable guess.
As a recent radical journal stated the point, “(T)he election process, more openly than ever, excludes any expression of the concerns or democratic will of the vast majority of the people. The issues that affect the masses—growing poverty and inequality, declining living standards, police violence and repression—are ignored by the two parties and the media. To the extent foreign policy is discussed, both sides indulge in chauvinist and militarist demagogy, seeking to outflank one another from the right.”
Put most simply, the core difficulty has nothing whatsoever to do with voting as such and everything to do with power. The ‘crat’ in democratic, after all, does center on potency. Now we have a plutocracy in the guise of a democracy that does not function in part because of people’s reliance on ballots rather than participation. Changing this is the project on which humanity’s thriving may well depend.
AFTERWORD
These ‘horseraces’ that consume so many public resources and so much of the mediated landscape, so to speak, cannot help but captivate our attention. The color, the pomp, the official imprimatur, all underlain by a foundation of billions and billions of dollars each election are irresistible for a variety of reasons.
The zoo in Kansas is one example. A Democrat withdrew from a race, clearly to allow an ‘independent’ a better shot at beating a Republican. The Kansas Secretary of State initially disallowed the Dem’s withdrawal, but that position proved untenable. National GOP money supposedly isn’t available for incumbents, only for challengers in the Republican bid to win the Senate. Media reports focus on the details of these discomfitures and oddities, losing any sense of actual reportage about political issues.
A crooner in South Dakota, in a refreshing dose of something that at least resembles reality, typifies what is coolest about American politics. He’s the sort of rarity who shouldn’t exist, a Senate candidate who appears in jeans and has an easy smile, a damned fine tenor which he uses to good effect as he sings that “no one’s bought me” while trekking back and forth across South Dakota to seek to unseat a wealthy and reactionary incumbent.
Such narratives as these, and countless of them come to the fore every election, are more appealing than ice cream to the sugar-deprived. The menagerie of local races that have involved Tea-Party reactionaries with all sorts of anarchists and out-and-out reds provides even more astounding instances of panoply and spectacle. Both Bernie Sanders and John Boehner promise that they’ll be mad-as-hell for us. Nearly every race that even vaguely whispers at a competitive finish invokes another version of each pot’s calling each kettle blacker than midnight.
From every angle, moreover, citizens receive messages both grotesque and gripping. The apparent fraudulence, the ignoring of real human need at the local level, and all kinds of ‘hot-button’ issues appear on a plausible voter’s radar screen daily. The mail, the web, Facebook, e-mail, telephonic incursions, and every patch of grass or billboard shouts out daily what we are on the verge of deciding and how dire and devastating our elections might turn out if we choose unwisely.
One particularly wild instance comes from Iowa. “Hi, I’m Joni Ernst, and I grew up on the farm, castrating hogs, so when I get to Washington, I’ll know how to cut pork. …Let’s make ‘em squeal.”
Another case entails a candidate who threatens to “blow your balls off” if one has the temerity to threaten him or his family; he’s actually a Libertarian in the same race as Ms. Ernst. In the same article about the “Nine Most Absurd Campaign Ads of 2014” one sees a ultra-weird animated spot, featuring sharks and threats of mob influence; a two minute festival-of-smiles in which the candidate says nothing as she grins with her family, shows her happiest teeth in front of a coal-fired-power plant, smiles while bicycling; and plenty more besides. All that is missing is even the vaguest semblance of analysis or reasoning, the merest hint of what citizenship and democracy mean, or anything else of any substance.
And one could continue, essentially ad nauseum. The panoply of the bizarre, the plethora of the rotten and deranged pour forth from every possible source of mediation.
Like viewers of professional sports or slick pornography, we cannot take our eyes away. The world of the spectacle, in which the surface is delicious, or at least interesting, enough to justify not being responsible, seems about unstoppable.
Nevertheless, as citizens, our most critical task is to find a way to deconstruct these methods and reconstruct a polity in which our immediate engagement and daily voice are more important than a ballot that we cast a few times a decade.
And that central task, of rescuing the future from the depredations that have taken hold over the present for at least the last century and a half, since the end of the Civil War at a minimum, depends on our recognizing that this façade of choice and popular will—wrapped as it is in two parties that are one and the same in their essentials; proffered daily as sets of dualities that do not even mention the real key issues and their underlying meaning; all financed by the same companies that dangle credit cards in front of us and that enticed us with mortgages for properties that often enough became worthless; all entailing the biggest bounty of ‘big data,’ the most sophisticated manifestations of cyber and psychic manipulation--cannot ever elicit anything other than more servings of the same gruel.
This dishing up of ‘New Deals,’ ‘Square Deals,’ ‘Change to Believe in,’ and so on and so on and so on to the end of time, is a way of avoiding the personal necessity of citizens’ claiming their mutual power to insist on a collective responsibility that is the only manifestation that can save ourselves and our global nest. These patterns have become habitual, yet somehow or other our historic task is to envision a different set of possibilities than Mr. Smith Goes to Washington, despite how satisfying and easy such imaginary rescues seem to be.
This essay cannot possibly tell the full story in these matters. That would take dozens or hundreds of films and seminars and books, tens of thousands of articles and conversations and debates.
A voice from a historian who has dug up the doings of democracy in the past, however, when the vast majority of people couldn’t vote at all, contains central lessons that might guide citizens today. “Whereas contemporary Americans, when they think with any depth at all about what ‘democracy’ means, associate it almost exclusively with the right to vote, (this historian's) subjects had a far more sophisticated understanding of how social and cultural forces empowered some and silenced others.”
Following this line of reasoning, what is present in these pages is the core idea that what has transpired is the result of systemic and systematic plans and approaches that have been present from ‘before the creation, so to say. The hideous swamps of chauvinism and supremacist ideation intertwine inextricably with the legacies of the chattel slavery that caused Gabriel Prosser’s choking at the end of a rope in Virginia two hundred fourteen years ago and led to a police officer’s likely no-consequences blowing off the top of Michael Brown’s head.
This same ‘White privilege’ has also resulted in aggregate millions of ongoing disfranchisements and disempowerment of African Americans in Florida, in Georgia, in North Carolina, in Ohio, and in many other jurisdictions. Like a smoothly-oiled machine, the Federal Courts and various officials who in some senses work for the nation’s first Black President operate to degrade the poor and the non-White in recognizably similar ways as these same institutions disengaged these same populations in the past.
The traps and tribulations of empire—with amputees at home and graves abroad over which the next generations of combatants fume—show up repeatedly too over the course of the years between 1787 and 2014. In at least analogous fashion as the United States ‘conquered’ the continent’s Native inhabitants and the hapless soldiers of Mexico, America today has targeted other inconvenient or disposable populations that are both victims and bane of soldiers who—now as well as then—overwhelmingly emanated from the squalor or modest means of households with little or no property or capital with which to face the world.
The machinations of demonizing each other and our own and each other’s behavior, as well, repeatedly appear as thematic. Thus, on the one hand, in 1800 and in 2014, many people who should be able to see their interconnected fates instead attack each other because of different languages, different cultural backgrounds, different religions, and so on. And on the other hand, far too many actors in this arena-of-many-citizens still condemn the consensual behavior of fellow travelers—for their choices of partner or their choices of stimulant, for instance—when what would serve their lives better would be to unite so as to fight mutually denigrating practices and policies and the people who implement these schemes.
The apparatus of police state methods—with the Alien and Sedition Acts and the thirty-five year reign of their architect, John Marshall, at the head of the Supreme Court as their initiation—represents a bizarre paradox. On the one hand, like H. Rap Brown intoned about violence in Die, Nigger, Die, these vicious methods “are as American as cherry pie.” On the other hand, they seem to fly in the face of everything that we want and hope to believe about ourselves.
In fact, all of these repressive, self-defeating, and antithetical-to-democracy machinations, constantly lurking behind the scenes of freedom’s façade, are a sign. They signify that everything that Madison imagined about checks and balances, about the well-groomed minority’s maintaining control of the great unwashed, about managing an apparent democracy to achieve just the results that the ruling classes believe that they want, and so on and so forth, have all in fact come to operate like some set of devilish charms, blessed by the genie of divide and conquer and offered up by the smoke and mirrors of a properly conducted mediation of reality, validated by legislation delivered by corporate factotums, upheld in court after court by judges whose whole justification stems from the American Constitutional way.
In this context, one of the direst strategic errors that citizens can make is to insist that we should focus on one really special issue or another. Similarly wrongheaded is the belief that some particular representative knight-errant can salvage our collapsing dreams of decent human existence.
The explanation for why such ideas are erroneous is simple. Underlying all of this surface pomp and rhetoric, all of these single issues that we might righteously ‘reform’ or transform, all of these earnest and seemingly so decent candidates who promise that this time, fothermucker, this time will be different, is a complicated political methodology that guarantees overarching control to the same actors who have benefited from the Constitution for the past quarter millennium.
The holders of debt, the owners of securities, the combinations of capital for purposes of commerce or manufacturing, and the multiple—and now almost thoroughly monopolized—financial sectors as such, jointly own the halls of every legislature; they hold the contracts to all the mechanisms of voting; they spend ninety-nine cents out of every dollar of political advertising. They know all of the legal angles. They play golf with all the judges. They operate all of the lobbies for all of the seemingly warring ‘parties.’ They have a ‘fix’ for every move that we might ever make in this arena.
Truly, under these circumstances, to fantasize that we can vote our way out of our decline is childishly fanciful at best. Our job, instead, is to imagine and then actually create ways of relating to each other that empower our overwhelming numbers. Our task is to turn dear old brilliant James Madison on his head and construct the means to have an ongoing majority faction that can rule in place of the well-heeled minorities for whom this system is a promise, even a guarantee, of a ‘thousand-year-reich.’
A carnival called Durga Puja in the city of joy
Arpita Chakrabarty
The dawn quickly shakes itself into order. The streetlights are still on; the whispering of birds in the adjacent jamun tree is not unnerving in this calm setting; the dog, which slept in warmth underneath Rabi’s tea stall, moves towards the grey wooden bench and curls itself behind my legs to complete its unfinished sleep; a column of yellow taxis with windows up is parked on the other side of this narrow road, a couple of drivers are sleeping inside with legs resting up on the front seat.
A grinning woman named Anita, Rabi’s wife, fuels her kerosene stove, but before that she offered prayers to a small photograph of Kali, garlanded with hibiscus flowers. The picture is placed safely in one corner of the stall. She hands me a cup of milk tea smelling ginger, cloves and cardamom. As I sip into the steaming tea, I stare at a popular Bengali actress, dressed in a red and white cotton saree, with a large red bindi on her forehead, conveying Durga Puja greetings. The young lady is framed within large billboards of Minu Sarees, hung on either sides of the road, with the help of bamboo poles, from one end of the road to another.
Kolkata awakes to a cloudy morning but that does not deter the bubbly residents from making preparations for the grand Durga Puja festival that starts today. My host is a ten-year old girl named Mishti, my friend and guide during these five days when we will walk, ride, travel the streets and bylanes of Kolkata, to be a part of this carnival.
As I return home after my morning walk, she enquires with a wrinkled forehead and anxious eyes.
“Where did you go? I was looking for you since morning.”
“I went for a walk”, I answered obediently.
“Don’t go out without informing me”, she instructs, and I nod my head.
Her school closed a week before for the one-month puja vacation, that is, two days after Mahalaya, when Goddess Durga descends from Himalayas to visit her home on earth. The marquee-making process in her building began in the month of September, and she proudly tells me her friends and she already climbed up the bamboo poles of the marquee four times.
“Every year, before the uncles set up the pandal, we climb the poles.”
She wears a red frock that has frills on its bottom, and her curly hair is cut like a boy’s, but the wavy hair refuses to be straight and falls on her eyes again and again, irritating her. She has learned to call the labourers as uncles, who also adore her, and sometimes scolds her for climbing the pandal.
“What if you fall and injure yourself, and then have to stay home during the festival?
She shrugs off my seriousness. “I have been climbing the poles since I was a child. I have got a good practice”, comes the casual response.
For her, climbing the poles of pandal in September marks the beginning of festivities. She knows the school will close in a few days, and her aunties and relatives will send six new dresses for her to wear during the five days of the festival.
“I already have got two new dresses – Ma has bought for me.”
She adoringly counts the number of new clothes she will wear – one for the morning and one for the evening. Buying new clothes for the family and relatives is a tradition that all Bengalis follow religiously during the festive season. For this, shops and markets swarm with people months before Durga Puja begins. There is a rush to shop for clothes, furnishing, crockery, jewellery and what not, so that people and their homes look best during the festival.
In eastern part of India, in autumn, the Hindu goddess Durga is worshipped and celebrated gloriously for killing Mahishasur, the demon god, and eventually upholding goodness over evil. But Durga Puja in Kolkata is less a Hindu religious festival, and more a carnival. Irrespective of religions, people from all communities take part in meeting and discussions of local neighbourhood puja committees and decide on the formation of pandal, artist of Durga idol, budget, sponsors and prasad, the food that is first offered to the deity and then to worshippers in Her name, which is considered to have god’s blessing in it. Every neighbourhood has a Durga Puja pandal of their own, erected in the middle of road, and members of the neighbourhood, regardless of class or caste, take care of all responsibilities surrounding the festival.
Durga Puja pandals are an exquisite art, created in public, and then dismantled after five days, as the festival gets over. The marquees are modelled on world famous temples and monuments, social themes, celebrated personalities, and significant events of the year. The artists erect huge pandals, some are even 70 feet long, out of thermocol, lakhs of clay cups, discarded bottles, embroidered clothes, hundreds of bamboo baskets, empty matchboxes, paintings, umbrellas, lanterns, fake biscuits, brushes, pots, hand-fans and tiles. Creativity is perhaps at its finest here, these few days. Artistic sensibility and aesthetic values are maintained elegantly. Each year puja committees throughout the city come out with new and innovative themes to create pandals that are unparalleled in material and technique. These are high-budget puja pandals sponsored by corporates and private companies.
On the contrary, domestic pandals, the ones that are erected inside housing apartments, are simple and graceful in their own ways. Mishti’s Durga Puja is a similar one. It is a large tent-like structure made out of coloured clothes, supported by poles, with goddess Durga and her four children, Lakshmi, Saraswati, Ganesh and Kartik, residing inside it for five days, till they are immersed in the Ganges, symbolising their return to the Himalayas.
Some old houses in the city have been organising Durga Puja for even 250 years. These are heritage family pujas; the idols have a permanent place of worship, mostly in a thakur dalan (a platform, in a big zamindari house, where the idol of God is placed and revered); some do not even immerse the idols and worship the same sculpture years after years. The weapons and jewellery of Durga are often in silver and gold, and members of the family meticulously follow all rituals over the five days. These pujas attract lakhs of visitors because of their legacy and originality.
Mishti’s is a middle-class family; her parents are government employees and the family lives in a small two-bedroom apartment in southern part of Kolkata. They have a small cramped library that possesses books of all kinds. Like other travel-thirsty Bengali families, Mishti’s family likes to go for an annual holiday during these four days, when all offices remain closed. She has already visited Delhi, Agra, Jaipur, Varanasi, Darjeeling, Jabbalpur, Gangtok, Kashmir and others – Mishti says, she has forgotten other places she visited and will tell me later as soon as she recalls. This year is an exception, perhaps, because I am visiting them. Obliged.
As Mishti and I begin our walk for a tour of neighbourhood pujas, I notice, each housing apartment is lit up with hundreds of coloured tiny bulbs and the entrance is decorated with canopy, as if there is a grand Indian wedding taking place everywhere. On the speaker, in a popular Bengali song, a female voice swears to her lover she will always be his for ages. The song is a favourite of all neighbourhoods of Calcutta at this time of the year, Mishti quips.
On the road, people are already on their best attires, tailored clothes complemented by new shoes. Boys and girls, in groups of five, seven and ten are walking in large numbers, chattering, laughing, cackling and bullying each other innocently. We join the crowd and their excitement. Some street food stalls, selling noodles, rolls, phuchka and jhalmuri, are encircled by as many as fifteen people, relishing the food with all delight. We too want to gobble down some delicious phuckas and wait in the queue. As we gobble down the rounded wheat- flour-made phuchkas with spicy potato stuffing inside, and immersed in tamarind water, I can’t help but finally feel a part of this magnificent carnival. I am no more an outsider, but an ordinary Bengali enjoying the small joys of life during our biggest festival of the year. After eating some five pieces, Mishti and I do not forget to take the free phuchka without the stuffing to calm down our peppery tongues. It’s a custom here; the seller happily obliges everyone.
