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Letter from the editors




Sarah Hartley

Welcome to the March issue of Contributoria.

The theme of the issue around a ‘sense of self and sense of place’ emerged during the month as the proposals transformed into fully fledged articles dealing with some complex issues of our time.

Whether you choose to read first the frank look at gender which Allison Declercq wrote about, or the extreme displacement of people Raymond Joseph found talking to the people of BlikkiesdorpIn South Africa , or maybe you’ll be surprised by the plight of the Roma in the liberal democracy of Sweden, the fundamental issues of identity and position are addressed from many viewpoints in the world.

The past month has also been a hive of activity for the Contributoria team. Under the bonnet there’s some big changes which open up new funding pathways for our writers - read about those in detail here.

There’s also some smaller changes which you might have missed including a system of notifications to help writers keep track on the progress and comments on their articles as well as giving writer’s profiles more prominence by including them onto the proposal and articles directly.

Away from the technology, I was very pleased to get the opportunity to meet with a group of our South African writers. Thanks to an invitation from the South African Freelance Association, I was able to talk with members in Cape Town while being simultaneously being broadcast into other locations including Johannesburg and Durban - a first for all of us!

Many questions arose, and, not unexpectedly, the question of points exchange was discussed. Last month’s points rate conversion was steep, we know. The rate does change all the time and can, as they say in those finance ads, go up as well as down.

The rate was adjusted in February based on the high rate of growth we’ve been experiencing over recent months and was clearly a bigger adjustment than previous months. It was maybe too big a change, it’s not an exact science, and the rate was eventually softened towards the end of the month.

For the next month, we hope the new funding opportunities, new technology features and increased pool of members - together with the seemingly endless ingenuity and hard work of our writers - will mean an exciting, collaborative and profitable period, for us all.

Sarah, Dan, Matt.





10 things you weren’t told about schools turning into academies

Ajmeri Walele

Academies are independent schools in England that are directly funded by the government, through the Department for Education.

In recent years, there has been a substantial increase in the number of primary and secondary schools becoming academies, with figures reaching approximately 4,000 (as of November 2014); this is around 21% of all schools in England.

So what exactly is an academy? How does it differ from the schools we went to? And what does it mean to the parent, teacher and pupil?


2. SPONSORED ACADEMY VS. CONVERTER ACADEMY

There are two types of academies. Sponsored academies are schools that have been transformed and given academy status as part of a government intervention strategy to help underachieving schools. These academies have external sponsors, in the form of private companies, charities or universities, who work to establish governing bodies and help to make improvements in the running of the school.

A converter academy is a successful and well-maintained primary or secondary school that has applied to become an academy in order to benefit from the status that the label brings.




2. ACADEMY essentially means private

When a school opens as an academy, it means it is independent from direct control of the local authority. Academies will employ self-governing bodies, and these bodies, along with the head teacher, will make decisions for the academy - including decisions for staff, pupils and sometimes where parents are concerned.




3. the money

Schools get a grant of £25,000 towards conversion costs from the Department for Education. Additionally, some academies can potentially increase their budget by as much as 10%. This is because, in addition to the regular per pupil funding, schools are entitled to money which would have previously been held back by the local authority.

As academies are not under direct control of the local authority, they have freedom over their budgets and are not required to answer for the decisions they make with their funding.

Controlling figures of academies can decide on new pay and conditions for members of their staff. However, longstanding employees can have their national pay and conditions protected by TUPE (Transfer of Undertakings (Protection of Employment) Regulations 2006).

Academies can also individually make decisions on bonuses to include, or not include, in staff pay. With this freedom, academies can either have a lot of extra money on their hands, or be in losses after paying large sums in bonuses.




4. the power to change length of days and terms

With new freedoms, the length of school days and terms is decided by governing bodies that manage the academy. This can mean an increase or decrease in teaching time and can affect parents and staff when planning family holidays.




5. The NATIONAL CURRICULUM

Academies are not required to follow the national curriculum. It is the decision of each individual academy what they choose to teach in their own curriculum, as long as this is broad, balanced and includes subjects in English, mathematics and science.




6. LONGER HOURS FOR STAFF

Decisions can be made to expect staff to work from 7AM until 7PM, to spend two weeks of their summer holidays in school preparing for the new academic year and to work in school on weekends.




7. staff rights affected

Maternity, sick leave and other rights may potentially be changed with corresponding decisions made by governing officials.

Additionally, academies are independent from the national pay and conditions for teachers; this means if an issue of pay arises staff can find themselves unaccompanied by employees from other local schools.

New pay and conditions devised by the academy may not include provisions for Planning, Preparation and Assessment (PPA) time and does not need to cover leadership and management time, which could mean teachers will be expected to work on administrative tasks outside of their working hours for teaching.

All staff, whether of state schools or academies, are required to be members of a union. Whilst some academies will not recognise union rights for staff, most organisations will.




8. parental rights

Academies follow the same admissions code as conventional state schools, but academy trusts (formed by the governing body) become the admissions authority, rather than the local authority. This means, an academy can, like a faith school, set its own criteria for admissions if it is oversubscribed. Additionally, academies with specialisms are allowed to select up to 10% of their pupils on the basis of their ability in a particular subject area.

If parents are unhappy with decisions made by a school, they can complain to the local authority. However, if parents of a child that attends an academy have an issue that they have tried, and failed, to resolve with the academy trust, they must complain to the Secretary of State for Education.

Whilst academies are not allowed to charge fees for pupils who attend, parents may find themselves paying for additional costs if academies decide to change school uniforms, or charge for certain activities and/or use of resources.




9. accountability

Academies, whilst independent, are subject to inspections made my national school regulator, Ofsted. The Department for Education will publish the academies’ exam results and other data, in the same way it has done for conventional schools. Academies are directly accountable to the Secretary of State for Education, unlike other state schools that are accountable to elected local authorities.









10. no going back

A school can apply to become an academy through no formal or legal requirement to consult with parents or staff before doing so. Once the school has opened as an academy, the decision is irreversible.







The gender line wobbles


Do you have a friend who just told you they identify as a trans man? Did your cousin change their Facebook profile to genderqueer? Allison Declercq explains what that means and how you can show support.


Allison Declercq

I’m in a relationship with a woman. I’m a woman myself. But biologically we are different. I have boobs and my partner doesn’t; I have a vagina, she has a penis.

Anatomically I’m a female and she’s a male - according to the books.

Still, I’m mesmerized when she clumsily, hesitantly twirls in a skirt from her limited collection. Or how she attempts to tuck her mass of curly, brown hair out of her face and it immediately springs loose again. I adore the way the jewellery we share glitters across her body and gawk at her marvellous makeup. I gobble down with gusto the exquisite meals she cooks.

Above all, I love that smile - the smile that emerges when she feels absolutely, totally safe.

Today, though, the smile wasn’t there. She told me she was angry. And she was scared. A transwoman known in her social sphere on Tumblr had died.

“She was driven to suicide,” my partner whispered as she clutched my hand in the streets. I squeezed back and dug through my mind for a reassuring reply. There was nothing. What could I say? I don’t know much about the trans community. Do many of us?


She was driven to suicide.



A vast hidden population

The flood of articles following 17-year-old Alcorn’s death in Ohio on 28 December told me that 41% of American people who identify as transgender or genderqueer have attempted suicide sometime in their lives and 48% of British trans people under 26 said they attempted suicide. Those facts are scary. I wanted to learn how to dodge the possibility.

I asked my local British library for books on transgender legislation and history. It spat out books on gay and lesbian activists.

A hopeful flip to the transgender section of a 2010 book called Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Trans and Queer (LGBTQ) Psychology revealed the disheartening words “received little attention within LGBTQ psychology”.

“Estimating numbers of trans people is difficult,” wrote University of Michigan Professor Lynn Conway and University of Hong Kong Professor. Sam Winter in a 2011 report attempting to estimate the global population of trans people.

“For one thing, many trans people try to keep their trans status private; and may not be easily counted. For another, trans people represents a broad spectrum of identity and expression,” added the American transgender activist and professor specialising in sexuality and gender diversity, respectively.

It’s understandable that some trans people want to remain within the confines of society’s adamant binary gender system. In many places it’s a lot safer and they won’t be judged through the lens of their previous lives or transition, as many high-profile trans people find.

Conway experienced the stigmatisation and persecution of transitioning in 1968 when she was fired from IBM for being transsexual. On a website she created to “normalise the issues of gender identity and the processes of gender transition”, Conway wrote that after her transition she restarted her life in what she called “stealth mode” and rose in the company again - this time as a woman.


Many trans people try to keep their trans status private; and may not be easily counted. For another, trans people represents a broad spectrum of identity and expression.



There are also people who don’t transition physically from one binary gender camp to the other. No hormones and no operations. Like my partner, they may not mind their sex, but are more attuned to the opposite gender.

Breaking down the terms

Now, before I lose you in all this trans and genderqueer lingo I’d like to introduce you to a few key words and identities.

When discussing trans and genderqueer identities, know that you are talking about gender identities not sexual orientation. Both are very powerful aspects of identity so sometimes they get mixed up, but you may one day talk to a trans woman, for example, and she could be homosexual, heterosexual, bisexual, pansexual or asexual.

But let’s get back to gender identities. Ready?

First off, if you were labelled a female and identify as a woman - or born a male and identify as a man - you may be called cisgender or cis. The word is not demeaning; it merely derives from the Latin word cis meaning “on this side” and means you identify with the gender label you received at birth. If you are used to identifying your friend as trans, be ready to be called cis. It’s only fair.

Those who don’t identify with their originally assigned gender may identify as transgender. Pay extra attention when this word is mentioned because in some circles the terms transgender and transsexual are the same thing. In others, transsexual refers to a person who lives fulltime as the opposite gender - often with reassignment surgery to correct their sex - while transgender encompasses anyone who dabbles in the opposing gender role.

If someone you meet identifies as a trans man, that individual transitioned/is transitioning from “female” to male. Someone transitioning from “male” to female may introduce herself as a trans woman.

Those who don’t identify with their originally assigned gender, and choose not to identify with the opposite gender, identify themselves as non-binary or genderqueer. They may describe themselves as both a woman and man blended together, or may reject both.

Some people like to adopt indigenous gender identities when they don’t find the aforementioned western labels suitable. Be careful with the north American indigenous term “two-spirit” and other non-western gender identities. These identities are often closely tied to the tribe’s unique culture and every individual, tribe and culture understands the labels differently - as Jorge Rivas, a reporter for Fusion, found when he asked Native Americans about gender identity at a two-spirit powwow.

Some people in the trans and genderqueer community like labels, which ease communication in the community, while others don’t like being shoved into categories. Don’t label others. Ask and then adapt.

The small things are big

Trans and genderqueer people will be faced with a lot of big problems: discrimination in the workplace and healthcare system; higher rates of violence; harassment online; having to prove they are transgender to get their name changed and receive hormones or corrective surgery. You can help them out politically and socially by standing by them, but your daily actions are just as profound.

The first thing you’ll have to adjust when you find out your partner, friend or family member identifies as trans or genderqueer is your perception - then your pronouns.

Changing from she to he or to they can be difficult, especially at the beginning when the person’s adjustments are only beginning. But try hard. Try very, very hard and catch yourself if you make a mistake. For trans and genderqueer people this willingness to adopt their identity is a show of love and respect.

When Leelah Alcorn described the factors that drove her to depression in the suicide letter she posted to Tumblr, she highlighted her parent’s refusal to accept her identity as a trans woman.

Alcorn wrote about how when she first learned what transgender meant at 14 she tried to share this revelation with her Christian mother, but “she reacted extremely negatively, telling me that it was a phase, that I would never truly be a girl, that God doesn’t make mistakes, that I am wrong.”

What followed was isolation from social media and friends, and conversion therapy where Christian therapists repeatedly told her she was selfish and wrong.

Even after Alcorn’s death, her parents refused to accept her identity, burying her as their son Josh. Some of the media also chose to incorrectly identify Alcorn as a boy.


Language is powerful. It reveals your intent and mindset.



Language is powerful. It reveals your intent and mindset. As a result, working with the pronouns can help you adapt your perception. When I first learned my partner wanted to identify as genderqueer, we settled down for a long conversation on what titles and pronouns she prefers.

“Loverman” wouldn’t work anymore. Should we use he/she, her/him, his/hers or they, them, theirs or xe, hx, xs?

We eventually settled on she, her and hers and I started to slowly adapt my other language. She is beautiful, not handsome.

The pronoun introduction

If you decide to attend LGBTQI+ meetings with your loved one you will probably be expected to share your name and preferred pronouns. Usually when it came to my turn I’d start with she, but add that the other pronouns are fine too - probably out of nervousness of being the odd one out of the group.

Don’t do this - unless you really mean it, of course.

I organised a meeting with several trans people in Cambridge to discuss what cis people can do to support trans and genderqueer people. The pronoun introduction popped up in our conversation and grievances bubbled to the surface. They told me that when a cis person does not settle on one pronoun, he or she expresses a disregard for the power of language over identity.