We walk on. As we take left, there is a huge entrance to a famous Durga Puja. Advertisements of jewellery and cosmetics in cut outs and banners are adorned as a canopy leading to the puja pandal. With a few feet of distance, the canopy reappears till the main pandal arrives. People are in hundreds, or perhaps thousands, as I take a look around. All I can see is countless heads – jostling against each other, but patiently moving forward to enter the pandal. The loud voice on the speaker announces that this puja is in its 66th year, and artists from Odisa, the neighbouring state of Bengal, beautified the pandal with traditional Pipli art. The pandal is a huge upturn umbrella with lanterns hanging freely; patches of different coloured fabrics are embellished on the tent cloth; while, human figures made out of clay are placed on both sides of the pandal. Tiny bells, hung from poles, and their chimes are wafting in the breeze. Endless jolly people and their magnified voices, aroma of streetfood in the air, warmth of glowing and glittering lights, steady pounding of traditional drum, chanting of mantra on the speaker – it is more than just a festival.
The stage is this road of Calcutta, or perhaps the whole of it – its streets, corners, bylanes, shops, makeshift roadside shelters and opulent houses, and the cramped homes, and pandals and intense beats of the drum – and people on foot, in buses, trams, cars rambling, jabbering, preparing food, feasting, selling, putting on new furnishings inside quarters, are the artists of this immense theatre, and this performance is as real as our senses are.
Mishti, held my left hand, less she gets lost in this human sea, (the opposite is true – I hold her hand because I am scared to go missing) hopes to visit 20 pandals this time.
“I saw 12 beautiful pandals last year – eight of them won prizes from different media houses and companies.”
“Can we visit those pandals this year too?”
“Of course. Without visiting them, you can’t experience Durga Puja.
Ekdalia, Suruchi Sangha, Badamtala, College Street, ……….”, her counting of popular pujas is shadowed by the sudden announcement of someone getting lost in the massive crowd. The speaker requests the family members to visit the office of the puja committee, located just behind the pandal.
I sincerely hope the celebration is not mired into tears for this family.
At half past midnight, we are still walking in northern part of Kolkata. The buses and trams look less crowded, but more and more people have joined this sea of noisy human beings, steadily proceeding towards the marquees on foot. The streets are throbbing with lakhs of crowds and their conversations. From the four loudspeakers, fixed at all angles with street light poles at every 100m distance, there are announcements asking people not to break queues, not to crowd inside the marquee, not to touch the beautiful artifacts and to stay calm.
Taxis and auto rickshaws are full – not a seat remains vacant. Street kitchens and restaurants are lined up with people waiting for their turns. The underground metro is still carrying millions off people, every fifteen minutes, to and fro south and north of the city. At this time, lights glow loudly with neon light images of Taj Mahal, White House and one even shows The Great Wall of China – all through and on lights.
Calcutta during Durga Puja is in a trance – the reverie can only be experienced if one wishes to immerse self and all senses into the sights, sounds and atmosphere. For some it could be loud, tiring and claustrophobic; for others, like those patiently striding miles after miles to visit elegant puja pandals, this is an annual gala affair to enjoy with friends and relatives.
“Let’s go home. We will see rest of the pandals on Ashtami and Navami”, Mishti looks exhausted.
Ashtami and Navami are the eighth and ninth days of the puja, and on Dashami, the last day of puja, the idols are immersed in Ganges with full glory mixed with lingering sadness. The married women apply vermillion on each other and on the goddess to bid her good-bye and wish for her homecoming next year.
As we take a yellow taxi and ride home at three in the morning, Calcutta is still rejoicing in the little pleasures of life once a year. I can’t wait to traverse other parts of the city of joy that has brightened up like a bride.
“Where are we going tomorrow?” I ask Mishti with all enthusiasm.
I look aside. The little girl in red frock is fast asleep. Her curly hair flies in the cool breeze of autumn Calcutta.
Independence movements within Europe reflect a changing world
Stephen Angus Peter Junor
Independence movements within Europe have gained increasing traction in recent years. Scotland officially held its own referendum on the 18th of September and Catalonia has recently come to loggerheads with the Spanish Government over previous plans to hold a non-binding referendum on the 9th of November. Artur Mas the President of Catalonia has now declared his intention to hold a poll on the same date under a different legal framework, with the hope that a majority support will kickstart progress towards independence in the future. The region of Veneto in North-Eastern Italy also held a referendum in the middle of March this year, although it was also non-binding, unofficial and conducted entirely online. It has been claimed that 89% of those polled voted for independence, although there have been doubts cast on participation numbers (estimated 63% of eligible voters). However, official polls after the event suggested that around 78% of people want independence so for all the failings of the online poll, there is clearly a movement for independence within the population.
Aside from regions that are actively seeking independence, some communities have gone one step further and effectively act independent despite not being officially recognised. One such example is Marinaleda in Southern Spain, which Jen Wilton and Liam Barrington-Bush wrote about in July. There are also more complex regions such as North Kosovo, which has an ethnic Serb majority and rejects Kosovo's declaration of independence made in 2008, but isn't recognised by either the Serbian Government or the UN. I won't be including North Kosovo in this piece but it an interesting case nonetheless.
Scotland: The dominant narrative of the 'Yes' campaign in Scotland was one of social justice and the chance for Scotland to control its own affairs, driven by Scotland's vast natural wealth and opposition to the UK Government's economic policy. Scotland's GDP per capita (including a geographical share of North Sea oil) stands at £27,700 while the GDP per capita of the UK as a whole is just over £24,000 according to the World Bank. This was often cited as a reason why Scotland could comfortably function as an independent country and with greater relative wealth in a smaller country, more could be done to tackle the issues of poverty and inequality. The independence referendum recorded a 'No' majority of 55%, but the independence movement continues, raising a whole host of options for the future. Growing support for the SNP and a burgeoning membership of 80,000+ raises the possibility of them holding around 15-20 seats, potentially considerably more, in the next Westminster Government and an overwhelmingly pro-independence Government in Scotland in 2016. Both situations would strengthen calls for another referendum, particularly if plans for further devolution fall short of expectation. It could even transpire that with a collapsing Liberal Democrat vote the SNP could be the 3rd largest party in Westminster next year. The possibility of a national split regarding a referendum on EU involvement could even lead to another referendum in the near future.
Catalonia: Speaking to a Enric Blanes, a Catalan activist in Barcelona, he told me that a push for recentralisation associated with Spanish supremacy beginning in 2002 laid the groundwork for Catalan independence. He explained how Catalonia had always been an autonomous community since the Spanish Constitution in 1978 but that autonomy became increasingly under threat through a lack of investment, attacks on the Catalan language, a Spanish-centric media and unfair competition between Madrid and Barcelona. In September 2009, a small town Arenys De Munt held a symbolic vote on regional sovereignty beginning what is known as the Catalan deluge. Since that vote, numerous other votes have taken place and the push for independence has culminated in a poll being called for the 9th of November. Catalonia has 7.5 million people, 16% of Spain's population but is also Spain's economic powerhouse, contributing 19% to national output. Furthermore, there is an 8% deficit between the amount of money that Catalonia pays to Spain and the amount received while around 80% of Catalans believe they pay too much and don't receive enough from the Spanish state. This disconnection between Catalonia and Spain is reflected in national identity, many Catalans do not consider themselves Spanish in any way. Enric went on to say that they have tried to develop a working solution more than a 100 years but this hasn't worked in their eyes, a sentiment shared by many Catalans. Given the hostility of the Spanish Government to the question of Catalan independence, a group of activists from Barcelona said to me that they fully expect a declaration of independence to follow if there was majority support in a referendum, as laid out in this report (p.126-131) by the Government of Catalonia.
Veneto: Calls for Venetian independence have become louder in recent years although the movement itself has a long history. It is well known that the Venetian Republic operated for over 1000 years as a successful state, becoming a commercial superpower with unrivalled influence in the Mediterranean. This successful history underpins the independence movement today, the region of Veneto existed long before what we now know as the state of Italy. Speaking to the political party 'Indipendenza Veneta', they explained how a sense of economic injustice drives the movement, as they receive 6,000 Euros / per person less from the Italian Government each year than they give. If Veneto became independent they expect Veneto to run a 'public credit' with no debt due to a strong economy: a GDP growing around 12% year on year, a total GDP larger than 10 other European countries and a per capita GDP of over £23,000, larger than Italy with around £21,000. The independence movement is dominated by the idea of the citizen above the state, a rejection of all forms of discrimination, acceptance of international law and a path of democratic non-violence.
Marinaleda: Marinaleda is a small town with a population less than 3000, located in the province of Seville in the south of Spain. While the other areas mentioned above seek independence, Marinaleda effectively acts as an independent community. The town has been involved in a lengthy sociopolitical struggle which has included occupying aristocratic land, hunger strikes and marching in Madrid to support a union leader who was sentenced to go to jail. General assemblies are regularly called, allowing citizens a direct say on decisions that affect them. The idea of a collective permeates through Marinaleda, from the devolution of power into the hands of citizens to a housing cooperative that has resulted in €15/month mortgages and an alternative economy based on direct action and mutual aid. In the wake of the financial crisis and Spain's subsequent housing crash and high unemployment, the Mayor Juan Manuel Sánchez Gordillo slammed the idea of the free market, saying that “now, we see we have to put the economy at the service of man.” Marinaleda offers a useful insight into the values and ideals that many people within the larger independence movements aspire to.
Each movement has a different history and they face different challenges, but there are some interesting similarities in how the movements have developed and their message. While Marinaleda is perhaps founded a more radical vision, all the movements appear to be based on the common principle that citizens want more influence to shape the society around them. In Marinaleda this takes the form of general assemblies and a collective culture, in Scotland, Catalonia and Veneto this would take the shape of a government more representative to local needs. We seen during the Scottish referendum that many Scots did not feel that the UK Government represented them, this is borne out in the low representation that Scotland has within the UK Parliament (59 seats out of a total 650) leading to a parliament that is heavily influenced by English votes as they have a larger representation (533 seats). Although this isn't a problem in itself, a political boundary exists between Scotland and England meaning that comparisons between the politics of both countries are always likely to be drawn. This has manifested itself in the aftermath of Johann Lamont's resignation as the leader of Labour in Scotland, raising the question of whether UK Labour policies are effective in Scotland. Scotland has a long history of predominantly voting Labour in General Elections while the Scottish Parliament has been dominated formerly by Labour and now the SNP, since the first elections in 1999. The rapid rise of UKIP is also far less pronounced in Scotland, suggesting that over the next few years the politics of Scotland and England are likely to diverge even further.
A similar disconnection is also felt in Catalonia as the Spanish Government has consistently refused to push for official EU recognition of the Catalan language despite it being spoken by over 9 million people. The hostility of the Spanish Government towards Catalan secession has done little to suppress the movement, recent moves to declare a possible referendum illegal via the constitutional court has only enforced the idea among pro-independence Catalans that independence is the only way forward. A supposed lack of a voice is something evident in these independence movements. Scotland has had a decreasing amount of MEPs (formerly 8, now 6) the same as Estonia and Malta, with Scotland's voice drowned out within a wider UK context. Many supporters of Scottish independence look to Scandinavia for examples of small nations that have greater representation within the European Parliament and successfully operate as a small Northern European state. A similar situation arises in Venice which currently sends 6 MEPs but would increase to 13 in the event of independence.
An important aspect of these movements is the global nature of a perceived future state, dismissing any notion of insularity. Scotland, Catalonia and Veneto all intend to join the EU, while both Catalonia and Veneto also plan to the use the Euro. There is no precedent for a modern secession state in Europe faced with this situation so negotiations would need to take place, although the European Commission does not support the idea of any new secession state within Europe, given the economic turbulence of the last few years. It is this economic turbulence that has provided a foundation for these independence movements to propose a new economic and political path. In Scotland, opposition to the UK Government's austerity programme was a strong feature in the debate while both Spain and Italy have been severely affected by the economic downturn.
The nation state is a relatively recent phenomenon, multiethnic empires were still around at the beginning of the 20th Century. Many scholars have theorised about the future of the nation state, indeed an increasingly globalised world is reducing barriers between people and free market economics reduces the role of government. Theories about the dissolution of states range from one world government to a more local community based system system (Marinaleda is one example of this). This is where questions about how a nation state should be constructed arise. For example, Catalonia has existed as a distinct cultural nation for considerably longer than 'Spain' has and has even been under French protection in the past so it comes as no surprise that many Catalans don't identify with Spain in the slightest. Veneto is much the same, both Italy and Spain are comprised of different historical regions that often have their own distinct culture and identity; there has been a notable strengthening of Catalan identity in recent years. It is at the nexus of culture, values and history that these independence movements seek to create a new state for themselves.
Within a European context, these independence movements are less about ethnicity and more about creating an effective political structure that will serve their needs better than the situation they find themselves in now. It is clear within Scotland and Catalonia that many people have given up hope of the UK or Spanish state ever implementing significant reform. There is a democratic deficit, both in Scotland's case of being ruled by a UK Government that often isn't representative of the way it voted and the wider principle of citizen engagement. Democracy should allow citizens to shape their future in a meaningful way and the will of the people should be the basis of authority of government. In this sense, growing support for any independence movement begins to de-legitimise the current political structure.
These independence movements represent a move towards decentralisation, the referendum in Scotland has politically energised the nation and there are now regular meetings based around values such as The Common Weal. It has also encouraged people to think about how they would like a future state to be run, there was a strong push towards crowdsourcing a constitution and many people advocating a republic suggested having a council as head of state rather than a president with one suggestion that the citizens of Scotland should be a collective head of state. Although the SNP wanted the Queen to remain head of state, the outpouring of ideas associated with the referendum typifies the political energy now within Scotland. Within a smaller state, participatory politics is easier to implement as we can see in both Iceland and Switzerland. Given the massive engagement with each independence movement, a more representative and participatory politics is likely to emerge.
Independence movements in Europe represent a changing world where citizens want greater influence over the politics that affect their lives. In these particular movements this is achieved by creating a more local and representative politics that is still based within the security of an outward looking and increasingly postnationalist Europe. The referendum in Scotland has kick-started a worldwide conversation about secession while the consultation in Catalonia on the 9th of November will be vital for determining how they move forward. Igor Calzada has suggested that a new regional order based on dynamic city-regions and small nations is emerging in Europe, underpinned by a mix of economic renewal and cultural identity. It's possible that we will see a new European state within the next few years, opening up the possibility of a new type of politics that utilises the benefits of globalisation but is more representative and adaptable locally.
We need free education to unleash society's potential
Steve Rushton
Education can engender critical thinking, innovation and creativity, providing a platform on which people can shape alternatives for society. Arguably, the need to amplify blue sky thinking has never been stronger: the globalised society faces multiple systemic crises, such as climate, inequalityand debt; not to mention the systemic failures with democracy, usurped by corporate domination.
Free and critical education could be an engine to remedy and reverse these problems, but it is currently accelerating in the other direction. The Westminster- City of London axis is the driving force behind the suppression of free education in England and Wales. In universities, increasing tuition fees are central as students are becoming consumers rather than free explorers of academia; as is the violent crack-down on university protests, challenging the idea of universities as autonomous political zones; but this is not only about higher education.
In schools, the National Curriculum has moved away from critical thinking, arts and creative subjects, in its place there is an emphasis on preparing children to become workers, returning to Victorian values like learning by rote. In effect, education is geared to serve the needs of big business, maintaining the system for the 1%. We need free education to unleash society's potential and build alternatives.
The crises of education
Studying a degree today costs an average of over £40,000, accruing debt that will last most graduates into their middle-age. This price tag seems only set to rise, with ongoing plans to sell off the student loan book, plus plans to further increase the tuition fees, beyond their current £9,000 per year cap.
We are creating a 'Debt Generation', as Fanny Malinen explained in an article for Contributoria: graduates under the new student loan system will be locked into debt that could lead to both personal catastrophes and severe problems for the economy.
Studying at any university was free across Britain between 1962 and 1998, with grants to assist with living costs. In 1998, the New Labour government ended this by implementing tuition fees, a plan attempted by the previous Conservative regime, but deemed too unpopular. This Conservative government did though start the freezing of grants, paving way to the nearly totally loan-based system of today.
New Labour set the price for a degree at £1,000 per year, a figure they tripled in 2003. Despite pledges to reverse these measures from both the Conservativesand Liberal Democrats, after coming to power in 2010 the coalition U-turned, tripling fees again to £9,000 per year.
Fees put the cost of education onto the student rather than the state. This changes the way we view education: as a personal investment rather than a chance to expand the mind and learn to enrich the whole society.
The bet is, will a degree lead to a job that can provide enough to repay the debt: a very difficult choice in today's ‘precarious’ world. Of course, those from wealthy backgrounds can still choose whatever course they want.
Consequences of this commodification include that creative subjects, critical thinking, languages and particularly non-European languages have seen their admissions decrease the most sharply, with students opting instead for "degree courses which lead to lucrative professional careers." In a country already ravaged by massive inequality, it seems almost perverse to gear the education system towards amplifying this money-focused culture.
Speaking to university lecturers, I have heard examples of the impact of the commodification in action: especially how students are becoming less critical. One lecturer from University of London recounted that a student told how they felt they had already gained their degree before it had commenced, when the loan application paperwork was processed.
The decision on whether to gamble creates a barrier to poorer students. If they cannot take on the debt the only chance is to qualify for a rare scholarship. Critical economist John Weeks sums up this class injustice: "The rich can be dumb and help themselves to a university degree, while the poor must qualify as ‘clever.’"
The latest tuition fee rise was authored by Lord Browne, a non-elected senior government executive. He is also chairman of Cuadrilla, the fracking company promised tax breaks to start a fracking revolution in Britain.
Not only could Browne be accused of taking with one hand from the public to give to himself, but his company are also engaged in another serious issue with education: its lack of independence from corporate influence.
The government is presenting studies to argue it will be safe and beneficial to frack the country. But investigations show that the fracking industry sponsors these very studies. This contradicts the post-Enlightenment cornerstone that science should be independent. Cuadrilla's involvement includes financially backing Professor Joe Howe to research the socio-political benefits of fracking in the North East. Howe is director of the University of Central Lancashire, he also chaired the UK "Shale Gas Environment Summit" in 2013 and advises the UK Environmental Agency.
Shell's sponsorship of Oxford University’s 'Shell Geo-Science Laboratory' is yet another example of how big oil can invest a small proportion of the tax breaks they use to direct education. This gives the oil giant direct influence, including an oversight over what PhD can and cannot be undertaken. As this company has interests in fracking and tar sands, it seems logical to think that through corporate education's impact, future studies of these highly polluting industries are being watered-down or silenced.
Even in schools, oil companies are muddying scientific integrity. The oil giant BP makes series of flashy lesson plans which teachers can download. In a lesson about 'Science at Work, students will 'learn' how BP shipping executive believes "A healthy ocean is a key to a sustainable universe”. Neglecting how the company caused the biggest ever marine based oil spill. In "Climate Change Student Booklet", teaching material from BP, the students are presented with the impression that climate change 'might be happening', and that it ‘may be’ caused by humans.
Big oil spends billions to create climate change doubt and denial – it is obscene that these destructive corporations should be allowed to influence and toxify students' minds as part of this project. (BP school lessons here: sign-in required)
It is not only in science, where there are examples of how education is being used to maintain the elites' power. There have been broad criticisms that the government is rewriting the history of World War One on its centenary to glorify warand justify future British wars and imperialism.
Former Education Secretary Michael Gove has come under particular criticism, including repeating the myths and propaganda that justified going to war in 1914, such as Germans were 'ruthless' and 'expansionist'.
More Broadly, Gove pushed history to focus even more on white, upper class men, which reaffirms their current privilege and power within the current structure. Delving deeper into Gove's conflict of interests, there is a sinister potential explanation for him wanting society to champion war over peace. He is a member of the Henry Jackson Society, a think-tank that pushes military intervention in the Middle East to push the interests of capitalism, especially weapon makers and big oil.
Eminent education academic Ken Robinson is a leading voice on both the problems with Britain's school system and solutions. He highlights how schools need to move away from expecting children to all develop at the same time and place, plus that endless rote is a waste of time. He suggests having lots of 40 minute lessons means the flow of creativity is constantly broken.
He asserts that at school there should be no hierarchy of subjects. At the moment maths is considered far more important than music, for example. Another barrier to learning, Robinson explains, is there are too many tests based on getting the 'single right answer', with a focus on conformity and therefore suppressing intellectual risk-taking.
To summarise these problems together, it seems that education has become a production line or conveyor belt, which pushes conformity and stifles creativity, also pushing the narrative and interests of the corporate elite.
Another education system is possible
You do not need to travel far to see that education could be done in another way. Using the powers devolved in 1998, Scotland has maintained education free from tuition fees.
Economist Joseph Stiglitz spoke recently in Glasgow about how Scotland is on the path to a new period of Scottish Enlightenment, due to the absence of fees and its rejection of much of the shifts of the English/ Welsh education system. The enlightenment period of the 18th Century was characterised by world-leading output in science and technology, based on the growth of progressive and inclusive education.
Another country close to home and similar in size to England and Wales combined shows that it is possible to scrap tuition fees even after they are introduced. Like Britain, Germany in the past had universally free education. But over the last decade it brought in tuition fees across many of the federations, only to be abandoned due to strong public objections.
Like in Germany, Britain has the means to fund university without tuition fees. The funding could come from ending corporate tax evasion, scrapping trident, stopping subsidising the big oil or stopping aggressive military conflicts. And these are only a few ways that Britain could re-address the growing inequality to fund free education and other policies to benefit the people and planet.
How can we free education?
To unleash education we need to reverse the policies, many discussed, that education should serve business or worse still be manipulated by business. Instead, we need to celebrate how it could serve society.
This means advocating for state-funded universal education, with no fees. It would mean returning to the values of independence for academia by removing corporate sponsorship.
From my own background working in schools, I am aware how it would be beneficial for far less tests to be imposed in schools, and rather than stressing the whole system on maths, English, Science and IT, share the importance of all subjects. Philosophically, I think many teachers would agree that the school system should enable students (and teachers) far more ownership of the learning experience.
One leading example of unleashing creativity, already happening schools is the new spoken word poetry subject. This new programme trains poets to become teachers. In the classroom the lessons are child-centred, giving the student the opportunity to create from the soul. The impact of these lessons is that the emotional confidence creates more academic enthusiasm.
Making free education happen
But to gain this shift, most importantly the whole of society needs to begin to value free education. Comparing Germany to England/ Wales, the reason that they have returned to free education is that there was a broad mass movement against tuition fees. In Britain we do not yet have this movement.
One up and coming focus for this potential shift will be the rally on Wednesday 19th November called: "Free Education: No fees. No cuts. No debt." Interestingly the National Union of Students, which was to a great extent marginalised in the anti-tuition fee protests, has only since April this year taken a position backing an end to tuition fees.
Another means to create a shift is to replenish the idea of life-long learning, not least as the new fees are most deterring mature students. To achieve this, one proposal could be to open up lectures in universities to the general public. Additionally we could utilise the space of schools and universities when they are empty to enable more free public educational opportunities.
Organising free talks, workshops and skill-shares on a range of subjects, and often by academics has been achieved in spaces created by the Occupy movement such as the Free Education Space, the Bank of Ideas and Tent City University. These spaces are inspiring and show the value of critical thinking to young and old alike.
It seems that rather than not being able to afford free education, the country cannot afford not to make education free.
Don't drink the water: mercury poisoning in Canada
Tania_Haas
In the 1960s, a pulp and chemical mill owned by the British multinational Reed Paper Limited, with government permission to work in northern Ontario, intentionally dumped 10 tonnes of mercury into the English-Wabigoon River. This river was the livelihood and food source for the fishermen, hunters, trappers and families of Grassy Narrows First Nation, an indigenous community located 2,000 km north-west of Toronto, Canada’s largest city.
The impact was immediate. Animals that ate fish started acting funny, and soon adults did too. Weakened motor control, slurred speech, tunnel vision and miscarriages became a common occurrence. Studies were conducted, politicians were made aware of the dangers and risks, and solutions were thrown about and debated.
The debate is ongoing 42 years later. The river remains contaminated. The community is underemployed since the fishery was its main employer before the spill and there is a high incidence of miscarriage, nerve damage and disability among the population.
Last September, a Japanese team of scientists wrapped up their fifth visit to Grassy, as it is often called, where they were studying Minamata disease among the people and its animals. Minamata disease occurs in humans who ingest fish or shellfish contaminated by methylmercury (MeHg), often as a result of discharged waste water from a chemical plant. The Japanese scientists started to collect data and examine patients in Grassy in 1975.
On July 29, 2014, two days before a peaceful march through downtown Toronto, hundreds of Toronto residents gathered in a university room lecture hall to hear more about Grassy.
One of the key speakers that night, and perhaps the draw for many, was Stephen Lewis, Canada’s former ambassador to the United Nations, who has for many years been absent from Canadian politics to focus on Aids and primary health care in sub-Saharan Africa, among other regions.
He called his attendance his first indigenous return. “I’m putting my toes in the politics of Ontario and the country again, and I’m really glad it's in solidarity with aboriginal rights”, he said. (You can hear his entire speech here via Rabble.ca)
Intergenerational consequences
Lewis recognised the challenges facing Roger Fobister Sr, the new chief of Grassy Narrows, whose people suffer the intergenerational consequences of mercury poisoning – including high rates of miscarriage and high incidence of early onset nerve damage.
Lewis also recognised Steve Fobister, 62, an elder from the First Nation and a former hunter, trapper and activist. Fobister would later say how Lewis was one of the “two good white men” on his side when they last saw each other in 1978. That’s when they were both struggling to get government support to bring the mercury pollution out of the river system.
Fobister recalled how they weren’t received well by the public. Yet on this July night he had just ended a two-day hunger strike in an effort to garner more attention to his people’s story, and earlier in the day he had met with the new provincial minister of aboriginal affairs, who had made commitments to Fobister’s community.
Lewis spoke about how when he was the Ontario NDP minister in the early 1970s the government knew of the mercury poisoning, what he called the largest dumping of waste in the 1960s largely done and inherited by a conglomerate known as the Reid Paper Company (then a British-owned company). The consequences were immediately felt – fishing industries were devastated by contaminated fish, employment skyrocketed to 80% and slowly Grassy Narrows residents, who were accustomed to live off the land out of custom and necessity and ate its fish, berries and moose meat, also started to get contaminated.
As early as 1972, according to Lewis, the medical officer of health for north-western Ontario submitted a report to the ministries of mines and forests, which included the following statement: “It is long past time … to make a clear and equivocal statement on the danger that this poses to our residents … hopefully it would not require a death from mercury poisoning … to precipitate such action - dated May 2, 1972.”
Lewis bellowed that night in July about the cynical hypocrisy and the lack of a formal apology over what was done to the people of Grassy Narrows; there has never been a full-scale inquiry into the government’s actions at the time; there has never been a wish for adequate and realistic compensation; there has never been an effort to clean and restore the river system, or the creation of a mercury treatment centre.
Lewis wasn’t in office in the 1980s when action toward a solution came in the form of an out-of-court settlement. Agreed to by both the First Nations and the provincial government, the Mercury Disability Board was established, intended to support those affected by the mercury poisoning. Critics say even this solution is severely flawed because the compensation is inconsistently distributed (it currently denies more than 70% of applicants).
Compensation denied
Since many in Grassy feel the 1980 solution was inefficient and a temporary one at best, activists like Chrissy Swain, a mother of four and Grassy Narrows resident, said she’s seen her friends get denied by the Mercury Disability Board time and time again.
“I know of a lot of people who apply and keep getting rejected”, says Swain. “Some people have been trying since they were young and their condition gets worse and they still get rejected.”
As part of the settlement created in the 1980s, the Mercury Disability Board was meant to support people affected by mercury poisoning. Margaret Wanlin, chair of the board, says more than $17m in benefits has been paid out since 1985.
Compensation ranges from $250 to $800 per person, based on the severity of symptoms consistent with mercury poisoning. Wanlin admits that the payment structure has not been adjusted to account for inflation. As many as 72% of the Grassy residents who apply, get rejected.
As reported by CBC, Wanlin says that the process of review is a functional assessment.
"It's looking at people who have symptoms consistent with mercury poisoning, so there's no way of knowing what the right number is", Wanlin told CBC.
But the Japanese scientists who have been monitoring and assessing the Grassy residents since 1975 say that the criteria the board are using is too restrictive.
An expert review commissioned by the board in 2010 found that the reason so many people were being rejected was because the diagnostic criteria had not been updated since the 1980s and were more restrictive than those in use in Japan, where scientists are deemed the leaders in the mercury poisoning field.
Restitution beyond compensation
The people of Grassy Narrows want more than just a compensation sticking plaster for illness. Their demands address where the problem started: harmful use of the First Nations’ land entrusted to the government. The Ontario government that authorised and trusted the paper company would work responsibly.
“Dumping mercury in the river, flooding the lands, clear-cutting — the government is not a very good steward over our aboriginal home. They do a bad job”, said Chief Roger Fobister Sr.
Swain and her four children support the FreeGrassy movement, which has five specific demands she believes could lead to environmental justice.
First, the provincial government needs to acknowledge the presence of Minamata disease, which they have not done yet.
Second, there needs to be adequate compensation for those residents suffering from mercury poisoning - FreeGrassy says that the compensation offered to date is minimal and the diagnostic criteria are problematic.
Third, the creation of an environmental health monitoring centre in Grassy Narrows could prevent future or ongoing pollution.
Fourth, the creation of a mercury treatment centre in Kenora would allow residents to drive only two hours to be treated for symptoms related to mercury poisoning. Right now medical care is not very accessible or regular.
The fifth demand is for Grassy Narrows residents to have control over their own territory, which would prevent future pollution and diminishing of natural resources, such as the province's plans to authorise clear-cut logging in the area as soon as April 2015.
Recent scientific studies suggest that clear-cut logging near Grassy threatens to increase levels of mercury, run-off toxins and pesticides used for tree plantation.
On August 6, about a week after Fobister’s hunger strike and Lewis’s appearance at the rally, the provincial minister of aboriginal affairs visited Grassy Narrows and repeated his commitment to push for a review of the Mercury Disability Board, including compensation levels and diagnostic criteria. He said he would look into a mercury treatment centre in Grassy Narrows. The minister also stated that he is working with provincial ministers of parliament who represent the regions near Grassy to work together with the chief, the council and the community.
Swain says she has seen no public action towards those commitments yet. There has been no review committee announced or any other similar actions.
“For me, all these different politicians always say that they are going to do this and going to do that, but nothing ever happens, so I don't know”, said Swain, while on her two-hour drive to town to collect some necessities.
“For me, when these people come and make all these promises, I don't go by that. I keep doing what I'm doing. That's trying to teach my children and my community.”
A library at home
Trisha Bhattacharya
Stacked book shelves—lighting up a room, with words on paper, within bindings—are a reader's greatest strength, and this tradition from the past still carries on, influencing the lives of many and providing a bridge swaying between what is learned and the learner.
This connection 'tween the mind and the material which is read, comprises several types of work: fiction, non-fiction, journalism, poetry and other genres of writing. This convergence initially has always been empowered by libraries, whether at universities, schools or other establishments, or also, by libraries at home, where these learning relationships all really begin.
As the internet and other electronic forms of reading have become important media to gather knowledge, to work, or simply to surf, is the library at home, as a result, gathering dust? It probably is not, since many students, homemakers, entrepreneurs, and office-goers still like the feel of a solid book, with fresh or even aged printed papers in their hands; and a library helps them store such treasures.
Maintaining a library at home, in addition to our regular access to wonderful e-libraries and e-projects, can turn out to be quite beneficial. Let us take a look at the various advantages of keeping a library at home and why doing so could be healthy.
A library at home—could be the ultimate love of a reading aficionado, because it is a rich source of reference and an excellent representation of a person's interest and any occupations linked to reading and even research related activities. Libraries in real are easy to access. One can just reach out, pick a book or a magazine and flick through the pages, slowly or swiftly, gathering information, or simply be immersed in knowing or reading, in consequence.
Putting a tiny library, or a bigger one together at home is a slow process oftentimes, because the collector's tastes may or may not change with time, or they may want to keep a variety of books and publications in the library anyway, something that they can always go back to, or simply just keep, for someone else in the family or friend circle to give to.
E-reading devices, which provide instant access to various e-materials and the internet, where they provide channels to gather quality narratives from the wise web, are crucial too. But their utility does not eliminate the value of the tradition of book collecting. Breathing fresh air, being close to nature, relaxing, taking time to rest, spending time away from electronic screens—even mobiles—all add to the well-being of an individual. Sometimes on such adventures, reading is lovely; however, printed matter from one’s own library keeps opportunities within reach. As a result of this, the traditional format of reading books, newspapers, magazines, and journals, is not something that will go away so quickly, nor should it.
Those who understand this allow an appropriate library to occupy a glad space, at home or in the office, provided it is feasible for them. Keeping a small library at home and maintaining it is definitely a worthwhile occupation. This is a habit, which must be appreciated and encouraged, because one’s home-library is always visible to self and family. A small library, as such, if nurtured and treated with care, can provide a wealth of information to those desirous of exploring, not just e-content, but the jewels lying within bundled or single pages of any kind. Those who cannot afford to maintain a personal library at home—even a tiny one—can always turn to a public library.
Real libraries, in addition to e-libraries, are therefore undoubtedly valuable sources of vital knowledge and even entertainment for those who love reading. Anyone who loves words, therefore, can not only access the wealth of e-prints available online, but also create an environment of learning at home too, by investing in a small personal library. Reading from these tomes and other materials, as long as the printed word lives, will always enhance one's knowledge base. By not allowing these actual libraries to fade away, one helps maintain an apt balance between e-reading and reading from real paper.
Starting at home, a library shall bring a different kind of focus back in one’s life, instead of a deep focus only on electronic reading. The significance of a personal library, is not only to enhance one’s home decor, but to further the art of reading, at home, by allowing family members and friends to join; and allowing words, sentences, passages, paragraphs, chapters, and as such books, to increase their wisdom, through gifts of quality literature.