I like to think that for most cis people in this situation the response is an honest, naïve mistake. After all, in this situation we are the privileged ones. A cis person doesn’t know what it’s like to fight for the right to be defined correctly.

Correct it before it happens, though, and you’ll make many people a lot more comfortable.

Validating toilet visits

Another thing you can do to help is travel to the toilets with your trans or genderqueer friend, family or partner. Gender-divided toilets are a massive hurdle for many people.

My partner explained the situation for trans women to me once: “If you go to the men’s bathroom you risk harassment, if you got to the women’s you risk freaking out the other women.”

When you enter the toilets as a group you help legitimise a trans or genderqueer person’s right to be there. You normalise the experience for others and the trans person with you.

Gifts are gendered

This might seem silly, but take a second look at your gift list. Does the gift you were considering for your friend, partner or family still match their gender?

On the evening of Christmas Day my partner and I left her parents’ home to walk off the Christmas dinner. As we strolled she told me how jealous she was of the feminine gifts I’d received (earrings, a necklace, scarf, a purse) while hers leaned toward masculine (a wallet, spices, a book on history).

Your loved one may not change their preference for some objects, but he/she/they may go through a second puberty - and a shopping spree for a more appropriate wardrobe. They’ll love your help!

The same problem arises for holidays like Father’s Day and Mother’s Day. Every situation is different - some trans women or men may still accept their original parental title or they may want to correct it, but at the very least you can help the child make a nice neutral card if you want to help but are unsure.

Tell me more

When you’re new to the trans and genderqueer community it can be intimidating. As with wading into any new culture, there are unspoken rules, etiquette and actions you will not know at the start.

Those who identify as LGBTQ+ can find local groups to meet others and learn more, but as a cis person you may find this approach awkward. After all, trans and genderqueer people enter these groups to share their experiences and you probably won’t be able to relate to much of what they talk about.

This is where organisations like Mermaids come in. In its endeavour to support teens and children with gender identity issues this group organises retreats for families with transgender youth. There are also helplines through various forms of communication.

And remember how it’s hypothesised that most trans and genderqueer people don’t reveal themselves? This is why many people are quietly turning to the internet and media for information.

While the media has been playing a role in raising awareness on trans and genderqueer issues, it’s also infamous for its misrepresentative and sensationalist portrayal of trans and genderqueer people.

Hopefully this will change in the UK. A group called All About Trans is aiming to correct the problem by teaching sensitivity via discussions with reporters and a trans-initiated dialogue with the wider population.

One such dialogue that’s already begun is the trans-focused documentary series My Genderation by two trans filmmakers, Fox Fisher and Lewis Hancox.


My Genderation shows people that trans people are just like anybody else. - trans filmmaker, Lewis Hancox



Fisher and Hancox met three years ago through their participation in the Channel 4 trans-focused series My Transsexual Summer. After the show they decided they wanted to approach the topic again, but with a different focus.

“They [My Transsexual Summer] had promised to tell our stories, but they didn’t really uphold that - they focused on different aspects. My story was my art and they dropped it for more interesting stories.” said Fisher.

“After, I really felt compelled to cut out the middle-man and start telling my story myself - and also other people’s stories.”

The two formed Lucky Tooth Productions in 2013 and began travelling throughout the country collecting stories for their Patchwork series. Now their films are shown to support groups, schools and businesses throughout the country and a few are about to be featured on Channel 4.

“We try to explore not just the trans stuff, but all of the interesting hobbies and everything. It [the series] shows people that trans people are just like anybody else,” said Hancox.

“We’ve gotten messages saying the films have helped families understand [trans people].”

Their videos, and a collection of trans vloggers (video bloggers), are featured on YouTube on the My Genderation page. Other vloggers - like Alex Bertie and Jake Edwards - are an amazing source of inside information on the trans community too. They reveal everyday problems, aspirations, inspirations and contemplations.

You’ll find that they are thinking about what everyone else is thinking about: body image, products, jobs, college and love.

Just remember

In the end, all that matters is that you love the person. Someone close identifying as a trans or genderqueer doesn’t mean you’ll lose that person - unless you react hastily and negatively.

Know too that if you act rashly you may take a person away from a circle of people who love him/her/them unconditionally.

Last night I fell asleep with my arms circled tight around my partner. Her warmth radiated against my fluttering heart as I tried to dispel thoughts of all the danger she may face in this world.

Borrowing from Leelah Alcorn’s last words: I want my partner to be treated like a human, with valid feelings and human rights. I don’t want her to be counted in the number of transgender people who commit suicide this year. I want people to look at the numbers and say, “that’s fucked up” and fix it.

Let’s fix society. Together. Step by step.

Please. I love my partner too much to lose her to this nonsense.





AIDS in Thailand: advances in medicine but not in society


Thai HIV-positive patients have access to medicines without having to pay high medical fees. However, despite such progress, they still face stigma and discrimination.


Ana Salvá

Thailand’s response to AIDS has been widely applauded as one of the world’s greatest success stories. The HIV-infection rate in the country has fallen from 24,000 patients in 2001 to 8,000 in 2012, and more of them are receiving treatment. Thailand’s case is highly significant, as it is one of the first countries in introducing free antiretroviral treatments. While these medicines are unable to cure the disease, they make a crucial difference for the patients, as they allow them to live a much healthier life, thus enhancing their well-being for a longer period of time.

HIV-positive patients enjoy access to these medicines, without having to pay unaffordable medical fees. However, and despite this progress, the eradication of the social stigma still associated with the disease is one of the most important challenges they have to face. People diagnosed with AIDS are still denied the job opportunities they need to return to a normal life. In many cases, they are abandoned by their families and rejected by their immediate environment. On top of that, the disease figures in their medical tests, making difficult for them to take part in the labor market.

According to UNAIDS, there are 440,000 HIV patients in Thailand, from a population of 67 million, and there are many more unregistered carriers of the virus who are afraid of undergoing a test. 

A negative perception of the disease and its patients permeates Thai society and makes much more difficult to eradicate it. Many Thais associate it with commercial sex or the use of injected drugs, illegal activities that are as frown upon in this country as in many others. As a result, many carriers of the disease are afraid of discovering in a test that they carry the virus, and therefore enter late into the healthcare system and their treatment is delayed. The consequences might be extremely dire: when a person infected with HIV is taking medication, the risk of becoming AIDS, the name of the disease, is much lessened.

Government response

Successive Thai governments have organised a series of campaigns aimed at reducing both the HIV prevalence and social stigma in the country. However, those campaigns did not exist only a few decades ago. When AIDS arrived in Thailand in 1984, the policy response was muted. At that time, the prevailing view was that AIDS was an epidemic brought from abroad, which was merely confined to a few individuals belonging to high-risk groups like gay men and injecting drug users. It was believed that it would not spread more widely.

This idea had to be dismissed promptly when, in the lately eighties, a major epidemic engulfed the country. HIV infection among injecting drug users rose from almost nil to 40% in a single year. On top of that, the rising infection levels among sex workers skyrocketed to a 31% at the national level by 1994, spreading subsequently waves of the epidemic in to those sex workers’ male clients, their partners and even their children, as was reported by the World Bank. It was then when the government came to be acutely aware that AIDS was a widespread problem that it could not avoid any longer.

In the early nineties, the Thai Government launched a public information campaign to reduce HIV transmission, and a program to promote universal and consistent condom use in commercial sex. After that, the annual figures of new HIV infections, which had peaked in the early nineties, declined by more than 80 percent.

But those initiatives are long gone and currently most teenagers and young adults may not remember the prevention campaigns that were carried out years ago and may be unaware of the risk entailed by unsafe sexual behaviours. For example, in 2010 it was discovered that, among venue-based sex workers, only 50 percent had undergone a HIV test during the last year, and that the HIV prevention programs only reached 57 percent of them, as was reported during the United Nations General Assembly Special Session in 2012. According to an UNAIDS report released in 2012, only 71 percent of Thais in need of treatment were receiving it.

New challenges

The Thai government is urgently compelled to confront head-on several challenges. “Thailand has a universal health care system fully funded by the government, but getting newer HIV medicines and access to free Hepatitis C drugs is still a problem,” says Shiba Phurallatpam, regional coordinator of the Asia Pacific Network of People Living with HIV/AIDS. It is also noteworthy that HIV and AIDS prevention programs have gone into hibernation. Currently, around 80 percent of the national budget to fight against the virus comes from domestic sources and most of it is spent on treatment rather than prevention, according to HIV charity Avert.

Nevertheless, there have been some advances. Thirty years after the epidemic began, the silence on men who have sex with men was finally broken in 2011 when they were included as one of the key affected populations, along with drug users and sex workers. Although sex between men is not illegal in Thailand since 1956, prostitution is and a condom can be used as a piece of evidence in an accusation. Stigma and discrimination are still prevailing, and it remains the challenge of changing people’s attitudes. This is bound to be a long process, all the more challenging when the virus is widely perceived as closely linked with socially disapproved behaviours.

On the other hand, HIV also affects up to five million migrant workers living in Thailand. Although antiretroviral drugs are available irrespective of nationality, the difficulties that they have to face –like language barriers, exploitative conditions and frequent movements back and forth to their countries of origin–, make much more difficult for them to get access to the information about the AIDS and HIV they need. “This in turn can have negative consequences on their well-being and that of their communities, as well as undermine the realisation of global health goals, including HIV prevention, care and support.” says Andy Bruce, Regional Director of the International Organisation for Migration.

During a conference hosted by UNDESCAP on last January, the lead-up to discuss the Post-2015 Development Agenda, there was a call to the governments to insure that all the people, regardless of their social status, gets access to health services and HIV programs, including HIV education, testing, treatment and support services. It is crucial to ensure that nobody is left behind to put an end to an epidemic that has already claimed thousands of lives.





Reflections upon meeting at a river in Durban


Travels in a green corridor of plenty in a New7Wonders City


Andrea Abbott


Into the valley

Once, it would have been unthinkable in South Africa: a white woman and two black men strolling, companionably, along the banks of a river. Equally preposterous would have been that the woman was not on home turf but had ventured into the no-go zone of a ‘black township.’ Attitudes, though, have softened since those bad old days of separateness. And so no one gawks judgmentally at the three of us as we explore a section of the deeply-incised, evocatively named Valley of a Thousand Hills, a place where pleated hills and forested cliffs edge the important uMngeni River that tumbles over rapids, plunges down precipices, and feeds dams on its 230 km journey from source to sea. Still largely a Zulu domain for much of its length, the uMngeni Valley is practically on my back doorstep but, until recently, I’d only glimpsed its splendour from the safe confines of view sites at the edge.

My companions are Wandile Thembu, a qualified nature guide and Cyprian Ntuli, the leader of a team tasked with clearing invasive alien plants hell-bent on swamping the valley. We share a common goal - to find the elusive African Finfoot, a handsome aquatic bird that’s been spotted on rare occasions within this peaceful area just a short hop from the buzz of a major metropolis. But I’m also on a bigger mission and that’s to experience aspects of that metropolis - my home town Durban - that in December 2014 was named one of the world’s New 7Wonders Cities.




Challenges of urbanization

According to its website, the New7Wonders Cities campaign seeks to ‘encourage debate about how cities should respond to present and future challenges.’ To my mind, that’s a vital discussion in a time of massive urbanization. More than half the world’s population lives in urban areas and the figure is rising. The trend is most marked in developing countries where people set up home in informal settlements often lacking in fundamental facilities like sanitation and potable water. Such dire circumstances must inevitably trigger a host of social and environmental ills.

The burden then is on city planners to devise strategies to ensure that urban development is sustainable. It’s an imperative echoed in one of the criteria for participants in the 7Wonders Cities campaign: Cities with current strengths and/or potential for sustainable growth, in terms of cultural, environmental, economic and tourism potential.




Losing the plot

Durban is a rapidly growing city on the east coast of South Africa. It’s the busiest container port on the continent, and a year-round holiday destination thanks to its balmy climate, sandy beaches, and the warm waters of the Indian Ocean. Not commonly known though is that the city is in the middle of the Maputoland-Pondoland-Albany Hotspot, one of 35 such Biodiversity Hotspots that conservationists have identified in tropical and temperate regions around the world. Home to extraordinarily high numbers of plant and animal species but losing habitat at a shocking rate, biodiversity hotspots are considered ‘the last of nature’s treasuries.’ As one source puts it, ‘the most remarkable places on Earth are also the most threatened.’ Threatened, that is, by the ever-increasing footprint of humans who, but for those treasuries that supply free ecological goods and services like clean air and water, could not survive. You could say we humans have lost the plot.

How to return to the plot is a topic in line with the 7Wonders Cities ethos. It could also be the sub-theme of a bold new venture within the greater Durban region. The Durban Green Corridor (DGC) project is a model of responsible tourism in that it partners with local communities in ways that enhance their living standards while also fostering environmental awareness through education and river clean-up programmes.




Nature-based tourism

DGC was the brainchild of Gary Cullen, Project Manager within the city’s tourism development department. “We have so much green space and important biodiversity here, but urbanisation threatens it all.” Gary realised that Durban’s green river corridors, linked with the Indian Ocean coastline provide an extraordinary environment for outdoor recreation. “I wanted to bring these elements together by promoting nature based tourism as a means for conservation and economic opportunity to benefit less privileged neighbouring communities.”

Today, with the support of the Duzi-uMngeni Conservation Trust (DUCT), an NGO that champions the health of the uMngeni River and whose motto is Healthy Rivers = Healthy People, Gary’s vision is a reality. Four sites alongside the stretch of the river within the municipal boundaries offer adventure, leisure, and cultural activities. The sites are separately located and all are staffed by people from the surrounding communities. Amenities vary depending on the location. For instance, canoeing, cycling, and bird watching are the main activities at the Blue Lagoon estuary where the uMngeni meets the sea within sight of the city skyscrapers.




“Vuku Zenzele”

It is within this context that I am in that valley, searching for the Finfoot with Wandile and Cyprian. Our quest begins at the DGC’s KwaDabeka site. Here, a built environment comprising thousands of low cost houses and informal dwellings seems intent on spreading to the erstwhile waterworks site that the DGC project occupies. It’s early morning, the work day just beginning. The township pulsates. Pedestrians, taxis, buses, dogs, goats, chickens vie for space. So much life; so much pressure on the remaining open space along the river. And in the lushness of that green corridor exists another world: an unspoilt wilderness that, too, pulsates with life. But this is life more delicately in harmony with the nature that sustains it. Constant birdsong forms a musical background in syncopation with the rustlings of terrestrial creatures like the mongooses we glimpse darting into the undergrowth. Swooping past cliffs, great raptors, among them Africa’s most powerful eagle, the African Crowned Eagle, demonstrate flight skills that mankind can never hope to emulate. Apex species, they’re indicators of the ecological health the DGC project aims to conserve.

We meet site manager, Susan Dlamini. “This is a sustainable site,” she says. A gang of energetic toddlers surrounds her, some tugging affectionately at her arms. “It’s about giving back to the community. We run a day-care centre, and a feeding scheme and youth programme for vulnerable and orphaned children.” Perhaps this appears as yet another instance of hand-outs; of the begging bowl scenario so often associated with Africa. Susan pre-empts any such comments. “The eco-tourism aspect of DGC is a great platform but we also emphasise vuku zenzele.” That’s Zulu for ’do it yourself.’ 




An ugly scar

On our way to the walking and biking trails that edge the river, we see vuku zenzele in action: people busily tending vegetable gardens, a fish farm, a pig farm. Hugely disappointing are heaps of garbage that mar the pastoral scene. In parts it resembles a DIY landfill site and is an ugly scar that mocks notions of sustainability and environmental awareness.

Wanton dumping is the scourge of South Africa and many other countries, and is another manifestation of humanity losing the plot. With vast amounts of rubbish entering rivers, the world’s oceans end up bearing the brunt of this uniquely human trait. There are frequent reports, for example, of floating islands of plastic trash that threaten marine life such as pelagic birds and turtles that either ingest or are entangled in the toxic waste.

Environmental agencies are in a constant battle to keep rivers clear of rubbish. DUCT, for instance, has erected a trash boom to catch solid waste in a major tributary of the uMngeni river. But this is fire-fighting at best. Simply put, people must act responsibly. Susan agrees. “My goal for 2015 is to change the dumping mind-set in this community.” She speaks with a gusto that encourages me as we continue up the valley, in search of the shy finfoot.




Finding the finfoot

Our hunt takes us to an area of outstanding natural beauty below the wall of the Inanda Dam that supplies water to thousands of Durbanites, me included. Humble, brightly-coloured dwellings festoon the valley slopes but Nature has drawn a line and all development stops where the land abruptly rises to become vertical walls of rock. I feel somewhat at home here, and indeed I am for my suburb is beyond the escarpment to the south, and within the same river system.

A myriad of birds make a good living here. We see swifts and swallows, darters, ducks and geese, LBJ’s and raptors, several Kingfisher species. I focus on a movement in the reeds on the far side. A red beak… finfoot! We three are jubilant. A pity there’s no champagne.




Place of kidnapping

My next visit is to the most outlying site at iSithumba, a traditional Zulu village alongside a boulder-strewn section of the river. iSithumba means ‘kidnapping.’ My guide, Scebi Zondi points to giant granite rocks looming high over the village. “The first settlers lived up there. Village wars and the disappearance of two herdsmen made the people flee the highlands and settle near the river.”

Today, it’s hard to imagine a time of terror there. Doors stand open, children play in the street, the shebeen (pub)* is in full swing. Locals gossip outside Mr Mgazi’s spaza* store and next door, the spiritual healer, Mr Mchunu prepares for his first patient of the day. Entering the hut of the headman, Mr Shelembe, we observe strict protocol - women sit on the floor to the left of the door; men on stools to the right. It’s to protect the women from intruders, I’m told. The headman represents the Chief and the community defers to him in all cultural matters. At iSithumba, I find a world far removed from my own.




The highest angels on Earth

My last journey into the Valley is to DGC’s eNanda Adventures at Inanda Dam. I arrive to find the jovial manager, Nhlanhla Sibiya and his team making a shade-cloth structure. “We’re endeavouring to build an indigenous plant nursery,” he says. In a portable pool, young children are learning to swim. A group of MTB cyclists returns from a gruelling ride through the hills. Their guide, Gabi Ngcobo discovered a passion for the sport when he was employed to build the trails. Sponsors enabled him to go for training and today, he has high hopes of winning a championship race. Gabi offers to take me to one of the area’s attractions: the Rasta Cave. I’m interested. Except for the associations with Bob Marley and ganja (‘dagga’ in South Africa), Rastafarianism is a mystery to me.

We pick our way down a precipitous cliff path to an expansive ledge high above the uMzinyathi River, another tributary of the uMngeni. As we approach, a man and woman and two toddlers look at us in stony silence. I try to break the ice, remarking on the view. No one responds. And then, from a rock ‘hut’, a white-robed figure emerges. He makes sweeping gestures as if to brush Gabi and me away and berates us for not wearing white. We’re ordered to switch off our phones, remove our shoes, not to take photographs. Swallows wheel above us, their cries bouncing off the walls. “The highest angels on Earth,” the priest says. “They’re destroying the evil you brought.”

We apologise and make our barefooted retreat. Gabi is perplexed. “I’ve never met him. Others have always welcomed us. They’ve never expected us to know Rasta traditions.”




Our heritage

We pause to look once more at the stupendous view. “I never realised what a special place I live in,” Gabi remarks. “And I didn’t care about the natural environment. DGC has changed all that for me.”

Later, his words return to me. I think of the motto of the New 7Wonders Cities campaign: “Our heritage is our future!” My travels in a once out-of-bounds green corridor have exposed me to heritages far removed from my own. But there’s one that’s common to us all: our natural heritage. We are, in a way, all part of the same river system. Without it, we have no future.

www.durbangreencorridor.co.za

www.duct.org.za

The six other finalists in the New 7Wonders Cities campaign are: Beirut, Doha, Havana, Kuala Lumpur, La Paz, and Vigan.

www.new7wonders.com

For more information on Biodiversity Hotspots go to:

http://www.conservation.org/How/Pages/Hotspots.aspx

http://www.cepf.net/ourstories/Features/Pages/The-35-Wonders-of-the-World.aspx







Feminism - it's still important to talk it

Aneira Davies

Feminism: the word itself is a strong, empowering word, evoking images of women rising up and arguing for their rights.

Feminism has garnered a lot of fresh attention in the media in recent years, with the rise of influential feminists such as Laura Bates, who runs website and Twitter account [@EverydaySexism](https://twitter.com/everydaysexism), Rhiannon Lucy Cosslett and Holly Baxter, who run the website The Vagenda, journalist Caitlin Moran, who has written a number of books describing what a feminist should and shouldn’t be, as well as US-based writers such as Lena Dunham, who is flying the flag for feminism through her HBO show, Girls.

Of course, all these writers prove that feminism is still an issue in today’s society and seen as a dirty word to some people, which is why the fight for feminism is still important and still needs to discussed.

Feminism in its most basic form is about women having equal rights to men, which women have been campaigning for for centuries. The suffrage movements of the last century may seem strange to us today, but at the heart of such campaigns were women’s fight to get the same rights as their male counterparts, such as being able to vote.

But a stigma remains attached to the word "feminism", meaning that some women don't refer to themselves as feminists because of the negative connotations and beliefs. Thoughts such as "I can’t be a feminist because I want to be a mother and raise a family" and "feminism means I can’t be feminine" are misleading and, some say, wrong.

London Early Years Organisation (LEYF) is a company run by women, which supports and is also supported by women. Its CEO, June O’Sullivan, describes feminism as equality for women working in and for their organisation in a sector that is largely dominated by females. LEYF particularly advocates the power and equality of women in business and runs an apprenticeship programme to encourage young women to start a career. The organisation also has a unique business model that allows families and women to work and have more flexibility with childcare.

O'Sullivan says she too struggles with the complex and contrasting arguments about the role of modern women, especially when it comes to the issues facing women at work.

Speaking about the annual Margaret Horn lecture the organisation hosts, she says: “Women in the workplace is one area which needs to improve, especially as the majority of working women need to do so.”


As someone who was a keen feminist in the 70s and an avid Spare Rib supporter, I feel really anxious that some of what we demanded has backfired and women are in a worse situation now. - June O’Sullivan



O'Sullivan argues that the press and commentators are partly responsible for the negative portrayal of working mothers and that this needs to change. She says we need to stop blaming working mothers for society’s problem families, and this is what LEYF aims to do.

“Too many women feel guilty about working after they have children,” she continues, “It’s crazy that we make them feel bad because they want and feel a need to use the skills, knowledge and achievements they have worked so hard to get.”

Negative influences on feminism and women’s rights, such as those mentioned above, are still, unfortunately, there and the rise of anti-feminists are prevalent through websites such as womenagainstfeminism.tumblr.com and Twitter, where hashtags such as #feministsareugly, #feminismisawful and #meninisttwitter exist. These are at the extreme end of the scale but sadly do still represent a number of women and men who don’t believe in equality for women, or understand feminism at all.

It is the hope of feminist website Tomorrow’s Girls that this will one day change. Lucy Macdonald, who runs the website with occasional contributions from her friends, said she initially saw feminism as pointless, having studied it at school.

Macdonald says: “From my happy, white, middle-class, all-girls’ school bubble of privilege, it seemed like something unnecessary. I really did think feminists were complaining about nothing.”

After working for a year, then attending university, Macdonald says her experiences opened her eyes as to how bad women can be treated.

She says: “Women are constantly overlooked, objectified, demeaned, held back and attacked (in more ways than one) by society, and the problems multiply if you are a woman of colour, LGBTQ, disabled and/or working class.

“I began looking back at my own experiences of things like sexual harassment and severe problems with body image, and realised that these things were not okay, and that something seriously needed to be done. So I started Tomorrow’s Girls partly as a way to soothe my conscience and repent for my initial dismissal of feminism, but mainly as a way to help other people come to the same conclusion I’d come to; feminism is an urgent issue.”


Feminism is vital because we need to start treating women as people, not as objects. - Lucy Macdonald



Feminism, for Macdonald, means speaking up and demanding that women be treated fairly in all aspects of life. It is important too, she says, that feminism battles other kinds of oppression too, such as racism and homophobia: “I strive all the time to make sure my writing is relevant to all women, not just privileged, white, educated women. It sometimes seems like modern feminism only serves these privileged few, and I want to make sure that this isn’t the case.”

She continues, “I feel passionately that we can convert our passion and anger into real change, if we just speak up about how sexism affects our lives and how messed up society really is. It’s not just important, but vital to discuss feminism and women’s rights today. Feminism is vital because emotional, physical and sexual violence against women is endemic. Feminism is vital because we need to safeguard women’s reproductive rights, destroy rape culture, improve representation in all areas and put paid to glass ceilings and pay gaps. Feminism is vital because we need to start treating women as people, not as objects.”

It is evident that feminism is an issue that still needs to be discussed and that the problems surrounding equality for women and men are still as rife as ever. Hopefully, in generations to come, women won’t be faced with the same issues as they are today.





A progressive and radical agenda on the road towards the UK general election


What are the key issues for Britain's left next May?


Angelo Boccato

The UK general elections in 2010 resulted in a very unusual scenario for British politics: a hung parliament.

This situation, in a country generally seen as an example of a functional two-party system, could happen again in the upcoming general election in May. And this time it is not certain that the Liberal Democrats will play a role as important as in 2010.

The press coverage of the Tories’ competitors on the right, Nigel Farage’s Ukip, has been and continues to be wide and massive, even when it comes to fiction, with the docu-fiction Ukip: the first 100 Days aired on Channel 4.

What can be said, therefore, about the progressive and radical debate in the country? The UK is far away from the eurozone dramas and the “long-term economic plan” rhetoric of the Tories seems to put the main ruling party in a more stable and trustworthy position.