Following are the words of Paris who is very enthusiastic about maintaining a library at home and will also share her views on personal as well as community libraries:
"I think my print book collection is in the region of 200 or so. Most of it is still in storage after my travels. I do still add physical books and magazines, though I try to restrain myself. My current living accommodations are quite small, so there is a space issue. But I find if I really want a book I will tell myself that, of course, there's room!
On a practical level, moreover, some books aren't available in e-format. As a history geek and writer, having my own small research library at hand is always useful and sometimes essential. Where such books are available electronically, it is not always easy to find a particular fact. Also, I like the look of physical books. They often have gorgeous cover art, for one thing.
I am not against e-readers. I have a Kindle myself, but I find I appreciate it for purely practical reasons. It is a small gadget that can hold a lot of books, which makes it perfect for travelling. I wish I'd had one when I was in Hong Kong a couple of years ago. I was there for a few months and amassed a number of books at that time and donated most of them to a second-hand bookshop in Wan Chai when I left. I dread to think what the excess baggage fee would have been otherwise.
While I am very fond of my e-reader, I would definitely keep my personal library. Many of my books have their own story to tell, beyond what is printed on their pages. Some are family heirlooms, handed down by my grandmother and wrapped in memories of her; others are signed by the author. Many of my books are re-readable.
For me, e-readers are utilitarian tools, without the emotional baggage of my print books. I think as e-readers become more popular and e-book prices come down (although I'm not holding my breath on that one) my personal library will still evolve. I will continue to buy print books by my favourite authors, but I will also download e-books. Price and space are important factors to consider.
I love libraries. I have fond memories of backpacking around Australia, picking up a book in a hostel in Alice Springs and leaving it in a hostel in Darwin. There was a lovely sense of community about it, a connection to other travellers who had read, and would read that same book. Back home, I am a frequent visitor to my local library. With my storage space issues and the fact that I couldn't afford to buy every book I wanted to read, the library has become an important part of my life. I am also a member of my old university library, which has been invaluable for research.
On a wider scale, not everyone has an e-reader, so libraries can fill that gap. I find my home library comforting, in some indefinable way. My history, my outlook on the world, is in those books."–Paris Franz, Journalist, historian and traveller, London
A library at home could be a physical mirror of what someone loves to collect, to read - a compilation of the matters that matter to them - and it should not just gradually disappear, but allowed to co-exist alongside the incredible world of e-reading.
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Through the glass
Trisha Bhattacharya
At the end of the day the world ideally should only be a place for love, understanding and empathy, in addition to other virtues. To keep this sentiment going—beautiful and cherished relationships should also remain healthy—in spite of distances or encumbrances. In the current scenario, people have become very busy and their lives have become fast and keeping relationships healthy and meaningful, therefore, has begun requiring effort.
One such effort is communicating clearly, in spite of overloaded timetables. Electronic mediums as such have turned into an important means of communication. Communication that is enabled by interactive social networking websites, easy-to-make phone calls, quick phone messages, fast-moving emails—give people a chance to stay in touch with their friends and family.
What about couples?
Urban couples, mainly go through the day, doing innumerable things—from daily house chores in the mornings and evenings, spending most of their time at work and later on, sifting through leftover housework; or any socializing during weekends. As a result of this, these couples do not have sufficient personal time to spend with their partners, and this becomes more difficult to handle, when either of the two partners, or both work or have long work hours.
Under such circumstances, they too then use e-contacts, like cell phones, fast emails and networking facilities to interact and stay in touch. But is this kind of involvement, sufficient to build healthy relationships between partners?
A glass in between
To elaborate this technology benefited relationship further, an allusion in the form of a transparent glass wall between the couple can be emphasized. They are on either side of the glass; they are together, but not in person, because their responsibilities and careers only allow them a certain amount of time with each other.
Glass in this case is a reference. It relates to something that exists in between—indicating the absence of sometimes real personal involvement, but still allowing couples to communicate, even see each other and therefore, keep the love alive.
I queried two wonderful married urban couples from India, who shared their views on this proxy involvement—making it clear that even though sometimes there exists a glass wall between them—when they are away from each other, they still manage to keep their bond strong. They use e-mediums, phones and other electronic communication platforms to communicate and be together, in spirit.
Personal time together is healthy
“While I am working, we usually stay in touch through brief phone messages or a quick call and update each other about what is happening in our lives. We sometimes exchange loving messages, to pep ourselves up, when either of us is low. We generally do not use networking sites a lot, but yes, we are present on websites like Facebook, as it gives us the opportunity to share our personal pictures, or any important messages with our family and friends.
We do use online sites, to shop together, or purchase something important, or gift each other things. The cell phone is definitely a major source of contact for me, as it helps me convey any message to my husband, at any point in time. Apart from proxy contacts, one must sit with each other and talk, maybe for a short while. Personal time is healthy, as it helps one in understanding each other better and building a strong relationship.” –Payal Singla Ahuja, Finance Manager, Chandigarh
“Irrespective of being busy, we respect each other's work and try to balance our personal and social life; and as I am a businessman, I do have a big social circle. With phones or networking devices, it is easy to communicate with my wife, especially when our moods coincide and it helps us understand each other better, and manage any programs for the evening. Proxy contacts allow us to give each other space. We, therefore, do not take each other for granted and fewer fights happen.
We generally do not use networking sites a lot, but we do keep our profiles up on Facebook, to keep in touch with close friends and relatives. Such websites also allow us to share our family pictures with everyone. We do spend personal time together on weekends, attend parties and this is the time, when we are really together, enjoying ourselves. I also prefer to go out for a drive, maybe meet over lunch or coffee, and share whatever happened during the day, good or bad—instead of just texting.” –Ankit Ahuja, Businessman, Chandigarh
Staying in touch through e-contacts
“In person, we spend only 3-4 hours together on weekdays, other than regular time after work every day. I stay in touch with my husband, mostly through messages. If urgent, I make a phone call or sometimes drop him an email, in case am feeling romantic or emotional or for some other reason. At present, I am not working, but when I was working, we used to update each other about our whereabouts via messages like, “going for lunch” or “reached office”. We are in each others' friends list on Facebook but don’t communicate much through Facebook.
Such proxy contacts can definitely help one establish the kind of understanding one would truly like in a relationship! It adds spice to the relationship, and it’s easy to say “sorry”, or “I love you” through an SMS or PPT‘s or emails or sharing a message through Facebook. Words, when written down are powerful tools to express oneself. I also like to spend personal time with my husband, sipping coffee together, watching the rain from the balcony or by going on a vacation or watching a movie together.” –Anurita Anupam, Homemaker, Bangalore
“I do stay in touch with my wife through phone messages or phone calls. SMS’s like, "going for lunch", were replaced by "coming home” because Anu wasn’t going out on her own earlier. My wife is on my friend’s list on Facebook. Normally, she is around when I am on Facebook, so I don’t need to go to Facebook or other networking sites to comment or place likes on her account. In fact, if something is worth watching on my account, I normally show it to her or tell her to go to my account and see it later.
She is more expressive when using various forms of media. I rely mostly on SMS’s and phone calls, besides personal interaction. Proxy contacts are important, but should definitely not be the only means. I am personally more comfortable and expressive during day-to-day activities, like during dinner and otherwise. I would more often want to watch television together and talk to each other, instead of just using all kinds of websites or e-contacts.” –Kumar Anupam, Management Professional, Bangalore
Maintaining a balance
Although the effect of personal time spent together is paramount, the above beautiful personal stories definitely clarify how e-contacts can help in strengthening a relationship somewhat. A balanced response from both the partners to any glass-in-between allows a relationship to remain stable. Therefore, the presence of a barrier does not assume significance because love still finds a way 'through the glass'.
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When fiction embraces history
Trisha Bhattacharya
Many novels written by authors with an Indian background and those who live abroad have been inspired by incidents and anecdotes from Indian history and mythology. Some of these authors have creatively turned history and mythological stories from India into works of creative art—in the form of written fiction. To read the new spin and be in the know-how of the original narrative is to understand the extent to which the authors have been successful in creatively shaping valuable antique into precious new work.
What has frequently been known by citizens of India over the years as something extraordinary in their original form, because of their broadcast through televised productions and regular information channels—have become creative firecrackers and expansive narrations in the hands of fiction writers.
Two such books inspired, wholly or in parts, by rich Indian history and even myth are ‘The Palace of Illusions’, written by Indian-American author Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni, and ‘The Enchantress of Florence’, written by Salman Rushdie. They are examples of how, when fiction meets history—they precipitate into creations that cause literary surprise, giving readers a chance to refresh their memories about stories they had seen on television channels in their youth, read in publications, or heard about from their elders.
An epic worth remembering
The Palace of Illusions is based on the original epic tale of the Mahabharata, said to have been written by sage Ved Vyas—a story about prominent dynasties and royal relationships; about brothers at war, about the dishonour of a queen; it is about unusual palaces, forests, battlefields; it is a story of courage and honour; of humiliation, defeat and victory; it is a tale about love, friendship, karma, dharma, and varied other nuances and details whipped up in a narrative of these proportions. In the Mahabharata—blood must spill, for the sake of dharma or duty—for evil to be overpowered, everything must be done.
The five Pandavas, the five brothers, born to mothers Kunti and Madri and father Pandu, are true heirs to the Kingdom of Hastinapur. On the other hand, the hundred brothers, also known as the Kauravas, younger than the Pandavas, are sons of Gandhari and father Dhritarashtra, who is Pandavas’ older uncle. The Kauravas during the course of the story, do not want to give away the kingdom to their elder brothers, born before them, and hence resort to vile ploys and strategies to destroy them.
A very important person in the story is Draupadi, also known as Panchali, who is wife to all the five Pandavas. Through the course of events leading up to the mammoth Kurukshetra war, she acts as a catalyst. The Mahabharata is mainly about the build up to the epic war, the site of the war and the actual war that ensues—where justice needs to be had and a righteous settlement to varied disputes must be brought forth.
Plans are made and executed; battles are fought, so that the Pandavas, the rightful owners to the massive territory, with Lord Krishna on their side, are able to retrieve their land from the Kauravas. Incidents that ensue from the beginning to the end—are a series of episodes, which set in motion, a larger-than-life-war and its ultimate denouement. The epic has innumerable other poetic descriptions of other relevant cities and characteristics, and this complete story could be entirely true with respect to actual happenings, or perhaps the original also borrowed much from myth and fiction.
A woman’s perspective
The new-spin in the novel The Palace of Illusions is the intricate setting of lyrical language and poetic descriptions, which charge the atmosphere in the story with a feminine air. Creatively imagined, the point of view in this epic narration is placed upon the proud and angry shoulders of Draupadi, beloved wife of the five Pandavas.
Starting from her father’s house, to how she is, under odd circumstances, married to the five brothers, and to how entanglements in the shape of deceit, treachery, mocking and revenge lead to the war—her point of view in all of this, becomes a source of inquisitiveness, balance, happiness, and sadness for the reader. Through her eyes—her kinship, her family before and after her marriage are delineated and emphasized. Her relationship with her five husbands, her in-laws and other family members is also expressed with clarity in this elegant and creative novel. Another intriguing facet of this novel is the unusual love story between Draupadi and Karna, the sixth brother of the Pandavas.
What was once a simple narrative of war, battles, intrigue, family feuds, the victory of right over wrong, becomes, in the hands of a fiction writer, a delicate delayering of perceptions. Enlarged and detailed episodic narrations too, through a woman’s eyes—one who is wronged and humiliated, who seeks protection in Krishna, whose stubbornness and rightful anger, become the cause of grave denouement—find a literary expanse to occupy.
Tale of a King and a Queen
The Enchantress of Florence has varied intertwined story-lines and plots and only certain portions of the story are linked to Indian history. The original story which partially inspires the novel the Enchantress of Florence is yoked to the grandeur of one of the mightiest Indian Mughal emperors known as Akbar, under whose rulership his empire and his subjects flourished.
As is popularly known, perhaps not factually correct though, Akbar married a beautiful Hindu princess known as Jodha, even though she was of a different religion. Their story of love and companionship is quite well-known, for even in the context of their dissimilar backgrounds, their togetherness and affection after marriage, brought about many positive changes within the kingdom and furthered the empire of Akbar.
This great king’s dominance, powerful ruling, philosophies had a vast mass appeal, and he always remained a mighty king. The story of Jodha and Akbar is looked up to as a source of inspiration, for overcoming religious differences through bonds of love. Akbar’s ministers, his coterie of advisers, those who influenced him, his musicians, his subjects, his family, are all part of the original descriptions found in writings and creative visual presentations and dramatized renderings of his once-upon-a-time presence as one of the most influential and affluent rulers of his time.
“Akbar the Great,” is the name given to the King, who sought to achieve success through intelligence and bravery. Ironically and historically, however, Jodha’s name is not mentioned anywhere as the Hindu princess married to Akbar; but a Rajput princess called Hira Kunwari, or Harka Bai, a Rajput princess, was known to have married Akbar. She later acquired the title of Mariam-uz-Zamani, a name that finds mention in the novel written by Salman Rushdie.
Jodha Bai’s name may not evidently invade a lot of actual historical evidence and texts, but her character lives on in fiction and is considered as real as real can be. It is also quite possible that she did exist and was one of Akbar's many wives in fact as well. There could be other contentious matters pertaining to the historical truth of Jodha and Akbar, however, popular opinion ensures their story continues to inspire belief.
A labyrinth of storylines
Creatively, on the other hand, the author of** the Enchantress of Florence** makes known Akbar’s presence in many parts of the book. The king is not the protagonist of the story, but a firm pillar in the novel, upon whose shoulders rests the arch of the plot. He is shown as the ruler as he was and so are those aides who were close to him.
However, interestingly, Jodha, his most important wife is shown in the story as an apparition that gains prominence and form, whenever she is in King Akbar’s heart and in his imagination. For a period of time in the book—as another woman, with exquisite beauty, gains affection in Akbar’s heart, Jodha’s presence in his vicinity begins to fade. Jodha, who was once envied by every other queen of Akbar, shrivels into nothingness. This fascinating creative rendering of the life of Jodha-Akbar is a transformation of history into fiction, with subtlety and a mystical touch, alongside other enchanting connected stories.
Akbar’s presence and his importance are portrayed in many ways throughout the book. His foibles too, come to fore, in this artistic depiction. However, the main characters in the story are not truly associated with history—as moves the plot, they too move into uncharted territories and along with threads from India’s elaborate and ornate history, build something remarkably fictive and creative. The emperor's ancestry and stories evolving from them also become part of the novel’s storyline and hasten its progress.
What was once a charming rendition of the original story of Akbar—his rule and also his beautiful wife Jodha—become a coming-together of creative imagination coupled with portions of past events, which cause in the reader a sense of familiarity; and builds a position from where to understand and feel familiar about the other unfamiliar, strange and distinct story-lines and characters.
When fiction and history meet
These two novels are evidence of how any work of fiction can be inspired by the history of any country. Fiction and history combine together to not only create artistic facts, but also allow authors to inquire, perceive and articulate; whereas, readers find passages into the past. Creative writers continue to carve through literature, works of art, which completely or partially construe what once was part of the foundations of our civilizations and cultural progression.
Author Website: www.trishabhattacharya.com
Kurdistan and self-determination: How the "other" Kurds are fighting for a democratic revolution
Yvo Fitzherbert
Since Islamic State (Isis) started its offensive against the people of Kobane six weeks ago, much has been made of a helpless people trying desperately to fend off the advances of the Islamic fundamentalists.
But there is more at stake than a beleaguered people being routinely battered. Until then, Kobane had been one of the few good stories to come out of Syria. A unique experiment in democracy had been taking shape, which had its roots in the prison revisions of Abdullah Öcalan.
Öcalan, the founder and undisputed leader of the PKK (Kurdish Workers’ Party), was arrested in 1999 and subsequently transferred to Imralı prison on a life sentence. For 15 years, since it started its armed struggle against the Turkish government in 1984, the PKK had been demanding independence for the Kurdish people. The 1990s were a bloody decade, and the PKK had a long way to go in order to reach the independence it craved.
In Imralı, where Öcalan was placed in solitary confinement in a 15 sq ft cell, he had time to read, think and disseminate his thoughts. While there, he changed the PKK's central demand from one of full independence to a federal model that would give the Kurds democratic autonomy and power to administer their provinces within Turkey. He was heavily influenced by the ideas of Murray Bookchin, the American eco-anarchist who developed the idea of libertarian municipalism.
Öcalan was increasingly conscious of the shortcomings of nationalism, and began to develop his democratic ideas.
Probably partly influenced by the Kurds' unique position of being divided across four nation states (Turkey, Iraq, Syria and Iran), he began to critique the concept of nationhood, arguing that true freedom could never be obtained by such means. Instead, he argued, liberation came through democratic autonomy, whereby power would lie in the municipal locality. This central thesis of his, which he called democratic confederalism, now rejects nationhood as a tool to obtain freedom, which has led to criticism from Kurdish nationalists who aspire to have their own Kurdish nation.
Then, two years ago in 2012, there was a chance to put this form of localised, autonomous democracy into practice. Assad had vacated much of northern Syria, leaving a power vacuum that was quickly filled by the Kurdish party PYD and others. Democratic confederalism was introduced in Rojava, which includes the three cantons of Jazere, Kobane and Afrid, and to many Kurds, this area became a haven of democracy and freedom.
At last, the Kurds were governing themselves, in charge of their own destiny and Öcalan’s ideas were being put into practice. The autonomy he had craved was being allowed to flourish.
“This is what he wants to introduce throughout Bakur Kurdistan (North Kurdistan, referring to Turkish Kurdistan), so it’s very important that we defend these principles”, a Kurd from the Hakkari province tells me.
A model for the world
When it became clear that the situation in Kobane was critical, with news of Isis' offensive against the Kurdish autonomous canton of Kobane in mid-September, it sparked shock waves throughout Kurdistan. For over two years, Turkish Kurds had proudly been boasting about their democratic autonomy in Rojava.
“It’s not like the democracy here or in Europe. There, people are active in making decisions as a community. It is a model of democracy for the whole world.”
Peoples’ assemblies and communalist models thrived. In Haseke, a city in the Jazere canton, communes act as the centre of society in each neighbourhood and people in the communities have “the final decision-making responsibilities.”
However, ever since the siege of Kobane began, the democratic structures that have been built in Kobane have been under threat. The spokesman for Kobane canton, and co-deputy foreign minister Idriss Nassan, said that whereas before “we discussed democracy and how to make it equal for men and women, now we can only think about the attacks and how to defend the city”.
In Suruç, about 10 km north of Kobane inside Turkey, thousands of Kurds have flocked to the border from practically every city of Turkish Kurdistan to show their solidarity. The village of Mehser has become a snapshot of Kurdistan, where Kurds who want to show their support have come to watch the developments. From the numerous discussions I’ve had, it is clear that Kobane holds so much importance because of its links to Öcalan and his vision for Kurdistan as a whole. For this reason, they see it as their fight and it is vitally important that Kobane does not fall.
“For me, Kobane represents our Kurdistan, the Kurdistan of true democratic principles. It is a fight for the future of democracy, not just in the Middle East, but the whole world”, Muhammad Şerif explains to me. Şerif is originally from Diyarbakır but has been staying in Mehser for the last month. His son joined the YPG (Syrian Kurdish militia) one month ago, he proudly tells me, and ever since then he has been here to show his support.
Serif's reference to “our” Kurdistan is a direct stab at the other Kurdistan, Iraqi Kurdistan, which to many pro-PKK Kurds represents the feudal tribalism of early Kurdish cultures that the PKK has actively rallied against. While Iraqi Kurds have been relatively free ever since the US placed a no-fly zone on Sadaam’s regime in the early 1990s, the corruption and burgeoning capitalism there makes it unappealing to the PKK and its allies, namely the Rojava administration.
Barzani’s long aspiration for full independence, coupled with its neo-liberal economic model, embodies the very concept of nationalism and “capitalist hegemony” that Öcalan and Rojava are resisting.
Şerif continues: “What we actually want is to erase all the borders in the entire world. We want a world without borders; why can’t a British person have a house and call Kurdistan his home? How is it that a Kurd from Kobane comes from a different country to me? We speak the same language, have the same culture, we are the same people.”
This idea of Kurds showing the world a fight beyond borders is something Öcalan argues in his book, Democratic Confederalism, where he says that nation states, with their fixed borders, would "replace the old chains with new ones, enhancing repression."
There is a certain pragmatism in Öcalan’s thinking, as he knew the Kurds, divided across different nation states, were in a unique position to challenge such borders.
“This border is totally artificial. People from Kobane are our cousins”, a Mehser villager tells me as we overlook the Murşitpınar border, which separates Kobane from Turkey. “During the Ramadan feast, we have always shared our iftar (breaking of the fast) here with people from Suruç and Kobane.”
And indeed, the artificiality of this border has been challenged by Kurds. Ever since the siege of Kobane started, Kurds on both sides of the border have attempted to break it down. Kurds fleeing from Kobane have entered Turkey, while Turkish Kurds have continuously been crossing into Kobane through illegal routes.
“It is our way of showing Turkey and the world that we don’t accept such artificial borders”, a volunteer at the local DBP party (the pro-Kurdish Democratic Regions Party) in Suruç tells me. “Simply having so many Kurds from all over Bakur coming in solidarity shows how we Kurds don’t recognise such a border.”
What Turkey fears
From the earliest days of the Rojava administration, Turkey’s relationship with the PYD (its political wing) has been frosty. Erdoğan and his government have continuously asserted that, in their eyes, both the PYD and YPG are terrorist organisations, equating them to the PKK. So much so, that when some civilians fled Kobane, they were arrested and held in a sports complex on the outskirts of Suruç. Although they have now been freed, partly due to the publicity of the prisoners’ hunger strike and Amnesty International’s public statement, it shows how much Turkey fears and distrusts the PYD.
When I ask Idriss Nassan, the Kobane spokesman, why these specific people had been arrested, he says: “The Turkish government thought these people were the last group of civilians to leave Kobane, so wrongly presumed that they must be the most important leaders of the PYD.”
In the peace process, Öcalan's demands for federalism are vindicated in Rojava. It represents to Öcalan and other Kurds an example of his vision, a pilot democratic project to be put into place throughout Turkey if his demands are met in the peace resolution. While much has been written on the porous Turkey-Syria border and how that has aided Isis, little attention has been given to the Turkish state’s embargo and the tight border controls on Rojava since the revolution began.
Erdoğan’s government has been continuously watching Rojava nervously, aware that it is a source of inspiration for many Kurds. For this reason, it is in Turkey’s interests for Kobane to fall. A defeated Kobane would be a defeat for Öcalan’s Kurdistan, for Kurdish democratic autonomy. Whereas a victorious Kobane would be a rallying call for a future Kurdistan.
The peshmerga are coming
Since the start of the siege in mid-September, Turkey has continued to veto any form of weapons being sent to the YPG/J (People's/Women's Protection Units) in Kobane. PYD’s demand for a humanitarian corridor, whereby guerrillas and arms could be sent through Turkey, was dismissed immediately. What Turkey has called for is a buffer zone, whereby Turkey would essentially invade northern Syria (which, according to their proposal, would include all three of the Rojava cantons) for the security of Kurds and Arabs in Syria against Assad’s regime. But this is clearly a ploy to crush the democratic autonomy that the Kurds have carved out for themselves.
Salih Muslim, the leader of the PYD administration, says such a buffer zone would “be considered as a direct invasion to the Rojava administration”.
Turkey is reluctant to supply arms to the YPG/J for the simple reason that the same weapons may be used later against the Turkish state if the peace process breaks down. As a result, Turkey has vetoed handing sophisticated weapons to the guerrillas. This, in itself, raises serious questions about Turkey’s commitment to the peace process: how can Kurds be expected to have confidence in a government that has such a lack of faith in reaching a peaceful solution?
Over the last few weeks, there has been a flurry of meetings between US, Turkish and KRG (Kurdish Regional Government of Iraq) officials in both Ankara and Erbil, the capital of Iraqi Kurdistan. With the international coalition cool to Erdogan’s demand of a buffer zone, but keen to support Kobane without angering Turkey, a solution seems to have been reached.
Turkey has allowed the opening of a corridor for the peshmerga, from Iraqi Kurdistan, on the condition that the heavy weapons are not given to the YPG/J. In a statement, the head of the peshmerga security forces in Iraqi Kurdistan confirmed such suspicions when he said: “We will not be handing heavy weapons to the YPG. They will directly be under the control of the peshmerga.”
Nassan explains how essential heavy weapons are in pushing IS out of Kobane. “How can we push Isis out of Kobane and the surrounding villages with just Kalashnikovs?”
With Kobane under siege, actions are needed. War is about compromise, and the peshmerga and their heavy weapons are a welcome addition for the YPG/J. But unless Barzani (the president of Iraqi Kurdistan) and his peshmerga force break away from their close alliance with Erdoğan, who has made it clear he equates the YPG/J guerrillas with Isis “terrorists”, then these Kurds can never effectively work together.
The need for collaboration is evident, but the fact that Erdoğan has got his way in vetoing heavy weapons being delivered to the forces who have shown the most commitment to fighting Isis on the ground (the highly sought after “boots on the ground”), shows that both Barzani and the US administration are still listening to Ankara’s demands. How can we truly defeat the murderous Isis when we continue to listen and do what Turkey wants?
Teaching humanitarian technologies
adamheid
Education is an ideological enterprise. Students do more than obtain stores of information. Rather, education transforms the ways people think, act, and see the world. The Common Core reifies this intention and makes specific claims regarding the ethical education of our children. And ethics aren’t a part of it.
In the combined 150+ pages of the English and Math Standards, where the goals of this new curriculum are stated, the word “ethics” is never mentioned. “Moral” appears twice and only in the context of determining the central theme of a fictional story. Instead, desired goals focus exclusively on more computational ends: analysis and explanation, which appear 91 and 41 times respectively. While these two latter goals are crucial to a strong education, focusing on these features exclusively lacks a more general understanding of their world.
The overt omission of ethics in the Common Core devalues also hurts the humanities, a field of study historically tied the observation and critique of human behavior, philosophy, and culture. Yet far beyond the direct connection to the humanities, the Common Core standards affects the pedagogical approach to every subject.
Technology, for instance, is describes as a tool according to the rhetoric of the Common Core. Of the 39 times the world “technology” appears, the overwhelming majority are mentioned in the sense of “using technology.” Technology is, according to this language, something teachers and students learn through, not about -- a means to an end. Students are asked to use technology to publish writing and graph functions. Yet nowhere does the Common Core demand students to question, consider, or debate the ethical application of these technologies.
There is some hope, however. The Common Core does assert that in emphasizing results, space is left for individual teachers to develop effective pedagogies. This also means there is space to include a pedagogy of ethics, a teaching-and-learning experience that includes the ethical considerations of a subject alongside the subject itself. This is particularly crucial as Science, Technology, Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) become more central to the national curriculum.
Technical skills, such as those developed in STEM classrooms, are capable of producing powerful artifacts and developing new technologies. It is, for example, engineering schools and its partnerships with industry that the future of our energy production will come from. This also means, however, that engineering schools have a disproportionately large impact on the future of climate change. Clearly, there is a place for ethics among engineering as the students compete for the next big innovation. Yet these ethics are neither promised nor prioritized by the national curriculum.
By contract, the National Curriculum in England does explicitly recognize the ideological undertaking inherent to education. While these two national curricula identify similar ambitions in terms of promoting STEM skills, the National Curriculum in English also “aims to ensure that all pupils . . . are responsible, competent, confident and creative users of information and communication technology.”
Under the new English Curriculum students are asked in the earliest stages of educational programming to develop an understanding of algorithms and logical reasoning required to build basic computer programs. Like the Common Core, the students are asked to use technology; however, this time the language is introduced with a caveat: pupils must use technology “safely and respectfully.” While neither safe nor respect are defined within the document, it does open a critical space to question and reflect on various uses of technology.
In the upper levels of England’s computer programmes of study curriculum (stages 3 & 4), responsibility and security are added to the list of required skills. Accordingly, as a student’s ability to use a computer grows, so too does his or her responsibility to engage with the technology ethically. With the additional of this language around safety and respect both teachers and students can be held accountable to explore the ethical implications of computer and technology skills.
Still, this begs a further question which remains unanswered in either curricula: what uses of technology are ethically appropriate? While the National Curriculum of England asks its pupils to “ recognise inappropriate content,” it does not explain precisely what that means. A thorough scan of the Common Core also uncovers a frightening level of indecision regarding this finer point. For example, the word appropriate appears 76 times in the ELA Standards and makes another 43 appearances throughout the Math Standards. In nearly every case, this ambiguous, bureaucratic safeword replaces what could have been more effectively a meaningful pedagogical claim.
Instead, the Common Core results in verbiage such as, “Use appropriate tools strategically,” and “Proficient students are sufficiently familiar with tools appropriate for their grade or course to make sound decisions about when each of these tools might be helpful, recognizing both the insight to be gained and their limitations.” While the terms “strategically,” “sound,” and “limitations,” do hint towards the possibility of ethical understanding, it does not go far enough.
To designate content as “appropriate” imbues it with a certain level of prestige and power. As written, however, both the American and English national curricula lack a clear definition of what is and what is not appropriate for students to learn. No concrete limits are set on how students should engage with technology going towards. Instead, we are left with an incessant demand to use technology, an idea echoed over and over across both curricula. In doing so, I fear they are missing the point: students need to reflect on technology (past, present, and future). Students should be challenged to define their relationships to these powerful machines and be asked how their engagement with technology affects its many fellow users. Yet desires such as these are wholly unrealized in either national curricula.
Technology won’t save our schools. Sitting pupils in front of computers won’t necessarily benefit their learning. STEM courses alone will not provide a better future. However, a deep and critical analysis of our relationships to technology -- the ethics of use and implementation -- may serve as a much needed dose of reality for a culture set on achieving progress too rapidly.
Pouring cold water on the Ice Bucket Challenge
jonhickman
Over the last few weeks of this summer the UK, along with other countries, was hit by a pandemic that broke out across all of our screens: our phones, computers and our tea time news. A viral infection had taken hold that went on to affect 1 in 6 Britons: the Ice Bucket Challenge.
As the challenge spread it became hard to pin down. What was it for? One minute we were all supposed to be raising awareness of amyotrophic lateral sclerosis (and money for an associated charity, the ALS Association) and the next minute we were raising money for the Motor Neurone Disease Association or Macmillan Cancer.
The news media seemed surprised by every change in direction and reported on every fresh angle that the Ice Bucket Challenge presented them. They lapped up images of increasingly ’extreme’ ice bucket stunts and they spoke out gravely when those same extreme stunts went tragically wrong; they gave coverage to debates around the the ethics of non-ALS/MND charities co-opting the challenge for their own fundraising; they shared every possible image of a game celebrity or an uncomfortable looking authority figure taking part and when there was nothing else to report on they drenched themselves in cold water and reported on that instead.
There is no doubting that in terms of reach and engagement the Ice Bucket Challenge was exceptional but it was not actually very surprising at all. Every twist and turn should have made complete sense because we’ve all seen this sort of thing before, we’ve all seen the evolution over time of Internet memes: of course other charities muscled in and tried to hijack the moment to raise money for themselves; of course people changed and adapted the challenge’s parameters; and of course the news media, on its summer silly season diet, propped all of this up. That’s how this stuff works, this is how the Internet works.
Ice Bucket Challenge as viral marketing
There are two main ways to explain what happened with the ice bucket challenge, and both of them use biological metaphors.
Firstly, it’s been described as a viral campaign. Viral media is easy to understand because the metaphor of the virus is powerful and very apt: in a human community a virus can spread quickly because every person who contracts the virus becomes a vector through which it can spread; every person who contracts a virus can pass on the infection to multiple other people because the virus reproduces inside of them. When a message is both received and then spread by the audience it is amplified (a common Internet marketing word) because the originator only needs to reach a few people (called ‘seeding’) for the message to spread many times: that is what we mean when we say something on the Internet has ‘gone viral’.
Things have always gone viral because people like to share things. The spread from person to person though is optimised by our online tools because they remove a lot of friction from the process. Let’s say that back in the day you saw a funny cartoon in a magazine one weekend. You might have cut it out so that you could take it to the office on Monday. When Monday came you could then photocopy the cartoon and pass it on to a few friends. It was likely though that by the time Monday came around you might have forgotten all about the cartoon, or lost the cutting. There is a lot of friction in this scenario but sometimes a cartoon would get through, and perhaps a grateful recipient might then fax it on to one of their friends and it might slowly spread – it might eventually become, with unverifiable sourcing, part of some television stand up comic’s routine. The web has reduced a lot of that friction because we tend to consume media within devices that allow us to share them: the moment of consumption is directly adjacent to the moment of sharing and so it follows that more stuff is shared. For example in the late 1990s jokes used to go viral around offices and groups of friends because they were sent via email which meant that they were received in an environment where it was easy to share them: with email we read and then we can choose to reply, forward, file, or delete the message – forwarding was the next obvious task if the user had taken the bait. I’d argue that most of this activity now takes place on social media where we read and then have the option to move on, to acknowledge (like, favourite) or to forward (retweet, share) – again, if we take the bait then to share is the next obvious task and there is no friction.
The Ice Bucket Challenge was viral, but in a very particular way which has become increasingly common online. There was not one primary text, one video of a challenge being completed, that was shared thousands of times. Instead there were many videos uploaded and within each one a series of fresh challenges were issued to new people; the generic Ice Bucket Challenge video follows a sequence in which the subject thanks those who nominated them, speaks about their chosen charity and pledges to donate to that charity’s work, they then nominate more people to take the challenge before finally they are subjected to the challenge itself – the drenching from the ice bucket. The videos were normally filmed on smartphones and so they could be online moments after the challenge had been completed. It was normal for the videos to be posted on social media and tagged with the names of those who had been challenged: this ensured that the challenge appeared within the timeline of its targets and, as the video was shared in public, created a social situation in which one would have to respond positively to save face.