The list of topics that favour progressive and radical debate is not short: housing and gentrification, fracking, the impact of the TTIP on the public sector, austerity as a whole and the fundamental struggle to tackle climate change. Let’s start with analysing one of the most pressing in London: the housing crisis.

The housing struggle

Housing represents one of the most intense fields for activism in the UK currently, and especially in London. The government’s Help to Buy scheme has helped to fuel London’s property bubble, according to USB economists. And there is a growing number of movements struggling for the right to housing.

The FocusE15 campaign was born in September 2013 by a group of mothers who were served eviction notices by East Thames Housing Association, following Newham Council’s funding cuts to the Focus E15 hostel for young homeless people.

Faced with the prospect of having to accept private rented accommodation if they wanted rehousing as far away as Manchester, the FocusE15 campaign started with the peaceful occupation in October 2014 of an empty block of council houses in Newham.

Aditya Chakraborty labelled the FocusE15 Mothers as heroes of 2014, on the ground of having put social housing at the top of the political agenda. The campaign continues to spread as much as possible the need for social housing and the related crisis. A recent action was called #EvictTheBailiffs and focused on attendees of the 2015 British Credit Awards, a gathering of bailiffs and debt collectors seen as central in the current rise of homelessness.

Another important campaign is the New Era estate in Hoxton, east London, which was endorsed and backed by the comedian-activist Russell Brand. The New Era estate was owned by Westbrook Partners, a US private investment company that planned to evict dozens of families and more than double the rents.

The movement sparked by these plans, which pushed mayor of London Boris Johnson to intervene, forced Westbrook Partners to change its plan and sell the estate to Dolphin Square Charitable Foundation, an affordable housing group.

The New Era estate is rightly seen as a successful example of social housing struggle, but it can also serve as an inspiration for other cases.

The biggest example of protest for social housing in London is currently the March for Homes, which ended in front of London City Hall on 31 January.

The social housing movement aims to reclaim decent, affordable housing in London and the struggle can be expected to go on far beyond May election. Housing does not appear to be for some parties a priority and the reason is unsurprising given the commitment of property tycoons in financing UK parties.

As Fanny Malinen investigates in her article Reclaim London: what solution to the housing crisis?, the connection between wealth investment and the housing crisis is fundamental in London and can only be expected to worsen in the coming years.

Solidarity with Greece

The success of Syriza has been seen as an inspiration beyond Greece’s borders. In terms of elections, the countries where the Troika intervention has been implemented will be called to the polls this year (Spain) and in 2016 (Ireland). In these two countries, the anti-austerity movements Podemos and Sinn Fein are expected to make important electoral gains.

Following the European Central Bank’s move to cut Greek banking funds and pressure from the Troika and European partners, solidarity rallies were held all over Europe.

In London, the rally was held on 15 February 15; on a day that seemed to belong more to the spring, rather than the winter, almost 600 people gathered in front of the National Gallery to express their solidarity with Syriza and the Greek people.

The rally was organised by Syriza London, Greece Solidarity Campaign and Left Unity, among others. Left Unity distributed a leaflet that contained an interesting message: “We need a Syriza here”.

Among the speakers were the journalist Owen Jones, the Labour MP for Islington Jeremy Corbyn, as well as Syriza ctivists such as Christos Giovanoupoulos, from the Greek group Solidarity for All. Russell Brand was also spotted in the crowd.

The message from the protest was meant to focus not just on Greece or the domestic situation, but on a larger scale, a European scale, against the widely spread consensus on austerity.

Jones closed his speech by saying: “We are coming for you, Merkel”, a remark that could be very widely interpreted.

The UK and Greek contexts are very different; for one thing, the UK stands outside the eurozone and is not experiencing a similar crisis to the Hellenic country. But, as we have already analysed, at this stage the absence of certain issues in the debate does not mean that they won’t be.

The political forces that can be seen as closest to Syriza’s stance in the UK are Left Unity and TUSC (Trade Union and Socialist Coalition).

Left Unity was founded in 2013, inspired by Ken Loach’s call for a New Party on the Left, and is currently led by political activist Kate Hudson, currently active in the People’s Assembly Against Austerity and the Greek Solidarity Campaign. She is also a former member of Respect party.

TUSC was founded in 2010 in order to enable socialists, trade unions and community campaigners to stand against the austerity measures promoted by the main parties.

There is still time to see if these two political forces will be able to capitalise on the growing radical wind that appears to be blowing all over Europe at the moment.

One thing is certain; the role of a progressive and radical agenda in Britain cannot be considered as solely a domestic issue.

Radical independence campaign

The Scottish referendum represented an unprecedented moment for the progressive and radical debate in the UK.

Unlike UKIP, the Scottish National Party’s agenda is much more progressive, pro-European and aimed at tackling austerity measures.

The Scottish question is expected to remain on the table; whoever manages to win the election, according to the current polls the SNP is expected to have an astonishing success, potentially even wiping Labour off the Scottish map.

In Scotland, the SNP is not the only force showing the way to a different Scotland. The Radical Independence Campaign must also be considered. The campaign , funded by Cat Boyd and Jonothon Shafi, supports an independent, radical left-wing platform. In the days after the referendum the campaign hosted a massive conference in Glasgow.

Shafi also discussed the role and plans of the Radical Independent Campaign during a debate on social movements, alongside other speakers such as the anthropologist David Graeber, at an event organised by Global Justice Now, “Take back our world”, on 21 February.

The challenge for a radically different Scotland, in terms of policies and vision is far from over - it will be important to see what will happens following the May election.

Occupy Democracy

Following the Greek Solidarity Rally in Trafalgar Square, I walked to Parliament Square. There, at the end of Occupy Democracy protest I met George Barda of the group.

When it comes to the media’s coverage of radical and progressive debate, Barda quotes from the book Manufacturing Consent: The Economy of Mass Media by Noam Chomsky and Edward S.Herman, underlining the five main filters described there.

Barda says the pivotal campaign is climate change: “Naomi Klein, in her This Changes Everything, sums up what we as climate activists have been saying for 10 years. We have to push for the opposite, which is a massive green New Deal based on equality and subsidiarity.”

In terms of green battles, the first party on the frontline is the Green Party.

The Green leader

I had the opportunity to speak with Natalie Bennett following a debate on TTIP organised by Global Justice Now, “Take back our world”.

Bennett defines as quite telling the choice of Cameron, Clegg and Miliband to sign a climate change pledge, but she is sceptical on their choice of not committing for fracking and other issues.

In terms of the media coverage, she also underlines the positive: “It is great that we are going to see in the [election TV] debates three anti-austerity voices.” But media owners should heed climate change given that “we have an handful of media tycoons around the world that are the same people, across Australia and Britain”.

On the debate on energy, Bennet says: “The thing missing is energy conservation, as we have one of the poorest qualities of housing in western Europe,and the reason why you have a poverty problem is not about the cost energy, but the quality of housing and this part of the debate is entirely lacking.”

The debate on renewable energies is also sorely lacking. Bennett quotes the example of renewable sustained housing in Germany, which stands at 50%.

A fundamental issue in the May election will be the UK’s membership of the EU. Bennett says: “We will campaign to remain in Europe in that referendum (potentially 2017) but we want to reform Europe”, in a way aimed at supporting individuals and communities and not corporations, differently from David Cameron.

“We want to celebrate free movement of people, which offers huge potential for Britain and for people around Britain, and it enriches communities.”

On TTIP, Bennett notes two key areas: “One is the so-called harmonisation, which threatens the environment and labour, and the other is the Investor State Dispute Settlement Mechanism, which could basically stop democratic governments from making decisions in the interest of their people, through fear of being sued by multinational corporations.”

Another element of the TTIP debate underlined by Bennett is the need to spread information as much as possible and tackle the narrative that paints it as advantageous for jobs and growth.

Joseph Puruggannan of Focus on the Global South signals how the TTIP by extension will have an impact on Asia. He calls for local activism against TTIP in the UK. “What is really at stake here is if we want to give in to this corporate agenda. If TTIP succeeds it will establish the standards and it will lead to more agreements of such level of ambition. That would really mean the corporate agenda winning over the people’s agenda.”

We will have to wait to see the British progressive and radical response, but there is a wide space for action.





Great expectations: fear, fortune and failure in the maternity services


While the nation as a whole is getting healthier and lives longer, why are our births getting more and more complex and complicated?


Anja Habekost Oliveira

The number of women in labour getting the label “failure to progress” and needing intervention is rising, according to NHS figures. But is it in fact the medical professionals who are failing to wait for nature to run its course when it comes to childbirth?

A few days before her due date, Caroline Green’s contractions started and then suddenly stopped. Being a first-time mum and not knowing if contractions were supposed to act this way, she called the hospital and was advised to come in for a check. She never considered bringing her neatly packed hospital bag that had been at the ready for weeks. She and her partner just hopped on a bus, expecting to be home that same afternoon.

Green went through checks and monitoring and was told that her baby was completely fine. But as she was getting ready to go home, the midwives suddenly encouraged her to stay. “It didn’t make sense to me, because they didn’t give me any real reasons”, she says. “They just tiptoed around me and handed the decision over to me. This was my first baby, so of course I didn’t want to do anything wrong, but nobody was willing to give me clear medical advice. Instead it was as if they were keeping information from me.”

Confused, Green stayed at the hospital, waiting for days in a grim ward to go into labour. She finally did, but did not progress as quickly as expected. “I had planned to have a natural water birth, and I stuck to that and waited even though the midwives kept coming up with ways to speed my labour up”, she says. However, after two days of contractions, an obstetrician finally told her that she was putting her body under a lot of stress and suggested induction via an oxytocin drip. “This was the first person who actually gave me some facts about what was happening to me, and at that point I just thought ‘yes, please, let’s get this over with!’”, says Green. Her son was born a few hours later.

Still, she and her partner are left with a feeling that the medical staff somehow wanted to cover their bases. “They were overly cautious in keeping us there”, says Green’s partner James. “They should have said: ’This is what happens, contractions come and go, just go home and wait.” Green adds: “I am sure that if I had gone home and gone on with my life, then labour would have progressed naturally and there would have been no need for intervention.”

The number of completely “natural births” (deliveries without induction, use of instruments, caesarean section or any type of anaesthetic) in England on the NHS has decreased, according to figures from the Health & Social Care Information Centre. In 2013-2014 more than one in four of all births in England were by caesarean section, 25 per cent were medically induced and 12.9 per cent were by instrumental delivery (forceps or suction).

But while the nation as a whole is getting healthier and lives longer, why are our births seemingly getting more and more complex and complicated?

Better out than in

The problem, according to Alison Ryan, an antenatal teacher with the National Childbirth Trust (NCT) is that there is a “better out than in” mentality ruling the NHS. “Obstetricians are terrified of litigation in case of stillbirths. As soon as the baby is out, it is no longer the responsibility of the maternity services, instead it is handed over to the paediatricians.”

“The problem then boils down to ‘being too busy’ and starting to ‘rattle the forceps’ too soon in an attempt to make mothers push harder,” says Ryan.

But there is good reason to avoid instrumental deliveries. According to the Birth Trauma Association, forceps deliveries can lead to trauma to the head, subsequent problems with breastfeeding and increase in the severity of jaundice. Women with ventouse (suction) deliveries report a feeling of not really having given birth, as do those with caesarean sections.

The NHS is also reporting a long-term trend of trend of fewer midwives and more doctors conducting deliveries. Last year, nine out of ten births happened in hospital under the supervision of obstetrician.

And stillbirth rates in England have not improved for the past 25 years despite the rise in medical interventions, in contrast to other developed nations that we compare ourselves to. But England also has many more deliveries of babies before 36 weeks of gestation and many more babies then needing special care, says Ryan. “Normal viability used to be 38 weeks but now it is 37. What does that show us? Better out than in.”

Payment by Results

The driving force behind the NHS mentality on births , according to Ryan, is the Payment by Results (PbR) system, which was first introduced in 2002. The original PbR meant that the hospital would receive a payment per activity or “episode” for the woman in maternity care. Put simply, the more clinical interventions happening to a pregnant and labouring woman, the more money for the hospital. Effectively, the system could have helped increase the number of caesarean sections, which is a more expensive activity. The “old” PbR was also financially bad news for more midwife-led community-based maternity care, which has fewer interventions.

The current government is phasing in a new PbR system, which promises to “remove these perverse incentives and free providers to develop the right services for their women without the prospect of losing income,” according to the government guidelines, and promises to “complement a culture based around normality”.

In other words, the new PbR aims to reduce the number of unnecessary interventions in childbirth. The philosophy is that normal deliveries are seen as having advantages for mothers and babies, but only “where they are in line with mothers’ preferences and in the absence of clinical indications to the contrary.”

However, says Ryan, “the problem is that with the new PbR, the hospital will categorise women according to risk. The higher the risk, the higher the insurance rating and the higher the insurance rating, the more money will go into the hospital.” That is, we will probably see a lot more women put into the high-risk category in the future.