So each challenge that was accepted created more challenges and thus it was the idea of the Ice Bucket Challenge that spread quickly, amplified from the original video to become a mass participation event.
The Ice Bucket Challenge as a meme
To unpick this further we need to look at the notion of the Ice Bucket Challenge as an idea: how does an idea, rather than a completed video, spread? And here we have another biological metaphor: the meme.
A meme, according to Richard Dawkins who coined the idea in the 1980s, is ’a unit of cultural transmission’. It’s an idea, yes, but a little bit more than an idea. It’s a code, perhaps, and it contains a message as well as rules about itself, rules by which it can be shared and replicated. And it is for our lived culture what genes are for our living bodies.
Thinking of The Ice Bucket Challenge as a meme is a much more useful way of explaining it than thinking about it as viral media because the meme can be used to help us understand not just the spread but also the changing form of the Challenge as it propogated.
Memes, like genes, can mutate and evolve over time. When 19th Century scientists wanted to understand genetics they chose organisms with short life cycles. This allowed them to witness inheritance and change between generations within a meaningful and practical timescale. The fruit fly of ideas is the Internet meme: rapidly reproducing, weaker strains dying out in moments, stronger ones taking hold, it spreads and evolves before our eyes. So much attention has been given to the Internet meme that for many people memes are a purely online phenomenon: to them “meme” means “Internet meme” – and for many people Internet meme means only what we used to call an 'image macro'.
The Know Your Meme website attempts to provide a definitive account of most popular online memes. It provides a back story for each meme and then shows notable examples over time. Very quickly we see, when looking through entries, how the process of evolution takes place. For example the ‘One Does Not Simply Walk Into Mordor’ meme is shown to have started simply as a quote from The Lord of the Rings: The Fellowship of the Ring to describe a task that is hard to change. When it became taken up within web based communities adaptations were made as it spread:
So it follows that ‘one does not simply connect to Eduroam’ (a reference to the difficulties experienced when using the international education campus wifi system Eduroam) can be understood as the same meme as ‘one does not simply Telent into Mordor’ and ‘one does not simply drive into Mordor’. Whilst each iteration is different, each relies upon one another for meaning; they draw upon the audience’s prior knowledge of the meme to be meaningful and to construct newer meanings. We could say that within each meme there is what social psychologists refer to as a ‘protoconversation’ – a set of rules, ideas and prior knowledge that set a stage within which participants can engage in discourse.
When I look at the Ice Bucket Challenge I see this same evolution over time and a core idea, a set of marks that tie each adaptation back to the meme itself. What were some of the changes that we saw?
Perhaps the most important adaptation of the Ice Bucket Challenge was the introduction of different charities to the meme. Macmillan famously tried to hijack the meme by directly soliciting participants to undertake the challenge for them, but I saw challenges appear on my Facebook that gave to other causes too. Interestingly Water Aid reported that a lot of people completed the challenge on their behalf, simultaneously critiquing the meme whilst (at least partly) enacting it.
One-upmanship is often a feature in the spread of memes, with those who replicate adding embellishments that demonstrate skill or wit or simply compete for more attention. So it should have been of no surprise to see the rise of some more extreme challenges such as those involving tractor buckets, cement mixers, and even helicopters.
The final group of changes are those which do not even use an ice bucket. Albert Tansey - who was medically unable to complete an Ice Bucket Challenge – twisted the meme in every possible way with his video. Using Dylanesque flash cards, Albert ‘speaks’ to camera and explains that he cannot complete the Ice Bucket Challenge because he has a medical condition; he needs a new heart so he issues a ‘challenge’ for us all to join the organ donor register; the video ends with his ‘ice bucket’ pour – which is actually polystyrene balls. Despite this video not conforming to any of the apparent ‘rules’ of the Ice Bucket Challenge it is still staged within that protoconversation: it only makes sense in terms of the meme, and it simultaneously reminds us of it whilst reconstituting it.
The social object of the Ice Bucket Challenge
To understand the limits of the Ice Bucket Challenge, the point at which it stops being an Ice Bucket Challenge and becomes something else, we need to understand its social object – the thing that matters every time we share the meme.
This isn’t about charity, or certainly not a specific one: we can replicate the meme without replicating either the value or the recipient of the donation. This isn’t even about the activity (the ice pour) which can stand to be omitted altogether if needs be. The social object was in the issuing of a challenge, and what mattered was creating a shared social experience.
At the heart of the story of the Ice Bucket Challenge is a very simple truth: people do people things; the challenge wasn’t a story about the Internet but a story about friendships and community. If we understand people we can understand the Ice Bucket Challenge, why it spread and why it changed and we will understand next year’s feel good viral hit of the summer.
Naming the dead: From Peterloo to Gaza
Bernadette Hyland
On 16 August 1819 in Manchester people were killed by the military at a mass meeting called to demand for the vote for working men: it became known as " the Peterloo Massacre". Growing up in Manchester in the 1970s I learnt about it in school. At that time the Council and the school felt it was important that children should know about a local event that had been the first step towards a democratic system in this country.
On 17 August 2014 a group of people called the Peterloo Massacre Memorial Campaign held their annual event outside the Manchester Conference Centre to commemorate Peterloo at which the names of the dead were read out. As in 1819 people from outlying boroughs of Manchester, including Bolton and Middleton, attended the event. Councillor Paul Murphy attended as the official representative of Manchester City Council.
At the same time, and about a five minute walk away in Albert Square, a protest Remember the Children of Gaza took place at which the names of the many children killed in the recent conflict were read out.
I spoke to a number of people who attended the events and it was very clear that there were big differences in why people were attending the events and their understanding of what those events meant. I think these two events raise questions about the role of history in modern day life and its link with current events that we see on television every night.
PMCG has a policy of not allowing banners or any reference to present day political events. Paul Fitzgerald of the campaign said;" "Peterloo challenges us about what we've done with the legacy they passed on to us, and to ask whether or not we've nurtured and deepened the democracy we inherited from their sacrifice." They believe that once the memorial is up in 2019, it will then act as a focus for political activity and discussion on democracy.
But it is not Peterloo nor even the level of cuts that are being made by the City Council that have energised politics in Manchester over the last six months but the conflict in Gaza. This issue brought thousands of people onto the streets of Manchester in demonstrations with many people also taking part in a daily picket of the Kedem shop in the city which, campaigners claim, sells Dead Sea cosmetics "extracted and processed from mud and minerals in ...illegal settlements"
The growing anger of people towards the number of deaths of Palestinians in Gaza has been reflected in the numbers of people who have taken part in the Kedem picket. The local newspaper, the Manchester Evening News, has had regular articles and filled many pages with letters from people who have strong opinions about what is happening in Gaza.
Just as in 1819 at Peterloo, in 2014 the protests around Gaza have also brought up issues about the peoples' right to protest on the streets of Manchester.
Richard Leese, leader of Manchester City Council said; “This council cannot support those who seek to bring this conflict into our city and drive wedges between communities whose home is not the Middle East but is here in Manchester. “We cannot support the use of language that would not have been out of place in 1930s' Germany. “[The council] cannot support Manchester businesses, their staff and their customers being subject to abuse and intimidation as they attempt to go about their ordinary, everyday lives.”
Pia Feig, an activist in the Jews for Justice for Palestinians, who has regularly attended the Kedem Picket feels that the response of Manchester City Council to Peterloo and the Gaza issue reflects the nature of Labour Party politics, both in the city and nationally.
"They are the representatives of big business and have no identification with working people. Their involvement with Peterloo is purely sentimental and in fact their policy towards the Kedem picket is really aping the yeomanry in 1819."
I have asked Manchester City Council and Paul Murphy for a comment but they have not responded.
As the numbers of people who attended the daily pickets of the Kedem shop increased and people were arrested by the police so Manchester City Council put pressure on the Greater Manchester Police to restrict the protest. The police issued a Public Order section 14 notice which gives the power to a senior officer to move protesters and disperse them if there is an imminent threat of violence. Originally this section covered the whole of the city centre of Manchester and related to any protest about the Middle East.
This policing was reflected in the experiences of some people going to the Peterloo event. Chris Chilton is chair of the Bolton Socialist Club and on 17 August, with some Club members, walked the same route as protestors in 1819 took to Peterloo Fields, about 12 miles. He has taken part in several of the Gaza protests .One thing he did notice was on their way through the city centre; "The police stopped us and asked us if we were going to the Gaza protest."
The Bolton Socialist Club have a historical tradition of supporting all kinds of political causes so I asked Chris how he felt about the way in which the Peterloo event is staged. He said; "We were told there were to be no political banners and that it was to be kept historical. I felt this was about keeping in with Manchester City Council and keeping the money for the monument."
Gaynor Lloyd, who attended both events, and is an activist on campaigns around the privatisation of the NHS, believes there are links between the two events;
"Peterloo does raise issues about democracy today. I feel democracy is broken and that for the Left in particular there is little representation within the present system".
She was disturbed by the theatrical nature of the Peterloo event. "I thought it was strange that people clapped after Maxine Peake gave the Sam Bamford speech. I think people should be strongly protesting about the state of our political system today."
Jennifer Reid walked with her group from Middleton, some 10 miles, to the event. She is one of the youngest people, aged 23 years, involved in raising the issue of Peterloo. But she is not happy about the direction of the PMCG. "They are just a group of old men who want to control history and only organise an event once a year." Jennifer's aim is to get to the people, and particularly children, who know nothing about Peterloo and inspire them to get involved with a range of events. Her latest idea is to set up a music group called;* Young Peoples Historical Awareness With Funk and Soul Appreciation Group,* the aim being to organise a very different commemoration of Peterloo in 2015!
Looking around at the participants at the Peterloo event it was noticeable that there were people there who do not usually attend demonstrations. The overall atmosphere was lighthearted, the audience mainly middle aged, well off and white, with lots of people taking photos and it seemed very distant from the events that were being commemorated which it is important to remember included 18 violent deaths and nearly 700 injuries .
At the Gaza protest there were many young people, some representing the Palestinian and Muslim communities, and people who looked much poorer than those at the Peterloo event. There were stalls with information about people being threatened with deportation and selling merchandise to raise money to support the campaign around Gaza. They did not have a representative from Manchester City Council speaking although some Labour councillors did take part.
At the Gaza event as the names of the children who had been killed in Gaza were read out, the silence was only broken by the sounds of people crying. Gaynor Lloyd was so touched by the ceremony that she was spurred into action: "I rang back to the GMex to get people from the Peterloo event to join in. But when I got there everyone had gone."
Michael Herbert, Manchester's leading historian of the city's radical movements and author of "Up Then Brave Women: Manchester's Radical Women 1819-1918” also attended both events. He is very critical of the way that Peterloo is being remembered:
"I think the challenge that the radicals of 1819 posed to the rich and powerful in society ie the politicians, the monarchy, the landowners, the legal system, the church etc has been written out of the story and Peterloo been incorporated into the heritage and tourist industry as a "safe" event. There is no point in remembering Peterloo if you cannot talk about its resonances with the world today. I am now against a memorial, I feel that the best way to remember Peterloo is get involved in a political campaign which challenges power".
These two events together do raise issues about how we remember our past and also who decides how it should be remembered. At a time of increasing anger and a huge lack of belief in the political parties the commemoration of an event such as Peterloo do make us ask these questions.
Peterloo was one event, though not the only one, which shaped the type of democracy in this country, but does the present organising group really represent that in their events? Is it a question of memorialising our past? Of sanitising it at a time when we should be questioning how we have ended up in the present state of our political system? Is a monument in a city centre that is being sold off to developers the right way to do it? And in the future if people want to gather at the monument will they be issued with restraining orders by the city council ?
Towards a new definition of wild
Dan Crockett
During a recent journey on the London underground, I noticed a large moth sweep into the packed tube carriage. The reaction of the commuters was astonishing - they were completely terrified. Grown men cowered as the moth beat its wings, accompanied by muted shrieks and tangible panic. Something about the beauty of the flight under the stark light sat with me all day. Much later, I realised - the moth was the only thing in the carriage that was not man-made. In some ways, it was the only real thing.
There is a disconnect at the very heart of our being that threatens to destroy humanity and everything that we have accomplished. When I lie in bed at night and worry about the future of the world, again and again I return to our individual relationship with nature. This is our foremost challenge, I believe, for we are at a critical stage of evolution.
Part of the disconnect that allows us to accept our circumstances is cultural. The definition of nature (reinforced again and again in a thousand daily cultural stories) is something primitive, suspicious, to be avoided and progressed beyond. To my mind, now is the time to redefine "wild", to help bring nature back into focus for generations to come. There is absolutely no doubt that exposure to the wild is of immense physical, mental and societal value, yet our cultural story regarding nature remains one of superiority. The general sense is that we have evolved beyond nature. I will attempt to debunk this myth and push towards a new definition of wild.
Our removal from nature
John Seed, the legendary Australian environmentalist, perhaps best defines this trait: “The idea that humans are the crown of creation, the source of all value, the measure of all things, is deeply embedded in our culture and consciousness.”
Set against an ill-informed anthropocentric viewpoint, nature loses its value until, eventually, it becomes something from which we are entirely removed. So how did we reach this point?
A British team who are making strong advances in the field of nature connection are Margaret Kerr and David Key (Natural Change), who define the effect of our removal from nature: "Separated from our original natural gestalt, we may sense that something is missing, but project our inner deficit onto the wilderness, and experience it as a vast, frightening emptiness. We try, in vain, to fill the emptiness with mass media, celebrity culture, consumerism, alcohol and drugs. We have become afraid of the fertile darkness.”
Charles Eisenstein further contemplates this paradox: “Our civilisation’s millennia-long thrust to reach ever higher, ever deeper, to forge into new realms, to conquer every frontier. We have reached unimaginable heights indeed, but all around us we see the base of the tower crumbling.”
Perhaps this is because we are simply still hunter-gatherers. Tony Juniper surmised: “The brains which do our thinking, reasoning and decision-making, which bring emotion and awareness, are evolved from the brains of primates that were as much a part of the forests and plains as the grass and trees. Like it or not, we are still embedded in nature, and it seems we still ‘know’ that, even if in our concrete, glass and steel cities this may not be an obvious or front-of-mind fact.”
Our default setting and absolute priorities tend to focus in the short term on protection of immediate family, comfort and socialising. But if we are of nature, and nature is all around us and inside us, I believe it is our responsibility to reach out and embrace nature as part of our lives. Rather than looking at nature from afar, a new definition of the wild needs to embrace this proximity, to pull nature closer to us, particularly inside our cities.
The idea that cities have no room for wildlife is quickly eroding.
Land-planning, architectural design and widespread public education (not just for the privileged) are championing new approaches to integrating the urban landscape with nature. Jennifer Wolch spoke of "enchanting the city", pointing out that the human/animal divide has collapsed. Tony Juniper also saw that "urban green spaces might best be managed to create mosaics of habitat so as to enhance wildlife variety, and thus maximise the psychological benefits for users.”
A new definition of the wild needs to bring it from outside and into the heart of our cities, to be carried around and nurtured by each of us, to be fostered and encouraged back, to be welcomed. As the person who defined Nature Deficit Disorder, Richard Louv described the joy of “witnessing the sensory magic that occurs when young people – even those beyond childhood – are exposed to even the smallest direct experience of a natural setting.”
Yet the romantic idea of nature as being a therapy room for the individual, a single thing to be consumed, needs to be dispelled. If everything is truly connected, as all scientific evidence seems to suggest, our links with everything need to be appreciated and enjoyed by all of society. Rather than standing at the apex of ecology, we need to immerse ourselves within it once more. The next definition of wild therefore is positional - it places us lower, it immerses us so that we can be truly present.
David Abram eloquently put it: “To shut ourselves off from these other voices, to continue by our lifestyles to condemn these other sensibilities to the oblivion of extinction, is to rob our own senses of their integrity, and to rob our minds of their coherence. We are human only in contact, and conviviality, with what is not human.”
Deeply rooted dualism
This is not a new question that vexes and troubles us. The origins of our split from nature have arisen in debate for centuries. Lynn White Jr. in defence of his seminal paper, The Historical Roots of our Ecological Crisis, commented that "man-nature dualism is deep-rooted in us… until it is eradicated not only from our minds but also from our emotions, we shall doubtless be unable to make fundamental changes in our attitudes and actions affecting ecology”.
What is wild therefore has always (at least since forests were cleared to allow sight of sky gods, alluded to in Forests, the shadow of civilization) been seen as different from us, as beyond, as separate. Our openness and receptivity to the non-human slips further and further away with each generation's dwindling exposure to the natural world. And our idea of "wild" becomes ever more separate, more unpalatable, more distasteful. Yet as Rudolf Steiner made clear: "We are really so closely linked to the world that we cannot take a step into nature without falling under the direct influence exercised on us by our intimate relationship with everything."