Not so, says Rachel Ambler, Consultant Midwife in Public Health at Whittington Hospital in London. “If we did that, we would be penalised.” In fact, the new PbR is better from a patient point of view, she says, “because the payment is for a particular case mix,” not just for a series of activities.

Great expectations

Ambler points out that it is somewhere between the woman’s birth expectations and the reality and economy of medicine that a clash between the NCT and the NHS happens.

“The NCT do a lot of fantastic work,” she says, emphasising that the organisation has worked hard to reclaim a normal birth for women after decades of a “dark notion” that births have to take place in a hospital. “But there is a very fine line between educating women and raising their expectations unnecessarily.”

Both as a practicing midwife for 39 years and as a mother, Ambler has witnessed the argument between the medical profession and what she calls the “normality people” in the NCT. “The NCT sometimes fill women’s heads with all sorts of non-evidence based information, such as ‘you will never need a caesarean’. Some women will, that’s a fact.”

“It is important to remember that caesarean sections are used in life-death situations. If you don’t need it, you are not offered one”, says Ambler, comparing the scenario to someone asking for an amputation to remove a tattoo.

Alison Wright, Obstetrics Consultant at Royal Free Hospital in London, agrees that the one-eyed focus on reducing intervention is fruitless: “Personally I worry about the drive to reduce the caesarean rate. It may well be that sometimes caesareans are done unnecessarily but we need to manage those ones better. I believe that if we improve quality of care for women the caesarean rate will naturally fall.”

What the NCT is trying to do, says Ryan, is to get people to use their brains and be selfish. This also includes their birth partners. For the NCT, it is the mother that has the responsibility to make safe decisions for herself and her baby. “The clinicians are looking at safe care for a whole unit, not the individual. This involves time schedules, shift changes etc.,” says Ryan. “Healthcare in this country has all these financial drivers and nobody ever mentions it.”

Ambler admits that midwives are very focused on what can go wrong. “Sometimes we make things sound risky when actually they aren’t. But to me it seems reasonable to warn people that there is a one in four chance of getting a caesarean section, for example, because that is what the statistics show us.”

Ambler has seen women almost sacrificing the health of their unborn child because of their own desire for a natural birth. “I had one lady who refused to have an episiotomy (cutting the perineum during labour to allow for more space for the baby to come out). The baby’s heartbeat was getting weaker and he was obviously in distress, but the mother wouldn’t let us help him along. He was marked by it when he finally came out.”

“Sadly,” she says, “the unborn child has no rights in that situation.”

Fear

But could it be that women in general are becoming more pain averse, more stressed and less able to go into labour spontaneously? Are modern women in fact asking for more pain relief, more interventions?

“I think there are some women who are getting more risk averse but also some who are very keen to avoid intervention. I think there is always a degree of luck - no matter how motivated women are to have normal labour,” says Alison Wright.

The trouble, says Ambler, is that obstetricians tend to put fear into women. They will tell women who express the wish to have a non-interventionist home birth that there is a chance of having a stillbirth. “The problem is that they don’t give you the numbers, and in many cases the numbers are really small. We need to remember that modern women are completely capable of understanding statistics.”

Ambler has seen big changes happening within her profession during her career. “Society and the cultural mix is changing,” she says “and the more things change, the more interventions we tend to have.” She remembers a time when the discussion about gestational diabetes was not so much about who was at risk, but whether the condition existed at all. However, the more the medical profession knows, the more it tends to intervene to be on the safe side.

“Obstetrics is the biggest area of medicine with litigation”, says Ambler, and in her opinion, that is a good thing: “Hospitals have to be sued for children to be safe. We need litigation to keep hospital standards up.” But she agrees that more often than not, a lawsuit does not adequately place the blame for a stillbirth. Nature will inevitably run its course despite our best intentions and interventions.





International Day of Happiness: celebrating balanced communities

Aurora Percannella

"Gross national happiness is more important than gross national product" declares a handwritten note on a piece of yellowish paper attached to the wall right above an old school chalkboard.

Each ‘i’ is dotted with a tiny heart, and the ‘a’ in ‘important’ is a corrected spelling mistake, betraying the foreign origin of a slogan translated into English to render its message universal. The curves and fragmentation of the pen strokes composing the ‘h’ of ‘Happiness’ similarly reveal a non-Western penmanship. They recall East Asian calligraphy, almost tracing the outline of a temple with blue ink.

This is a recurrent visual representation of the political conceptualisation of happiness that has made the whole world talk about Bhutan in recent years. The quote is by King Wangchuk, the King of Happiness, who reigned over this small, landlocked country in the Himalayas for more than 30 years. The handwriting appears to be influenced by the Tibetan alphabet and culture. And the school is a small educational facility that teaches traditional Bhutanese arts and crafts to socially and economically disadvantaged young people just outside Thimphu, the capital of this green, happy state.

King Wangchuk and Bhutanese institutions actively lobbied international political actors for decades to open global discussions on the importance of adopting a more holistic approach to wellbeing, going beyond simplistic analyses of economic prosperity. On the importance, that is, of adopting a measurement that takes into account the social health of a population in relation to its pragmatic aspirations, finally leaving aside the assumption that human beings are most content with life only when their economic power is growing.

"Being a small country, we do not have economic power," King Wangchuk famously explained to the New York Times a couple of decades ago. "We do not have military muscle. We cannot play a dominant international role, because of our small size and population, and because we are a landlocked country. The only factor we can fall back on is the unique culture we have."

What the Bhutanese king was effectively saying was that not every country, region, city or community is exactly the same. A certain society could appear lacking when made to adhere to international standards of economic wellbeing, but this perspective could shift if the progress of the same community were to be observed realistically, by keeping in mind the local context, culture and characteristics that make it unique.

More recently, Enrique Peñalosa, the Colombian mayor who dedicated most of his career to improve the quality of life amongst Bogotà's communities, similarly told Charles Montgomery, author of Happy City: "If we defined our success just in terms of income per capita, we would have to accept ourselves as second- or third-rate societies - as a bunch of losers until the end of time."

"So," he further clarified, "with our limited resources, we have to invent other ways to measure success. This might mean that all kids have access to sports facilities, libraries, parks, schools, nurseries." Access to collective spaces, that is: to common grounds, institutions and places that are developed and preserved in a way that every member of a community is provided with the stable foundations of a happy life.


If we defined success just in terms of income per capita, we would have to accept ourselves as a bunch of losers until the end of time.



When in 2012 the United Nations finally proclaimed 20 March the International Day of Happiness, the austerity measures that had followed the big financial breakdown were starting to paralyse the geopolitical west, exacerbating wealth inequality, forcing the privatisation of public spaces and exposing the difficulties of continuing to conceptualise success as strict economic prosperity. Gross domestic product values plummeted. City administrations started selling off urban parks to private developers, wages across sectors that weren’t directly stimulating exponential growth were cut and governments put ancient monuments marking the history of humanity up for sale. Did this mean that financially lacking societies had to renounce everything, even their cultural identity, in the hectic rush to bring back constant economic growth?

The discourse that had traditionally animated Bhutan and Bogotà suddenly acquired global relevance, to the point that the UN officially recognised "the need for a more inclusive, equitable and balanced approach to economic growth that promotes sustainable development, poverty eradication, happiness and the wellbeing of all peoples". The reason behind it? The simple, newfound awareness that "the pursuit of happiness is a fundamental human goal" too.

It just so happens that happiness isn’t a completely hazy, subjective concept, at least from a political perspective. As happiness economist Layard demonstrated in his 2005 book Happiness: Lessons from a New Science, it turns out that human relationships are actually the most important external factor affecting wellbeing.

Such an explicit institutional recognition of the need to develop a collective interpretation of prosperity, one that reunites people within supportive networks and communities, is still rather extraordinary in the west, where mainstream narratives have always focused on individual success rather than collective achievement. Here, wellbeing and human rights are often defined in terms of absolute individual aspirations rather than relative collective goals.

This works until every human being, community, city, region or country stands on this planet in perfect equality of power, influence and goals as its global counterparts. Lacking that, GDP measurements end up promoting fierce individual competition that stifles investment in common resources, overlooking contextual cultural elements of prime importance and reducing activities that don’t directly produce economic wealth to irrelevant enterprises.

For example, a group of people meeting weekly on a voluntary basis to develop an urban orchard that could feed the local community would escape GDP considerations. Why? Because it doesn’t directly accelerate economic growth. At the same time, can we really argue that strengthening food security and building a solidarity network within a neighbourhood doesn’t actually have an impact on the wellbeing of local residents?

And so the introduction of happiness in the UN agenda suddenly pushed collective goals into the global political discourse, encouraging communities to develop in a balanced manner, according to their context, habits and identity. Because as well as in terms of sustainable financial wellbeing, success in a Bhutanese community might be defined as the promotion of traditional arts and crafts among younger generations, in Bogotà as the development of safe green spaces for any kid to enjoy, in an Italian neighbourhood as the shared consumption of locally grown food and in a small town in north-west England as the preservation of a pottery kiln that was built during the Industrial Revolution.

Memory, identity, culture. Preservation that reproduces memory, identity and culture. Proliferation of spaces for public enjoyment. Access to food, to fresh air, to clean green spaces. All these elements enrich the traditional definition of wellbeing, creating liveable, resilient and solid communities. Because as the mayor of Bogotà passionately explains in Happy City: "We need to walk, just as birds need to fly. We need to be around other people. We need beauty. We need contact with nature. And most of all, we need not be excluded."

It isn’t a coincidence that the United Nations specifically declared 20 March the International Day of Happiness; it’s an equinox, when light and darkness are of equal length. Both become protagonists, balancing each other out and creating stability.

As global celebrations of happiness are approaching for the third time, consider slowing down for a minute this 20 March. Look around your community. What can you do to improve it? Perhaps talk to a stranger, or plant some flowers in your neighbour’s garden? Maybe organise a neighbourhood dinner in your local park, or visit a museum that preserves your cultural identity. Walk to go places. And don’t feel for a second that you’re not contributing to societal progress. Did you know that happiness makes people 12% more productive? It will then be up to you to decide how to reinvest what you gained in a sustainable manner, gradually building a collective, meaningful, happy place.





'It is about who you know and where you live'


Why isn't Manchester best selling author Karen Woods as famous as Jeanette Winterson?


Bernadette Hyland

From an early age Karen Woods knew she wanted to write. “I used to get bundles of paper off the local market for about 5p, fold them into books and just start writing…once upon a time.” Later on she realised that she had a skill in writing when she became the unofficial writer on her council estate. “People used to ask me to fill in forms for them, write letters to the court or letters to people in prison. I realised that I could touch people with words.”

Karen left school at 15.“It meant nothing to me, just somewhere to meet your mates and have meals.” She was pregnant and went onto have four children. After leaving her abusive partner she made a fresh start in a new area and decided to get a job. “I was a cleaner and went to work for Manchester City Council and was encouraged by the manager to apply and get a senior supervisor’s job.”

It was while working in this job that again her manager encouraged her to improve her literacy skills. And she says; “It was one of the best things I have done in my life.“In 2013 she was given the Adult Learners Week Award

Karen went on another course, Wellbeing, and when the participants had to stand up and say what they wanted to do in life she stood up and said. “I want to write a book.” She was then in her 30s. “That night I went home and sat down and wrote for days and when it was finished I showed it my English tutor who was impressed and told me I should get a publisher.”

Getting a publisher to take on new writers is very difficult but that didn’t stop Karen. “I emailed the local paper and told them this is my story and they put it in the paper.” She was then contacted by a publishers who agreed to publish her novel Broken Youth in 2010. Like many of her novels it reflects the life on a council estate. At its centre is the story of a woman who is a victim of domestic abuse and who is betrayed by her best friend but goes on to take revenge against her boyfriend. Broken Youth was voted number 1 on Waterstone’s Readers reviews in April 2010. Karen later wrote the script for a sell-out performance of the play Broken Youth at the Lowry Theatre in Salford in 2013.

Since Broken Youth she has written 11 other novels. The titles sum up a northern slant on life: Northern Girls Love Gravy, Sleepless in Manchester and Teabags and Tears. Karen believes that their success is that whilst she might be writing from her experience as a northern working class woman in Manchester, women and stories like hers can be found in any town across Britain.

Three of her novels have now been dramatised with Karen writing the scripts and being involved in the productions. These have filled large auditoriums and attracted audiences that do not normally go to venues such as the Lowry Theatre in Salford. Her latest venture is to collaborate on a film script of her novel Grow Wars. Her books reflect the raw and gritty life on council estates, portraying a side of the city of Manchester that rarely gets a mention, apart from crime reports in the local paper. She says; “I only write about what I know about and I write because I want to write.” What does Karen think about the soaps that claim to represent a working class view of life? “I think the characters are plastic.”

Women are at the heart of all her stories but would she consider herself a feminist? “I am a feminist if it means women should be able to go to work and have a career. My books are about showing women that they can change their lives, however much they are down in the dumps.”

Karen is an astute businesswoman. She understands how to promote her novels. For her first novel she produced a banner announcing its publication and had it hung across one of the main roads leading into Manchester. She is in charge of her publicity and regularly emails newspapers and magazines about her upcoming novels and has appeared on television.