Our own accomplishments, our stretching "beyond" nature, are considered magnificent. It took Alan Watts to point out the absurdity in the "weirdly abstract and pompous pursuits of men”. Strange cultural rituals, ebbing in and out of fashion, are considered the most fascinating, worthwhile and important undertakings of the age. “Seen thus", Watts said, "neither as something to be condemned nor in its accustomed aspect of serious worth, the self-importance of man dissolves in laughter."
Anthropocentric attitudes, so deeply lodged in our cultural stories, are convenient distractions from a much wider story. Rachel Carson pointed out the real tragedy decades ago in her timeless fashion: "We still talk in terms of conquest. We still haven’t become mature enough to think of ourselves as only a tiny part of a vast and incredible universe. Man’s attitude toward nature is today critically important simply because we have now acquired a fateful power to alter and destroy nature. But man is part of nature and his war against nature is inevitably a war against himself.”
Our definition of wild also defines how we feel. A definition that is exclusive in this way, that makes the wild waste ground, beyond human occupation and interference, also separates us from our home. Our sense of belonging, severed at its absolute root, leaves us with a peculiar kind of luxurious homelessness, a sort of spiritual vacuum into which we pour whatever we can.
Of course, in this context, the fabrication of belief and religion becomes important. Robbed of our connection, we grasp for what we can, attaching ourselves to one or other fictions, bloody and violent though they may be. As Llewellyn Vaughan-Lee (In Spiritual Ecology: The Cry of the Earth) pointed out, we have lost the "connection between our soul and the soul of the world, the knowing that we are all part of one living, spiritual being.” Further still, in one sentence he defines perfectly the "primal anxiety" beneath our lives:
We will all find ourselves more and more caught in the surface fractures of existence, in our addictions and distractions, and less and less in touch with life’s primal joy and underlying unity.
Again, to my mind, a new definition of wild comes back to the individual, to the self. What will be the sum result of our lives? How will our legacy sit? Joanna Macey made clear that our current issues stem from a “dysfunctional and pathological notion of the self. It derives from a mistake about our place in the order of things”. The idea that the self is so small and needy that it needs constant support effectively defines modern people in developed countries - considered the ultimate evolutionary achievement of mankind. These perceptions were well debunked by Gregory Bateson, who said of the self: “When you suppose that it is something enduring which you have to defend and promote, it becomes the foundation of delusion, the motive behind our attachments and aversions.” Meanwhile, as Sandra Ingerman succinctly put it: “We are dreaming the wrong dream.”
Stanley and Loy point out: "By glorifying self-concern as never before, consumerism generates a mental environment of endless competition. It undermines empathy, altruism and cooperation. The dominant institution of our age is no longer religion, government or academia. It is the global business corporation.”
Yet as Satish Kumar so concisely makes clear, "economy is a wholly owned subsidiary of ecology". Each corporation is simply a network of human relationships. As Roszak put it: "We need a nobler economics that is not afraid to discuss spirit and conscience, moral purpose and the meaning of life, an economics that aims to educate and elevate people.” And this aspect, which seems fully underway in all sorts of encouraging developments, could itself lead to a new definition of nature.
You can't eat money
The problem, in my reduced and deliberately naive view, is that there have been radical changes since our existing ideas were forged. The only difficulty in changing them is the inertia of culture and a redundant, tribal mode of thought. Waking up from this, recognising that the life-and-death struggle between man and nature no longer applies, is crucial to redefining the wild. At the bitter end of the day, as the great Mary Midgley said, money is “not actually particularly real; you certainly can’t eat it”.
Thomas Berry spoke of the Great Work, that is: “To carry out a transition from a period of human devastation of Earth to a time when humans would be present to the planet in a mutually beneficial manner.” A new definition of the wild is therefore a bridge, perhaps even an olive branch, that we can use to bring nature back into our hearts.
Cormac Cullinan (Wild Law should be The Law) promoted a new cultural story "about replacing the dream of dominating, controlling and using Earth for the benefit of a few humans, with a world view in which the role of human beings is to celebrate our participation in the awe-inspiring community of life we call Earth.”
Jonathon Bate said: “The work of the poet is to use words with care, precision and love in order to make us see the world more clearly.” To this end, bearing in mind the work of the great thinkers above, the wild must be redefined as the following:
That within and outside us which recalls our true nature, greatest potential and hope.
Someone I met in October
Danielle Batist
After 31 hours of travel, Marvin Dulder (30) was one of the first people I met in Santiago de Chile. We were both there for the 12th Homeless World Cup, though I was merely a reporter while he was one of the street soccer stars. We had a long and deep conversation, some of which he asked me not to write about. He wants to look ahead to a bright future, not back to the painful memories. Still, he feels that sharing part of his story might help others in some way.
Marvin was 15 years old when he moved from the former Dutch colony of Suriname to the Netherlands with his mother and younger sister. From a protected upbringing by strict grandparents, he ended up in the Bijlmer, which at the time was dubbed Holland’s first and only ghetto. “You used to see addicts at the ATMs and there was crime everywhere”, he recalls. “My mum had to work day and night shifts to make ends meet. I said to her: ‘Why did we not stay in Suriname?’ She always answered: ‘Once I save up enough, we will go to a better area.’”
The street had too many temptations for Marvin. He turned to crime and life became a downward spiral. “You get introduced to boys who make money quickly. You steal something from a shop and then you shift your boundaries.”
He was 24 when disaster struck. He was violently attacked on the street because he had stolen ‘from the wrong guys’. In hospital with serious injuries, he realised: this could have ended very differently. He knew he had to make a choice. “I had to get away from that world. I wanted to do something with my life and find a new focus.”
Football became a way to relieve tension. Together with neighbourhood friends he had a kick around in the local school playground. One day, he was spotted by Haile Afeworki, coach of a street soccer team in the southeast of Amsterdam. He started going along for training sessions and joined the team that eventually went on to win the Dutch Street Cup: the national football competition for people in social welfare programmes. They qualified for the Homeless World Cup to represent Holland in Chile, one year before the tournament will take place in their home city of Amsterdam.
Afeworki became someone who brought respect for honesty, rules and authority back into the boys’ lives. Marvin has nothing but good words to say about his coach: “We are from the Bijlmer and so is Haile. He knows what it’s like there. When we swear or shout to each other, he understands where we are coming from and how we mean it. He is one of us and he believes in us."
Looking back on his life before street football, Marvin says: “Our world was small. You bought clothes, phones, scooters just to belong, but you still never left the Bijlmer. The Dutch Street Cup gave me the chance to play in all corners of the Netherlands, which was already quite awesome. And now I am here in Chile. We see teams that are much worse off than us and we also see how people here live. It changes your perception. It makes you think: what I’ve got is not so bad after all.”
Once he is back from Chile, Marvin wants to build on his dream career. He initially started business studies, but his heart was elsewhere. He then did a youth work course, where he learned to utilise his passion for sport for greater goals. For a year and a half he worked with an organisation in the Bijlmer, teaching kids sports clinics during school breaks.
“I loved working with these kids”, he recalls. “Sadly there was no budget to continue so I became unemployed and did some random jobs. I’d love to go back into youth work. I see too many kids grow up without a dad, without school, without a job. I want to help them.”
In his own family Marvin tries to be role model too. “My parents got back together in the Netherlands after their divorce. Together with my grandparents they have always supported me. Some boys blame their bad behaviour on their home situation. I would never do that. I was brought up well but I myself made the wrong choices. Now, I am older and wiser. When I see that my cousins don’t want to go to school or do the wrong things, I try to help them. ‘Don’t make the mistakes I made’, I tell them. I am lucky I am still here. But things could have been very different.”
Two years ago, Marvin moved in with his girlfriend whom he has been with for ten years. His attitude towards material things has changed. “When I look back, I think: I had cash, but I didn’t appreciate it. Now, I treat it very differently. I travel with my girlfriend and try to see more of the world.”
Marvin hopes to start his Bachelor degree course next year as a mature student. Meanwhile, he takes any casual work he can get, even if he is actually overqualified for the job. “Sometimes I get frustrated when I am in a warehouse. I think to myself: I know better than the manager how to run this place. But I know it is temporary. I will have to climb my own way to the top.”
Scoring life goals at the Homeless World Cup
Danielle Batist
“Señor, señorita! Picture!” On the streets of Santiago the players in their bright coloured jerseys are constantly in the spotlight. Young and old want their photo taken with the stars around the pitch, right behind the Chilean presidential palace. The supporters cheer on the teams as if this is the actual world championship, but these players are not used to being applauded: this is the Homeless World Cup.
More than 50 men's and women's teams from 42 countries take part in the week-long event. A brainchild of social entrepreneurs Mel Young and Harald Schmied, the competition was first held in Austria in 2003. Scotsman Young and Austrian Schmied were both street paper editors who figured that it would be nice if their homeless street paper sellers could meet each other. They were looking for a common language in which their vendors from different countries could interact and realised that one already existed: football. A street soccer pitch was erected on a central square of Schmied’s home town of Graz and 18 nations took part. The Homeless World Cup was born.
Twelve years on, the tournament has grown into a global football festival. With more than 500 players and some 100 volunteers, it descends on a different city every year. To aid the goal of reaching as many people as possible, iconic locations are picked. Previous tournament venues include Brazil’s famous Copacabana Beach in Rio de Janeiro, an arena right beside Edinburgh Castle in Scotland and the park next to the Eiffel Tower in Paris. This year, the appropriately named Plaza de la Ciudadania (Citizenship Square) offered the stage for participants to demonstrate their skills.
Players are no longer all street paper sellers. The Homeless World Cup Foundation now functions as an umbrella body for national partner organisations who run local street soccer leagues involving many more players year round. The Homeless World Cup rules state that players can only take part in the tournament once. They must have been homeless in the past year, have been an asylum seeker, or have been through drugs and alcohol rehabilitation and have been homeless in the past two years.
Given the wide range of countries, the challenges for each team are different. There is no global definition of homelessness, but the organisation says the rules must apply "according to the national definition" in each country. In India, players come from some of the poorest slums. In richer countries like the Netherlands, the government makes a distinction between "actual homeless" and "residential homeless", the latter referring to people who are registered with social care institutions such as rehabilitation centres or assisted living programmes.
Although their socioeconomic status differs vastly, many of the issues players face are the same. Unemployment, drug and alcohol addiction, debt, mental health issues, the criminal justice system and family or relationship break-ups are often cited as elements that pushed them down a path of homelessness. One of the Homeless World Cup goals is tackling is the loneliness and exclusion experienced by participants. Inclusion in a team gives players a real sense of belonging and being not just wanted, but needed.
Through the common denominator of football, spectators are led to challenge their preconceptions of homelessness.
It remains a challenge to measure street football’s overall impact on peoples' lives. Research into homelessness is notoriously tough. Expensive longitudinal studies are needed to draw conclusive results. Arranging follow-ups with people experiencing homelessness is challenging as their circumstances tend to change quickly and often. On top of that, the people who experience problems and are not doing well tend to be less likely to respond to a survey than people who have a success story to report.
The Homeless World Cup Foundation itself has issued surveys six months after the event, which consistently show that more than 90% of players have found new motivation for life. Various independent researchers, including in Australia, have conducted small-scale studies. They show that between half and three-quarters of players improve their life in tangible ways: by finding steady housing, gaining full-time employment or enrolling in full-time study. More than half of those with drug or alcohol problems manage to address them.
For recurrent visitors to the event there is another kind of evidence, which presents itself more powerfully than simply anecdotally. Almost since the beginning of the tournament, players have returned as coaches or trainers in subsequent years. David Duke is CEO of Street Soccer Scotland, a nationwide social enterprise with more than 20 paid staff and Alex Ferguson as its ambassador. Duke holds an Honorary Doctorate from Queen Margaret University and is a regular speaker at high profile football events, including the Euro 2008 Sport and Development Forum and the Doha Goals Forum. Ten years ago, the same David Duke was a player in the second Homeless World Cup after experiencing homelessness in his native Glasgow. Once he returned as a coach and manager, he led Scotland to win the tournament not once, but twice.
Welshman Dai John was a player in Milan in 2009 and has worked as volunteer and then as staff member for Street Football Wales ever since. He attended the tournaments in Poland and Chile as coach of the Welsh women’s team. Last year, he was accompanied by his former teammate Terry Fitzpatrick, who was assistant coach of the men’s team. This year, Beth Clayton joined him as a peer support worker. The 19-year-old was a player last year after having lived in a homeless hostel for 18 months to get away from her abusive step-dad. Making her first-ever flight abroad last year, she now accompanied the new girls all the way to South America.
Like Dai, Greek Giannis Kotsos (see link: he is the fifth player in the picture) also played in Milan, following a long battle with drug addiction. Because of a lack of jobs in recession-struck Greece, he later became a street paper vendor with Shedia, the NGO that also runs the street soccer programme. He was able to afford a home and continued to volunteer as a trainer with the football programme. This year, he was promoted to lead a new Greek team to Santiago.
When I picked up the ID badges for the team, I had to look at mine twice. It really did say "coach" behind my name.
This year, the first former player returned to the tournament as a referee. Camilo Gonzalez was the rising star of the 2010 Homeless World Cup in Brazil. Having run away from home aged just 14 to pursue a junior signing at a professional football club, he found himself 500 kilometres away from his family who deemed him too young to give up school. Following Rio, where he was crowned Best Player of the Tournament, he was signed for Magallanes, a Santiago-based club. His family finally were proud of him, but it was not to last.
Twelve months in, an excruciating knee injury abruptly ended the only career Camilo had ever known and planned for. “I was devastated”, he says with eyes that still give away the mental pain. “I had to rethink my future. After Rio, I really wanted to give back. When I could not be a player any more, I decided to become a referee. That way, I am still involved in the game and I hope to be able to inspire other players who are in the same position I was once in.”
Spontaneous scenes
Around the pitches and the players accommodation and canteen, spontaneous scenes keep even non-football fans and accidental passers-by engaged in the action. Language barriers are bridged by pointing, enacting, or simply kicking a ball around. On the pitch, Fair Play is an official rule. Players shake hands before and after every game as well as after making a foul.
Many teams do a little extra to keeps spirits up. Some bring souvenir gifts from their home countries, others practise some words in their opponents’ language to wish them luck. The men of this year’s winners, Chile, created a guard of honour for their opponents, including Greece, whom they beat 12-0. When the Welsh women lost 10-1 to Brazil, they applauded the dominant team off. At the end of every game, teams join together (and often mix up the line) to salute the supporters.
And then there is the music. Each team gets to pick their favourite song to be played right before their game. Players dance jointly to the tunes, from South Korea’s Gangnam Style (proudly executed by the men from Scotland) to Indian Bollywood moves copied by various Eastern European players, smiling widely.
The Irish team got their own special musical serenade. The owner of one of Santiago’s Irish pubs had read in the Irish Football Association newsletter that the Homeless World Cup team was in town. He hastened down to the pitch and invited the entire team over for an evening of Irish music played by a Chilean band, and a meet and greet with the Irish expats who would form their fan club away from home. The free bar consisted of soft drinks for all the players, though, as the tournament has an alcohol ban for players to respect those with addiction problems.
To the light
The story of the Homeless World Cup has global appeal because it combines the world’s most-loved sport with a social intervention that manages to involve some of the hardest to reach groups. It even has attracted the attention of a team of Hollywood filmmakers, who paid a research visit to the site this year. But however useful a big-screen movie might be in terms of exposure for the Homeless World Cup and its foundation, the players’ real life stories are so powerful that no dramatic plot changes or special effects are needed.
“You are showing the world how we as human beings should behave”, Mel Young said to this year’s players in his annual speech. “The world today for many, many people is not a good place. We have created a cruel world where many people are excluded. This is not sustainable. Too many people live frightened lives trying to scratch a living in the dark. We have to move these people to the light.”
In the spotlights of the Santiago pitches, that is exactly what happens to the 500 lucky street footballers who made it in to their national street soccer team. “People told me: stop playing, football won’t get you anywhere. And look where I am now.” Dominicus Hangara (20) looks around the pitches and smiles. Last year, on the streets of the Namibian capital of Windhoek, he would not have believed it himself.
The Southern African footballer grew up in a small place in the townships as the second youngest of eight boys. His dad left when Dominicus was ten and his mother took to selling clothes on the streets to try and provide for the family. She left the house at 8am and did not get back until 7pm, leaving the boys to look after themselves.
“Saturdays were the only days my mother was home and we’d all literally fight for her attention”, he recalls with a wry smile. “During the rest of the week my older brothers were supposed to look after us, but three of them are alcoholics. They drank all day, I don’t even know where they got the money from. They used to bully us a lot and the place was too crowded with all of us there.”
As soon as Dominicus turned 16, he started to run away from home. Initially he would leave for a few days but he ended up being gone for weeks at a time. “I just had to get some air”, he explains. He stayed with friends for some weeks and ended up on the streets. With cheap alcohol and drugs rife, it was not long before he started using both.