Through Facebook she is in contact with her readers and takes on board their responses. “I announced that I was writing a book about a heroin addict and someone replied saying that I didn’t know anything about it. I told him that I did, that my 17 year old brother was one, and that I would send him a copy of the book when it was published. I did and after reading it he said, ‘hats off to you’.”

Karen has built a strong fan base for her novels but getting into the mainstream media world has proved more difficult. Even though she is a popular novelist she has never been invited on to locally produced Women’s Hour or asked to write articles about her Manchester for the Guardian. It is ironic that creative writing courses have never been so popular, but only if you have the money to pay for them. They are big business for universities such as the Manchester Metropolitan University or University of Manchester: they can afford to offer professorships to well-known literary figures such as Colin Toibin and Jeanette Winterson who hook in students with the money but not always the ability. The courses have links with publishers and may lead to a book deal.

These courses are a world away from writers such as Karen, who had never heard of her “local novelist” and Professor of Creative Writing at the University of Manchester, Jeanette Winterson. But she was keen to “network” with Jeanette and sent her an email.

“I told her I am a Manchester author and it would be great to catch up and I thought she might be able to help me.” But the response, via Jeanette’s P.A., was not so positive as Jeanette was too busy with meeting a deadline. Karen is sanguine about this response.“It is about who you know and where you live”.

And perhaps the deadline was an article written by Jeanette which appeared in the Guardian review on 14 February lauding the opening of the redevelopment of the Whitworth Art Gallery while in the same month Manchester City Council announced £90 million pounds worth of cuts. In the article Jeanette reminds us that the Victorian philanthropists such as Joseph Whitworth believed in education for the workers. Unfortunately this was only so they could pull the right levers in the factories, they were not in favour of them getting their grimy hands on the levers of political power!

Karen is keen to help other writers and is happy to spread the word about her own success. She regularly gives inspirational talks to groups. Her life changed because she had teachers and people around her who could encourage her to follow her dream, just like the way in which her books have in turn become an inspiring message for other working class women, who want to tell their stories.

“I was in a relationship from the age of 14 for 13 years. I never knew what I could do and thought I would spend my life on benefits but it was a bit of positive thinking that changed my life.”





War and peace in Doctor Who


As much commentary on the nature of war as the complex nature of personal morality, the relationship between The Doctor and the military is a nuanced shade of grey rather than black-and-white.


Bridey Heing

Few television shows could ever dream of living up to the ongoing legacy of the BBC’s Doctor Who. The children’s-program-turned-international-phenomenon has been delighting audiences around the world for over 50 years, with fans spanning generations. But Doctor Who hasn’t shied away from pushing cultural envelopes, featuring strong female characters that challenge sexist norms and frequently introducing characters at various points on the sexuality spectrum. Without calling great attention to deviations from other mainstream representations, Doctor Who has managed to walk a fine line between challenging society and not alienating viewers.

One such issue on which Doctor Who walks that fine line is the role of war and the military in creating peace. For The Doctor, the military is almost without exception a negative force, feeding into us vs them dichotomies that make his own efforts to save the world much more difficult. The Doctor and his companions are often at odds with armies and those who lead the troops, sometimes due to conflicting ideas of best practices and other times due to the military targeting The Doctor himself. The hero of the series and military personnel are always distant, often antagonistic, and never fully comfortable in each other’s presence. Given the often reflexive acceptance of defense organizations in media, The Doctor’s resistance to joining forces with those who make war is a strong repudiation of the necessity of violent conflict.

In “Into The Dalek,” the second episode of Peter Capaldi’s first series as The Doctor, viewers were shown a much more explicit rejection of the military than before. When faced with working alongside a soldier and introduced to companion Clara’s new ex-military love interest, The Doctor’s stance was made unequivocally clear. The military are the ones with the guns, the ones to whom all others are expected to defer, and the ones who react with brute strength rather than logic. Danny Pink, a soldier-turned-math teacher, is a constant target for The Doctor’s own biases towards military personnel. Even after Journey Blue proves herself by helping The Doctor, he refuses to take her with him because she is a soldier.


I think you’re probably nice. Underneath it all I think you’re kind and definitely brave. I just wish you hadn’t been a soldier. - The Doctor in Into The Dalek



But the ways in which the show casts the military as a morally ambiguous (at best) force is often less explicit. Many of the villains faced by The Doctor and his companions share key characteristics with military organisations. The often large numbers of troops, uniformity of appearance, and well-organised formations in movement all create the immediate impression of armies, a word that is often invoked when describing masses of Daleks or Cybermen. The behaviour of these villains is also military-esque, with an emphasis on moral rigidity, the absolute authority of leaders, and a total lack of flexibility to deviate from the intended mission. This is in contrast to The Doctor’s own lightning-fast reactions and changes in plan, and differentiate the power of human emotion from the machine-like violence that defines The Doctor’s most prominent nemeses.

Earth’s armies, thus, are immediately tainted by these similarities. Even before they argue with The Doctor or attempt to use weapons of mass destruction due to protocol, soldiers and the hierarchy that guides them are cast as less flexible and less human than The Doctor and his allies. The Doctor is always faster and cleverer than any given military leader, including Winston Churchill. In “Victory of the Daleks”, The Doctor shows up the legendary Churchill by immediately recognising the Daleks as a threat, seeing through their overtures to the British government. Churchill, blinded by the chance of an advantage, resists The Doctor’s advice until the last possible moment.

It’s not just the military that catches The Doctor’s continued ire. Religious organisations are often linked with the military, making them either complicit or active participants in warfare. The Silence, the Headless Monks, the Church of the Papal Mainframe — all explore the link between religion and war, and suggest that The Doctor finds contempt in any organisation that relies on unquestioned faith to a hierarchical order. In “The God Complex” and “The Doctor’s Daughter”, religion is portrayed as an overwhelming force that can lead to death if unquestioned and unchallenged. The latest series goes a step further, building commentary on military and featuring teases at a subplot including heaven and a God figure, until bringing the plotlines together into a vicious and destructive war.

The futility of war is a central theme in some of the most powerful episodes of the series reboot. In “The Doctor’s Daughter”, The Doctor, Martha, and Donna visit Messaline, where entire generations are killed each day in the name of a pointless (as both sides learn) war. In the two-part “Human Nature” and “Family of Blood”, a battle at a rural all-boys school in 1913 is juxtaposed against the First World War. In “The Hungry Earth” and “Cold Blood”, The Doctor goes to great lengths to ensure the Silurians and the humans avoid entering a needless war. In these episodes, The Doctor acts as a catalyst trying to save warring species from themselves.

But The Doctor’s desired role of saviour is often tarnished by his own history and actions. A far cry from the hyper-logical and peaceful hero he may wish he is, The Doctor’s complex relationship with warfare is a source of guilt, self-doubt, and regret. Although the fate of Gallifrey is currently unknown following the 50th anniversary episode, The Doctor’s hand in killing his own people in order to end a larger war is a defining character point since the reboot. He also rejects the use of weaponry associated with the military, particularly guns, perhaps in part due to a moral obligation following his own use of a weapon of mass destruction.

For all the good The Doctor has done, his legacy across time and space was called into question during Matt Smith’s tenure. In “A Good Man Goes To War,” many of The Doctor’s assumed virtues are challenged as his friends and allies rally around him to save Amy Pond. While The Doctor has always eschewed weapons in favour of clever tricks and negotiation, his friends are often willing to step in when brute strength is needed and many die as a result. He often demands unquestioning loyalty from companions, instructing them to “do as they are told” when they challenge his authority. The aftermath of The Doctor’s visits to various planets is invoked by the many places recruits have come from to fight him. River Song challenges The Doctor directly on his legacy, pointing out that the very meaning of the word “doctor” is tied to him, but means “warrior” on some planets. Even The Doctor’s iconic move of choice — running away — is turned on its head as he ridicules an officer as “Colonel Runaway,” casting a negative light on something that is often treated with humour and brevity when undertaken by The Doctor himself. Rather than being the antithesis of an organised military, The Doctor has morphed into an army in his own right.


When you began all those years ago, sailing off to see the Universe, did you ever think you’d become this? The man who can turn an army around at the mention of his name. - River Song in A Good Man Goes To War



As much commentary on the nature of war as the complex nature of personal morality, the relationship between The Doctor and the military is a nuanced shade of grey rather than black-and-white. The Doctor, who prides himself on split-second decisions and an almost non-human level of humanity, is unbending in his rejection of the military. Haunted by his own past, his sense of wonder and awe at the universe does not extend to those with whom he associates wanton and unnecessary destruction, even as he travels through time and space leaving a legacy marred by death. The military is both a simplification of the moral conundrum of war facing modern society, and a mirror in which The Doctor is forced to confront his own failings. This ability to push cultural envelopes while providing regular opportunities for reflection on deeper linkages and meanings is the incomparable power of Doctor Who.





A hair-raising ride


For disabled cyclists in Africa, taking to the road means daily dicing with death


Cathy Dippnall

Many a true word is spoken in jest

News Flash 20 February 2015 - two days before the Outeniqua Chair Challenge (OCC) in George, one of the Zimbabwe athletes was run over in her racing wheelchair by a motorist while she was training. She died in hospital. Two more able-bodied cyclists were killed in Cape Town this week. Cycling is a hazardous pastime - and even more so for disabled athletes who take their lives in their hands on busy roads. Ends

As observers we often pass idle remarks or speak in jest, not realising the truth behind the remark. Having been closely involved with persons with disabilities for many years and rank many as friends, I am aware of the challenges that each person and their families face every day. Despite these hurdles there is a fierce determination to live as normal a life as possible and to excel in all aspects of life.

Athletics and cycling/racing are two of them. When the two are combined it truly can become a hair-raising or deadly ride, as wheelchair racers take to the roads to practise and take part in events. They are vulnerable as they sit low on the ground, barely 120 centimetres above the road surface, and are more difficult for drivers to see than runners or cyclists. At best a cyclist can attempt to jump a curb, at worst a tragedy occurs… Zimbabwean athlete Dorcas Hwatira was the first person in the 13-year history of the OCC to have lost her life practising for another 42 km marathon win.

The challenge that led to the biggest annual wheelchair event in South Africa

Off-road cyclists and bikers will know how the adrenalin pumps when racing against competitors down a mountainside. But put 27 physically challenged people in wheelchairs, very few of them adapted for racing, on the Outeniqua Pass in George with a series of S-bends that would raise the hairs on the heads of even seasoned racers, and let off the starter’s gun - it had to be seen to be believed. It was from this first hair-raising ride that the annual Outeniqua (wheel) Chair Challenge (OCC) was formed.

With an average gradient of 1:22, the Outeniqua Pass is no mean feat for any cyclist to climb and fortunately the wheelchair racers only had to face the downhill run. Even so, it is gut-wrenching. I remember my teenaged son Ross rushing in, face aglow, on one occasion to say that he’d reached 80kph on his mountain bike as it (and he most likely) screamed round the bends!

So when the first wheelchair race was announced in the local newspaper in 2002, it was with some disbelief. I remember that first race well; I owned a guest house on part of the route at the bottom of the pass – my heart was racing at the thought of rudderless, uncontrollable wheelchairs with scared occupants hurtling past my gate. Instead here were smiling, triumphant, if rather exhausted (budding) athletes who had conquered what must have initially seemed an impossible challenge.

Since that first 21km half-marathon organised by occupational therapist Esther Watson, I have kept track of the event and befriended some of the athletes, notably a group from Zimbabwe who have grown in strength and prowess since they first took part.

Esther’s interest in disabled sports came from her passion of working with people with disabilities when she worked with the health department in George. It is the largest municipality in the Southern Cape district of the Western Cape where people with disabilities come for assessment, treatment and outpatient care at the government hospital.

Fortunately, the South African government recognises that people with disabilities need to lead as full a life as they can and to achieve this Disability Sports South Africa (DISSA) was formed, which gives disabled people the opportunity of achieving their potential in sport and recreation in their own environment.

Esther saw the opportunity of introducing an exclusive wheelchair race for athletes to expand their sporting proficiencies. As the event grew and with the attraction of South African world record holder, Ernst van Dyk, competing in the now extended 42km marathon on a less formidable route, international athletes and participants from further afield, including France, Canada, Australia, Zimbabwe, Ghana and Namibia have taken part.

In 2006, the OCC was awarded SA National Championship status, was a qualifying race for marathon athletes in the SA Paralympic team for the 2008 and 2012 Paralympic Games and has been endorsed by the South African Sports Confederation and Olympic Committee (SASCOC) and DISSA since 2009.

For many rural people, the OCC is their first opportunity to take part in an exclusive wheelchair-friendly event, where their needs are taken care of, from sponsored transport to George and transport and accommodation during and after the event. George municipality, as well as sponsoring, hosts pre-race programmes such as wheelchair basketball and other community events where able-bodied people can pitch their skills against the athletes. Excitement mounts as the highlight of the pre-race events is the “‘banquet” where participants and their entourages renew friendships, meet sporting heroes and entertainers and catch up on news.