Like many other street children, he discovered the highly addictive drug crystal meth. By 18, he was using so much that he overdosed. In hospital, he woke up to find his mother crying by his bedside. When she heard about the Namibian street soccer programme, which focuses on street children and boys with addiction problems, she made sure he went down.
“In the beginning, she would ring the coach before the training to tell him to come and pick me up”, he recalls. “She knew I would eventually find back the love of football I had as a child. Thankfully, she was right.”
(*Disclaimer: I have covered street soccer since 2006 and reported from the Homeless World Cup since 2007. I have also been the Editor of the International Network of Street Papers which, together with the Homeless World Cup, can use some of my work for free. All content remains editorially independent.)
"I'm totally allowed to sit here" and other dog lies: a housesitter's guide to Oxford
Danny Smith
Called as a last-minute dog-sitting replacement to the city of the dreaming spires, Danny Smith looks for his place in the town of gown and tourists, fighting a class war that's largely in his head.
When I arrive in Oxford it feels full, it’s freshers' week but still warm for early autumn. The weather is no problem for the middle-aged couples carefully layered in all-weather hiking gear, mid-range digital cameras slung around their necks. I lurch from the coach station and my bag bounces off a few of these tourists, drawing worried frowns from the women and smiles from underneath the caps of the men. I stumble through a family taking a photo, proud parents, embarrassed daughter and bored sibling, I mumble an apology and collapse into a doorway. My reflection reminds me that my piercings, tattoos and blue hair make me look a little like a Fraggle with a meth habit - a look that back home blends into the carnival of cultures and parade of the strange so much, it barely warrants a second glance.
I have a few hours to kill before I get to Jon's house. I need a drink and I suppose I should eat, too. Saying a prayer to the gods of silicon and spark, I check my beat-up old phone for recommendations and catch reference to a pub that was the place, it's rumoured, where Bill Clinton did not inhale. It's also where one-time Australian prime minister Bob Hawke set the world record for drinking a yard of ale. I set off.
The Turf Tavern is difficult to find. Following the instructions on my phone, I pass the Sheldonian Theatre onto a nondescript street. To the left is the side of a building made with large sandstone bricks, to the right are small houses with wooden doors. I get to where the pub is marked on the map and it's just a patch of wall behind a fence. CS Lewis studied and lived in Oxford and drew inspiration from its streets and landmarks, but I'll be very annoyed if I have to crawl through someone’s bedroom furniture to get to a pub.
I head to an entrance of what appears to be a hotel. A sign points to an alley, which in turn leads to a beer garden. This is old England – where buildings have grown in the gaps of others, like moss, and cities spread like viruses rather than get "planned" in any real way.
After ordering food I look around. There’s a table of Americans that don’t quite have their head around the difference between pounds and euros yet, and a group of German students that think I can't see them looking over at me and talking loudly. The word for "blue" in German is sometimes used as slang for "drunk" so I give them the benefit of the doubt when I hear it a few times. I'm a little paranoid, a symptom of how out of place I feel. Normally every town or city has its fair share of freaks, university towns especially, but so far, none of my tribe has been present.
I've drunk two pints before I notice I've stopped using my phone's clock and been going by the church bells.
Mess of favours
I’m here in Oxford to dog-sit for my best friend. We met on the fringes of Birmingham’s 'creative' scene: both from working class backgrounds made middle by our degrees, but sensitive enough to never feel comfortable in either. We started a magazine together, travelled around the edges of the country on a dumb fool adventure looking at piers and, when he found love, I gave a speech at his wedding. Like all best friends, the mess of favours and secrets is so complicated and nuanced at this point we have both given up keeping track. So when he asked me to dog-sit for a week, I agreed.
My charges are a black cat called Fritz and a Welsh collie called Poppy. Poppy is greying a little with age and a little smaller than her heavy coat would have you believe. I've met her a few times before and we tend to get on, and not just because it felt as important to Jon that I get on with the dog as it was that I get on with his wife, Libby. Poppy was the ring-bearer at their wedding, a situation made awkward because she kept getting up during the ceremony and coming over to say hello to me. So I know the dog. Plus I'm cheap.
Jon’s instructions
Poppy: We feed her the raw food, which needs to be defrosted first, but kept in the fridge when opened. She has about 1/3 of a pack each meal (twice a day) - it has to be mushed up. If she's hungry, feed her more; she's not greedy. She's really good at being off the lead, but safer to keep her on the lead on roads.
She is scared of: loud noises, rugby, lawn bowls, groups of kids, the vacuum, anything really. Danger sign is if her tail goes between her legs and starts to trot off; she'll try to run all the way home.
Barks at the door if it's knocked or there is anything posted through, only way to really stop her is to distract her. One way is to get her to fetch letters; she knows the word letter and will give it to you. We usually pretend to read it to her, saying it's a message from another dog.
Make sure her water is always topped up, she sometimes forgets to drink. She's not great at remembering she can use the cat flap; "go through" is good at reminding her. She should go out into the garden for a wee before bed: she'll tell you when it's bedtime.
Tell her to stop licking, but a frantic licking of your hand usually means she wants something (water, a wee, some fuss). She will attempt to get upstairs onto the bed if the door is open and will always get on the sofas if they aren't covered. If you go out at night, leave a light on for her.
The worst punishment in the WORLD is a bath. “Do you want a bath?” will stop her doing anything naughty.
Fritz: Likes to be fed at 6am and 5pm, we try to make it when we get up and about 6pm. A feed is one pouch of food, we usually do it in two halves, to eke it out a bit. He doesn't really like dried food but we give him it as he will eat it if hungry. You can leave some out. He doesn't drink much water.
That night, Poppy climbs into bed with me. The house being strange and empty, I don’t object. As I sleep, she keeps pushing her back against my legs like she wants to know I'm still there.
I wake up because the cat is fidgeting on my legs. Poppy has somehow got under the covers with me and I think the cat is trying to wake her up. Fritz must sense I'm awake; immediately he walks up my body, makes eye contact, and meows once, then walks out of the room. This, I come to learn, is his way of telling me I should feed him. I don't think he's even noticed I'm neither Jon nor Libby yet. It’s grating slightly that I'm being trained by a cat, but I get up to feed him. Poppy is so excited at the thought of food she fights the duvet off and hammers down the stairs to wait by her bowl.
After I've fed everyone and checked my email, Poppy starts getting restless, walking around the house, her claws making a clack clack sound on the vinyl floor of the kitchen.
“What’s the matter, Poppy dog?” I ask, a little taken aback at how quickly I have started talking to the animals. Poppy half-howls back. I’ve heard that cats don't meow in the wild, meowing is something they exclusively do when they're around humans. A cat’s attempt to talk to us. Poppy does the same thing, it’s halfway between a howl and a stifled yawn and often accompanied by a stretch of the legs and an arch of the back that looks incredibly like the yoga position "the downward dog". I get the message and fetch her lead.
Jon and Libby don’t live in Oxford, but in a little village called Abingdon - cue Jon, Libby and countless others correcting me that "'it’s a town". If it is a town, to quote the classics, "it’s a one horse town and the horse fucked off a long time ago".
Abingdon-on-Thames to give it its full name, is a "'nice" place. Dodging major redevelopments, like the long-promised roofing of the small shopping centre, but sorting out the traffic flow through the town centre. It's well enough off to keep itself presentable and was a little horrified when a Wetherspoon’s moved in a little under a year ago. On special occasions they throw buns off the roof of the building in the centre of town and the place is riddled with Morris sets. The fact it produced Radiohead, one of the dullest but most experimental and innovative bands of this century, speaks to its safe eccentrism and understated vein of history.
Walking Poppy is a stop/start affair. If you're not paying attention your arm will be jerked as Poppy, showing more strength than her age and frame would suggest, stops dead to sniff and then wee on a patch of pavement. Something she does every four or so yards. Every so often I get a friendly "hello" or "good morning" from somebody walking past in exactly the same way people in my home town do not.
Abingdon is five miles from Oxford city centre and, strangely for somewhere so big, doesn’t have a train station. It's late morning by the time I get on the bus. I marvel at the novelty of a bus driver who, unlike Birmingham drivers, is trusted to give change and isn’t behind two inches of stab-proof perspex, although the warm feelings are soon forgotten when I see how little change I get back. Bus travel, like everything else in Oxford, is expensive. I learned exactly how much on my first trip to the shops to fill the vegetarian house with meat, my diet being largely made up of things that once bled, something me and Poppy both have in common. OK, I spent a little more than I should on bags of pork scratchings that I hid around the house, but I’m getting my money's worth because it’s now two months later and they haven’t mentioned them.
I, and 20 or so pensioners, settle onto the bus. Normally old people are not that bothered by my appearance but I can feel the discomfort of the lady sitting next to me. I take a pinch of snuff and see her staring at the tin.
“Do you want some?” I ask.
“No thank you”, she says. I unwrap a sweet and pop it into my mouth.
“Sweet?” I offer. She pauses for a second, takes it and smiles.
“Thank you.”
I look around; the mood is pleasant, like everybody is going on an adventure.
When I get into Oxford I do what I always do when exploring a new city; I find the the public library. Oxford Central Library is a typical 70s dream of concrete and orange cream, balconies and low chairs, and is replete with a man who smells strongly of piss. It's interesting, as it's the only space I have seen thus far that’s only for locals, everywhere else either a landmark for tourists or a college building for students.
I check out the Modern Art Oxford Gallery a little way away and manage to enter through the gift shop and exit through the café without actually seeing any art, I take another pass and miss the galleries again. Too embarrassed to ask, I leave. At the entrance to the History of Science Museum a severe man with a badge and East European accent is making people wear their rucksacks on their fronts, making the other tourists look odd and pregnant with luggage. I have no real interest in the history of science, but it's hard not to get turned on at an aesthetic level. Bunsen tubes of unusual shape and brass-punk clockwork astroglobes. The Victorian body horror of early surgical equipment, flayed wax maps of nerves next to articulated iron limbs. All pretence of education and enrichment superseded by the instinct to nudge you in the ribs and say "wanna see something cool?"
“It’s weird, isn’t it?”
I'm walking Poppy, following a trail that starts by the house alongside the river Ock. I let her off the lead.
"Great", she says. By now, I of course speak fluent Poppy, "Let's play Stick River".
"OK", I say, "how do you play Stick River?"
"Well, I run in here", she says, "and you throw a stick." I find a stick and throw it. Poppy wades into the river and grabs the stick.
"Bring it back then, come on", I shout. Poppy looks at me and chews the stick into small pieces, all the time holding defiant eye contact. “Oh, so you don't bring it back then?”
“Why would I do that? I eat it, of course.”
“Why?” I ask.
“STICK RIVER, that’s why. Why would you want a wet stick?”
“Fair point”, I concede. “Now what happens?”
“You throw another stick.”
“And exactly how long does this go on for?” I ask with suspicion.
“STICK RIVER!” she shouts, and I throw another stick.
On our way back we walk past a woman and her daughter. The child ignores Poppy but openly stares at me as I pass. From behind I hear her
“Mummy, that man…” Her mum cuts her off saying, “I know honey – it’s weird, isn’t it?'
Poppy is still off her lead, when she just starts running. Seemingly with no trigger, she's running flat out. I shout her name and whistle. She doesn’t look back once. I panic slightly and run after her, trying not to think about the busy main road between here and the house. To my relief I find her further up river, held by the collar by another dog walker. I thank them and they give me a tight-lipped smile as they wipe wet dog off their hand.
“What happened?” I ask Poppy.
“Got scared”, she says, looking meek.
“What of?”
“Dunno, forgot”, she shrugs.
Saint of the middle-class anti-cool
Eager to look at the nightlife, I settle on checking out Jericho, an area a short walk out of Oxford city centre. Originally outside the city walls, it was a place for people to hang out if they arrived too late to be let into Oxford proper. It retains a boho atmosphere with pubs and an indie cinema.
I go into the Jericho Tavern and a giant John Peel mural stares back, apart from which the pub is modern coffee-house bland. It's pretty empty, so for something to do I search online for an connection to the pub — or Oxford in general — of John Peel. I find none, except that he was an early champion of the band Supergrass and the Jericho Tavern was supposedly one of their first gigs. But Peel fits the vibe, if not its history.
John Peel has long since been beatified as the saint of middle class anti-cool; a man who never tried to be any more or less than a well-educated nice bloke who wanted to introduce the world to music he loved.
A woman nearby slyly takes a cameraphone photograph and throbs bright red when the flash goes off. I smile and leave.
Over the road is an old church, deconsecrated and turned into a bar. It's early and empty. I enter through the moss-covered columns and am taken aback by the space inside. Around the bar tight young things wearing black busy themselves while European house fights against the ambience. I buy a drink and wander around looking at the white Jesus peering from the grime-coated stained glass windows.
In town, I go to the White Rabbit, it’s nice in a small way, informal and cosy for a city centre pub. I perch on a table next to a big party playing a drinking game. Personally I try not to play drinking games, having never really understood a situation where drinking is a punishment. They start playing "I Have Never", a game difficult for me to join in with because, in general, I have. This devolves into a conversation about sex acts, with one man explaining the meaning for what I thought were fairly well-known terms.
“So what is a golden shower?” asks one, and they all giggle and squeal when he tells them. I leave before I feel obliged to describe the angry dragon, a Cleveland steamer, or the intricacies of the fabled Houdini.
Walking around the city centre at night you get a glimpse into the old buildings, the parts the tourists can snapshot but never enter. Forgotten lights left on reveal oak-panelled libraries of old books and spiral staircases. Huge portraits of white men in heavy frames, through velvet curtains. A Britain as out of reach for me as for the tourists who fill the city looking for the odd glimpse up the skirt of the establishment: a snatch of immaculately kept lawn, or a long, hard, banqueting table for dinners they'll never attend.
Between two magnets
With a couple of days to go, I'm beginning to feel trapped and bored and the responsibility to be back at the house at prescribed times has me annoyed and antsy. Oxford city centre is too far to just pop home and — unless going for "a nice walk" is on your list of things you like to do every single day — Abingdon holds little to do.
So my body does it what it likes to do whenever I'm uncomfortable or out of sorts – it withholds sleep. I'm still awake at five in the morning and I see the cat come in to wait to be fed. I decide to blow his tiny mind by feeding it an hour early rather than wait to be told to do it. I catch myself in the mirror and laugh at the notion that I'm rebelling against a cat.
Poppy can’t believe her luck, I hear her run down the stairs and a scrabbling, scratching sound that I recognise as Poppy's excited feet try to find purchase on the smooth floor. A little later I hear the post drop through the letterbox. Poppy barks so I try to distract her.
“Go get it", I say to her. She raises her head from where she's lying but doesn’t move. “Poppy, letter, Poppy”, I say. Showing more theatrics than are strictly necessary, she gets up and goes to the front door. Seconds later, she pads back empty-mouthed.
“Nearly, Poppy!” I encourage “Get the letter.” She looks up with faint disdain and disappears again, this time returning with an only slightly chewed letter.
“Well done Poppy! Good girl”, I say genuinely impressed. Remembering Jon's instructions I pretend to read the letter: “Oh it’s from the Good Girl Adjudication Board. It’s a letter of commendation. ‘Dear Poppy T Dog, we are writing this letter to express our delight about what a good girl you are. We had a big meeting and decided you are A VERY GOOD GIRL! Your sincerely, yadda yadda yadda’. Well, that’s nice, isn’t it?” I say and give her some fuss and belly rubs.
She gives me a dog smile and goes to lie down. Minutes later I hear ripping. When I get into the front room, Poppy is attacking another letter from the comfort of her bed. Snatching it out of her mouth I can just about make out "IMPORTANT" in big red letters. Poppy looks at me with that same dog smile.
“You know they're going to take that commendation letter back now, right?”
Walking Poppy has become a problem: every jolt of the arm is a personal attack. Every friendly "good morning" is a sarcastic jibe. I lack sleep and perspective and not even a rousing game of Stick River can pull me from my funk. Again, without warning, Poppy runs off. Again I give chase; luckily she's run towards something equally as scary. I find her down the path, tail and ears down like she's caught between two magnets.
Later, I'm sitting in the house and the cat comes in to the room, meows once and climbs onto my lap. He writhes and fidgets until I start stroking him and he settles into a steady purr. Poppy has taken to sleeping on one of my feet when I'm in the house. I look down and she seems happy enough. I realise that I'm lonely, and it’s a strange feeling.
I've travelled a lot. Across India on a camel, I've surfed with whales off the western Australian coast and floated down the Delaware river on a inner tube. But a week with a dog in suburbia and my mind is rusting closed.
But the small houses are not just a places to sleep, they're home. Nests built with the people they're choosing to be with. I'm the cuckoo. The nest, the routines, are not mine. I don't fit in, not because of my class obsession, or my appearance, but because I don’t fit in anywhere yet, I haven’t chosen a nest. Or, to put it another way, wearing another person's trousers and expecting them to fit is a fool’s errand. No matter how much you love the stupid dog.
Poppy – if Jon is reading this to you, which I expect he is, you are a GOOD GIRL.
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