In Africa up to 80 million people live with disability



The OCC is especially poignant when you realise that there are some 60–80m people living with disabilities in sub-Saharan Africa - that is about 10-20% of the general population. Many disabled people are marginalised by society and will not get the chance to go to school, or have jobs, and will be forced to eke out a living as beggars. Apart from birth defects, many people in the poorest populations become disabled through disease and malnutrition, civil strife and natural or environmental disasters, although many disabilities are the result of motor vehicle and industrial accidents.

It is no wonder that given the opportunity, disabled people from far-flung areas are prepared to travel for days in the most uncomfortable, non-wheelchair friendly transport to take part in the OCC.

Event director Ansie Swart, who took over the OCC after Esther lost her battle with leukaemia in 2013, says that most of the R950,000 sponsorship money for the OCC is spent on bringing the participants to George and providing accommodation so that they can take part in an event that for many is the highlight of their year.

“We also broke a new record this year with 1,106 entrants who entered all categories from the 42km and 21km marathons and half-marathon, 10km race and 5km fun walk.”

The fun walk is the climax of the day’s events when disabled children and adults, from the very young to very old, are pushed through the streets of George by celebrities from the sports and entertainment worlds, road runners and community members.

For many parents and carers of physically and mentally challenged children and adults, the OCC is the one time in the year where the burdens of 24-hour care are lifted for a few hours, as their loved ones are taken care of for a while and they let their hair down.

More than 1,000 volunteers take part in the OCC every year and preparations start at least a day before the event, preparing the course, putting up tents, organising the timetable for disabled-friendly buses to collect participants from public transport and making sure that the accommodation at nearby school hostels and resorts is prepared and ready for their special guests.

By dawn, marshals are waiting at their designated posts, water stands and medical tents are set up, as are the bicycle repair mechanics – there are always last-minute crises before the starter’s gun goes off. Stall-holders start cooking the ubiquitous boerewors rolls and the twirly potatoes on sticks that are so popular with kids – the smell tantalising, drawing the first spectators to give in to their rumbling tummies, while other groups of volunteers get ready to prepare a post-race meal for participants.


Heavy rain and wind add to the sombre mood



21 February 2015, 07:45 - the atmosphere is electric as athletes impatiently flex their muscles and maybe do a wheelie or two as they get ready to line up in their category pens, waiting for the starter’s gun to go off in 15 minutes.

Heavy rain and wind at this year’s OCC add to the sombre mood following Dorcas’ death. Dorcas was a category winner in 2013 but two of her Zimbabwean team mates, Moleen Majoni and Samson Muroyiwa, are category winners, while Margret Bansajena comes second in her category.

“Unfortunately accidents happen and we had to carry on, but the weather was against us, with rain and gusting wind, which made it difficult to cycle in,” says disappointed team mate and ardent race supporter, Wilson Nyakoko, who has been coming to the OCC since 2009.

Ernst van Dyk, champion of the OCC since its inception, is the overall winner of this year’s marathon and narrowly missed defending his 2014 title by 36 seconds, finishing in a time of 1:09:12. He is closely followed by fellow South Africans, Andries Scheepers, who comes second in 1:09:19, and Stuart McCreadie, third in 1:09:29.

Overcoming obstacles

Over the years that I have followed the OCC I have made friends and followed several budding athletes, including my Zimbabwean buddies, whom I have seen rise from awkward (malnourished) athletes, battling to stay the course, to confident, strong people who have been invited to take part in events in other countries. They are also ‘’paying it forward’’ like Wilson, who recently went on a seven-day round trip by bus from Harare, Zimbabwe, to Arusha, Tanzania, to donate a hand cycle to another athlete.

It is hard for able-bodied people to understand the dynamics of physical disability and what it entails. When I first encountered Wilson, Dorcas and friends they were straggly, hungry and dirty with just a single change of clothes and ill-fitting tracksuits tied up in plastic bags that contained the remnants of the food they brought with them for the three-day journey. At that time Zimbabwe was in recession; the athletes had no other resources and were dependent on the generosity of the OCC and donations from local South Africans.

Public transport (buses) in most developing regions is not designed for people who are physically challenged and are in wheelchairs or using crutches. Having struggled on to the bus, by any means, including sliding on your bottom, you are there to stay unless there is a long enough stopover to enable a bathroom stop before the bus roars off again. Consequently, long-distance travel on transport without facilities for a person with a disability means dehydration. Drinking liquids is out of the question, unless you wish to have an accident.

The team would arrive in George dehydrated and debilitated and with less than a day to practise before the race. But they were indomitable and always cheerful and this is what I admire about them. Most of us would rather stay at home than endure enforced discomfort. But that is where the strength of disabled athletes lies – in their endurance and determination to stay the course and win.

Today the Zimbabwean team are “’official”, says Wilson – they are recognised as an athletics team in their own country and proudly wear their official attire. They also come well prepared, have some sponsorship in place and arrive at least three days in advance to acclimatise and practise.

However, there is still much to be done before the 60m disabled people in Africa (and the rest of the world) get equal rights and equal opportunities.

Fact file

Did you know that at the 2012 Summer Paralympic Games, South Africans won 32 medals compared to six won by “able-bodied” athletes at the 2012 Olympic Games? Physically challenged athletes have to put in that much extra to achieve their goals - the OCC is where it can start for many of them.

Of the more than 1,000 entries to participate in the annual OCC (marathon, half-marathon, 10km fun race and 5km fun walk) there can be up to 300 non-entrants because of illness such as lung and bladder infections that are exacerbated by lack of mobility.

Disabled athletes face many challenges during training and competition, although sports science and medicine is becoming more proficient in dealing with challenges. Wheelchair athletes typically sustain upper extremity injuries, while cerebral palsy athletes sustain both upper and lower extremity injuries; this is because they often have injuries involving the knee and foot resulting from problems with spasticity and foot deformities.

Much publicised recently, because it still happens in South Africa - the story of the disabled woman from Cape Town who had to slide on her bottom to the back of an intercity bus unaided. She was forced to sit immobile for 18 hours without being helped and she could not even go to the toilet. This is a daily occurrence for many disabled people who are either ignored, humiliated and verbally, if not physically abused.

Resources: http://www.georgeocc.co.za/ http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/enable/rights/humanrights.htm http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Convention_on_the_Rights_of_Persons_with_Disabilities http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/17304008 http://www.dissa.co.za/ http://www.otasa.org.za/awards/albie_sachs_award.html





Consciousness 1: on origins and uses


Our way of thinking, our consciousness, makes us feel special. But when we look into its hows, whys and whats , are we learning that we actually aren't very special at all? Might our "special" consciousness in fact present a threat we're not even thinking about?


Daniel Murphy

Explanations, explorations and celebrations of human consciousness have absorbed cultures and fascinated thinkers since the beginning of history. But many think they appear to have yielded few concrete answers about consciousness itself. In the 21st century, under scrutiny of scientific enquiry, the study of consciousness still seems to generate more questions than clear-cut conclusions.

Yet at the same time, more than 100,000 papers from the vibrantly interdisciplinary field of consciousness studies stand testament to what we have learnt about this most intimate yet most mysterious aspect of our very existence.

Ponder the anonymous skyline of any one of our planet’s megacities and it seems hard to refute the notion that we are more successful than - more advanced than - or even somehow unique in relation to our animal cousins. If prompted, most people would eventually appeal to something about the human mind or the way in which we think that makes us the species that we are. Indeed, according to our Latin nomenclature at least (Homo sapiens), we are the "wise" member of our local branch of the wider hominid family tree.

This two-part exploration into consciousness draws on neuroscience, behavioural science, evolutionary biology, philosophy and futurology to ask three questions. This first essay will ask how and why consciousness came about. Part two will build on this to ask what consciousness is as well as what it might mean for us as a species. The searches for answers to these questions are in no way complete, but the knowledge we are accumulating is beginning to reveal fascinating insights into who we are: insights that suggest that we may not be that special, after all.

The Cartesian theatre

The multitude of ways in which we might describe a person as conscious indicates the ambiguity of the term in English. In one of the most basic senses, consciousness can simply be that which is awake, or animated. An observer might declare an adult roused from the effects of a serious fall to be "conscious" if their eyes were open and tracking movement.

Yet at first glance, most animate beings seem to miss out on a sense of consciousness that feels very important to us. That is the quality or experience of being aware of something or other, which is quite a particular state of being. The person recovering from their fall may not be able to provide meaningful answers to basic questions about themselves; they might not be "conscious of" where they are or how they came to be there.


For hundreds of years, the lack of an identifiable physical seat of consciousness resulted in a lot of foot-dragging.



Thinking about consciousness as "a state of being conscious of something" avoids a lot of sticky questions. For example, is consciousness that sense of being alive when the clouds roll back on a summer day and the sun douses the land? Or is it the taste of coffee in the morning, or the memory of a distant birthday? Might we find it in the silence of that knowing look shared between someone who’s just told a lie and the listener who recognises their attempt at deception? Being conscious of an experience, of a sensation, of a memory and of another mind all seem to be very different things. It turns out that all of these things share one property: the curious fact that they are all experienced by a unified observer looking out from inside.

Many of us are aware of how fragile the constant, internal narrative underlining our lives actually is. Any lapse in the normally steady supply of essentials (oxygen, glucose, blood) to our brain can cause a range of typically unpleasant but usually temporary changes in how we experience the world and, in some cases, whether "I" am even able to experience anything at all.

We also know that removing or damaging specific parts of our brains can result in a thousand mini-eclipses and malfunctions of the various components that make up human consciousness. These include a loss of the ability to speak, a failure to acquire conscious memories, dramatic changes in character and even "forgetting to breathe" when asleep. Sleep itself indicates how states of awareness are linked to our brain’s electrical activity and we now understand how some "maladies of consciousness" - such as epilepsy or certain types of hallucinatory experience - manifest as electrical glitches.

All of this serves to underline that my experience of being me appears to be a thoroughly physical affair: the stuff of neuronal firing, specialised bits of brain and healthy supplies of fuel. Yet at the same time, consciousness just doesn’t seem to be physical; it can’t be observed or even described very well. For hundreds of years, this lack of an identifiable physical seat of consciousness resulted in a lot of foot-dragging.

Even now, some philosophers and scientists remain in thrall to the intellectual-equivalent of abject surrender: the idea, à la Descartes, that since we can’t seem to find consciousness (read "the soul") anywhere in the body, it simply isn’t material and must exist in another realm altogether. The association of words like "soul" with consciousness had, until relatively recently, resulted in its systematic dismissal as a subject of study within the fields of cognitive science and neuroscience. But there has also been a lot of "guerrilla" consciousness research - studies that, whether intentionally or not, have revealed useful information about the form, nature and history of that special experience of being a "me".

A science of correlations

Generally speaking, we know quite a lot about the nervous system: the sophisticated electrochemical signalling network of cells (neurons) that makes up our brain, spinal cord and the nerves branching throughout our body. Of course, we haven’t just studied the human nervous system. We know that the neural signalling systems of our animal cousins use the same electrochemical messengers (known as neurotransmitters) and share the same basic properties, such as "plasticity": the adaptive rewiring of neural networks in response to change, injury and disease.

Studying nervous systems has given us several fascinating insights into consciousness; namely that it essentially exists, to varying degrees of complexity, in most creatures. At the lower end, for instance, sea snails demonstrate how organisms with more than 4m fewer neurons than ourselves exhibit basic forms of learning.

Acknowledging the idea of some kind of gradient of consciousness was one of the big breakthroughs in our understanding of mind. We were at somewhat of a disadvantage in realising this, because our own individual experience of the world suggests that consciousness is more akin to some kind of on/off switch. Something is either aware or it is not aware - you either have it or you don’t. Such an intuitive sense and high threshold for what we consider to be conscious has had important implications throughout history. Conceiving of others - both human and animal - as "soulless" automatons has served as the philosophical foundation for a whole range of ethically problematic activities from factory farming to colonialism.


We have to think of consciousness as something a bit analogous to a computer: an information-processing system.



Understanding that consciousness exists at different levels is challenging because of a certain bias we all possess: that highly-developed concept of self – our self-awareness – that thinks of everything "below" it as fundamentally alien. But the development of our own minds in early childhood can provide some useful analogies into these different stages – or degrees of complexity – of consciousness.

By the second trimester of pregnancy, most of our brain’s billions of neurons have already developed and we can see and hear (our sense of touch exists as early as week five). Sometime in the third trimester, rapid-eye movement (REM) sleep kicks off. REM sleep, the only period of sleep where neuronal activity resembles that of our waking lives, is strongly associated with dreaming and is something we share with most mammals and birds. Some developmental psychologists believe that our experiences in the womb - as well as those during and just after birth - can create permanent imprints on us and even be recalled in some detail in later life.

But the question, to paraphraseone famous philosopher of mind, remains; what is it like to be a baby?

The first big milestone for the human mind occurs around 15 to 18 months, which is roughly the time that we develop a form of self-recognition. This has famously been tested by observing whether a mirror can be used to identify marks on one’s own body that would otherwise be invisible. Human babies of this age, chimpanzees, orcas and even the Eurasian magpie all pass the so-called "mirror test".

Of course, the mirror test doesn’t tell us much about the mental life of an 18-month old child (or a bottlenose dolphin), but it does tell us that the organism can be thought of as "self-sensing:; that is, it has the ability to pick itself out as a subject from among the various objects that make up its reality. It does not seem to be a coincidence that our mastering of first-person pronouns also occurs around about 18 months. Nor, perhaps, does the fact that most of the adult mammals that are able to pass the mirror test also demonstrate the use of languages.

If the early months and years of our childhood see a gradual development of personhood - what we will come to eventually recognise as an "adult human consciousness" - what is driving it? We know that the central nervous system itself has already been around since the third trimester of pregnancy. To understand what is happening, we have to think of consciousness as something a bit analogous to a computer: an information-processing system.

As more and more synaptic connections form and the overall complexity of the neural network increases, so does the processing power of the system. So cognitive development could be thought of as a series of software upgrades. But then don’t the varying degrees of complexity in consciousness also need to take account of differences in hardware?

The idea that the biological development of our brain during our early lifetime (part of our ontogeny) tracks our evolutionary path (our phylogeny) is now widely discredited. An embryonic human nervous system may look a bit like a fish’s but… it isn’t it. The once popular model of a smoothly progressing “reptilian brain” (cerebellum and brain stem) sheathed within a “paleomammalian brain” (limbic system) covered by a “neomammalian brain” (cerebral neocortex) has proven too simplistic.

When it comes to consciousness, a world in which birds possess brain structures that serve the same function as our neocortex - enabling, for example, species such as the New Caledonian crow to manufacture and use tools - forces us to acknowledge the sheer majestic diversity in the phrase “varying degrees of complexity of consciousness”.

A theory of mind

There is a difference between being able to pick yourself out as a subject among other objects and being aware of yourself as a subject that experiences objects. To use a mirror to identify yourself is different to recognising that, as you look into a mirror, you are experiencing a physical representation of your self. The latter requires a belief: that you have a mind. The upshot of this is that three-year-olds aren’t quite aware of where their beliefs come from; they can’t accurately remember whether they have been told about or actually shown an object upon being asked about how they came to know about it.

A five-year-old, however, does remember and they can also do something else a three-year-old can’t: deceive. To be able to lie effectively, we have to have an idea of another being that experiences the world just like us. That development heralds not just a software upgrade but a brand new operating system.

The field of epigenetics has dismantled the idea that we’re stuck with the DNA we are born with. DNA, of course, is the genetic language through which traits are inherited across generations. But epigenetics is showing how our DNA is continuously changing based on our environment, experiences and emotions and redefining how we understand evolution.

So what about that operating system, a "theory of mind", which enables the five-year-old to lie effectively? Our social interactions all rely on a theory of mind, the ability to recognise others as beings like ourselves. Human social interaction has been strongly shaped by the evolution of our consciousness, and vice versa. But the implications of another idea suggest that the richness of human consciousness may be related to a new form of evolution as we understand it.


The richness of human consciousness may be related to a new form of evolution as we understand it.



When many people think of memes, they think of images involving cats, or caricatures and amusing subtitles. As internet memes demonstrate, a meme is simply “an idea, behaviour or style that spreads from person to person within a culture”. However, the evolutionary model of memetics, pioneered by evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins, basically suggests that memes operate like genes; they are units of information that have an independent existence (think books or folk tales or laws); that are self-replicating and that undergo selective evolution in response to the environments in which they exist.

The essential argument, to give a stripped-down example, is that a grandmother being able to describe the colour, shape and flowering season of a poisonous berry to a foraging granddaughter is a means of transmitting information that can affect her granddaughter’s behaviour in an evolutionarily advantageous way. All of this involves components of human consciousness: beliefs, language, a theory of mind. But the implications of memetics for human consciousness, go far beyond this.

Firstly, just like genetic evolution comes up with the same things, like visual organs, through entirely independent pathways, so does memetic evolution. Social learning across cultures can create similar “units of information” that affect collective behaviour; think of the "Golden Rule" (“Do unto others…”) that’s popped up everywhere from Ancient Babylonian laws to Hellenic philosophers to Taoist thinkers. But the really interesting thing is the speed at which memes are created; they can change - for better or worse - each time they are passed from person to person. In other words, the mutation rate in memetic evolution is extremely high in comparison to genetic evolution.

This, as philosopher of mind Daniel Dennett puts it, means that we “can rise above the imperatives of our genes - thanks to the lifting cranes of our memes.” Now just take a moment to think about how fast a broadband connection transmits information compared to a telegraph network, or an early printing press.

So what about consciousness? Well if you think of the collection of an individual’s ideas, beliefs and behaviours as undergoing a process of memetic as well as genetic evolution then that old phrase “varying degrees of complexity of consciousness” becomes, well… more complex. We aren’t just talking anymore about the acutely different consciousnesses of a sea-snail, a pig, a bonobo, a human baby and you and me. We have to acknowledge that the complexity, form and limits to the conscious experience of reality of a modern human adult versus that of a Spanish conquistador, a Zhou dynasty peasant or a Roman statesman are all fundamentally different.

So the gradient of consciousness doesn’t stop at species. It’s an evolving continuum, branching out like a tree across species but also spanning throughout recorded human history and reaching out to the consciousnesses of our ancestors, like the language-using Homo heidelbergensis of 600,000 years ago; right back to the point, some seven million years ago, when we diverged from our cousins, the apes.

It is this development and gradual increase in the sophistication of consciousness - from self-sensing to self-recognising to self-awareness and all that’s in between - that is a critical part of understanding why our species has seemingly achieved such evolutionary success. And, in comparison to deep time, it is the seemingly exponential speed at which memetic evolution unfolds that is one of the key components of thinking about the future of not just our consciousness, but of the human species itself.

Where next?

So what actually is consciousness? Is it physical, or some vague -ism in between? And what does it mean for us, as a species, in this universe?

As we’ve seen, by exploring how the brain and consciousness develop as an information-processing system throughout our lifetimes, we’ve encountered two important insights. Firstly, that consciousness exists to differing degrees among most forms of life on Earth. And secondly, that one of the hard-to-define thresholds on this gradient heralds an era whereby a species might dramatically accelerate the development of its consciousness through using concepts and beliefs (memes) as an additional vessel, along with genes, through which evolution unfolds.

My second and final essay, Consciousness 2: On meanings and futures, builds on all of this to address two things. It will tackle some of the philosophical questions about what consciousness actually is and also explore a few of the implications of our particular brand of consciousness and what they might mean in the grand scheme of our place in the universe.

I will present two arguments. Firstly, that our emerging understanding of what consciousness could, and perhaps should, shatter our conception of ourselves as "special". The second will suggest that we are failing to recognise the important possibility that, one way or another, our "special" experience of being self-aware might be leading us sleepwalking into extinction.

Daniel Murphy is a researcher with an Asia-Pacific focus primarily interested in human mobility and labour issues in commodity supply chains using political economy and systems approaches. Oh, and consciousness. He tweets at DanielMurphy0





Someone I met in February


As Mardi Gras season gets underway in New Orleans, Louisiana, colourful beads and characters fill the streets of the jazz capital.


Danielle Batist

He comes walking alongside us as we approach the end of Frenchmen Street. White beard, sandy coloured hat, guitar on his back, can of beer in his left hand, dog leash in his right. “They call me Chief”, he says, by way of greeting. “And my dog here is called Buster.”

We have only just spotted The Spotted Cat, one of New Orleans’ legendary live jazz bars. It is still early in the day and although it is Carnival season, music is not to start until a few hours later. Well aware of this fact, Chief decides to take us on an impromptu walking tour of the district. He doesn’t ask if we need a guide but he continues to walk next to us and simply starts sharing interesting facts about the buildings and people we pass.

Roaming the Faubourg Marigny neighbourhood streets with Chief is like following a local celebrity. Everyone seems to know him and he is greeted with a level of respect that seems almost formal. Fellow musicians treat him like old friends as they exchange the latest news on who plays where and when.

“Where y’all from?” he asks in an accent that gives away that he himself is a local indeed. We chat away about our roots and he is appreciative of the fact that we have come all the way out here to admire The Big Easy. His face is one big friendly smile, but his stories hint at a darker side of his life journey – one that has not been ‘big easy’ at all.

Growing up near the banks of the Mississippi river, Chief spent his days away from home, hanging around the nearby navy base. It sparked his interest in marine engineering but ultimately also lured him towards the rowdy life style of docklands and sailors, including –as he says- the drink and the women.

On a bench by the riverfront, he summons us to rest for a while and watch the heavily loaded coal, grain and chemical barges go by. He reminisces about his days as an engineer on the ships. Life had not always been good to him, far from it, but jobs on the water provided just what he needed, at least for a while.

“I worked on that one, and that one, and even that one”, he points out as a fully restored original steam boat passes. “Do you see that little part up there?” he asks, pointing at one of the barges. “That is a supply shop for the crew. They sell everything from food to toiletries and even blow up dolls these days.” He grins, adding that he never needed one of those himself, back in the day. He lifts up his jumper to reveal shot wounds. “My wife”, he says, only half-jokingly. “She went crazy when I went with other women.”


Our walk has no obvious goal, but somehow feels far from aimless. We walk and talk for hours, covering a range of topics from musical history to post-Katrina tourism and exaggerated national security threats. Chief seems to have some sort of relevant knowledge of most things and when he doesn’t, he still has an interesting opinion. The sun is out, the streets are filled with colourful buildings and equally colourful characters and we are all enjoying this spontaneous encounter.



Buster the dog charms every second person on the street. “He’s only ten and a half months old, can you imagine how big he will be in a year from now?” Chief asks anyone who stops to pat the black and white dog on the back. A cross-breed between an American bulldog and a Wolf, Buster means more to Chief than words can tell, he says. “His mother got run over and died. I had her for six years. Buster has been with me from his birth and he goes where I go.”

Our walk has no obvious goal, but somehow feels far from aimless. Chief keeps apologising for his dirty clothes and ‘unpolished’ appearance. When we assure him that we appreciate his company, he shakes our hand and says he is very pleased to meet us. He refuses offers of food as we stop for a sandwich, even though we feel it is the least we can do. At a local convenience store we grab cans of beer for each of us. It will soon be Mardi Gras, after all.





A decade after Katrina, Mardi Gras rolls on


Devastation in New Orleans caused by the hurricane has not stopped New Orleaneans from partying hard in the carnival season


Danielle Batist

“You’re off to Mardi Gras? Whatever you do, don’t catch the beads!”

The immigration officer at Houston Intercontinental airport laughs out loud as he stamps my passport. I smile back, hoping that whatever happens in New Orleans will indeed stay in New Orleans.

Booking somewhat reasonably priced flights and hotels had involved some complicated airmiles redemption tricks and days of web browsing nine months ahead of time. By the time carnival season approached, 98% of the city’s 30,000-plus rooms were booked out. I thought I’d have some time to get settled before the king of all street parties kicked off, but I clearly underestimated the sheer scale of this event.

As I leave the airport, hundreds of people are lining up in a seemingly endless taxi queue. When I finally get into one, the driver grins as I tell him my hotel is downtown on Canal Street: “You might have to walk a couple of blocks, ma’am.”

Upon approaching the city, we pass the huge revamped Superdome stadium. The round concrete outer walls are all lit up in the traditional Mardi Gras colours: purple stands for justice, green for faith and gold for power. It is hard to imagine that just 10 years ago, this very place became the symbol of all that went wrong in the emergency relief after the devastating hurricane Katrina hit the Gulf Coast.

More than 20,000 people had fled to the Superdome, many of them poor or elderly, with no means to evacuate the city. They were stuck inside for days, some as long as a week, with little food or shelter facilities. Part of the roof collapsed, the electricity failed and the heat was intense. Many years on, victims and aid workers still talk of the overwhelming stench of rotting garbage and human waste.

When the levees protecting New Orleans failed during Katrina, more than 80% of the city flooded. Some residential areas, including the badly affected Lower Ninth Ward, were submerged by more than 10 feet of water. Close to 1,000 Louisiana residents died in the storm and subsequent floods, mostly from drowning, injury and trauma and heart conditions. Nearly half of all victims were 75 or older.

The hurricane displaced more than a million people in the Gulf Coast region. Up to 600,000 households were still displaced a month later. At their peak, evacuee shelters housed 273,000 people and, later on, at least 114,000 households lived in caravans. The independent Data Center for Southern Louisiana estimates that of the $120.5bn in federal spending, the majority went to emergency relief, not rebuilding.

I am contemplating the almost unimaginable loss behind these figures as the taxi driver tries to navigate road closures and crowds. It turns out that I am arriving right in the middle of the satirical Krewe D’Etat parade. Colourful floats covered in slogans and cartoons tackle topics from fracking to the gentrification of the city’s formerly run-down areas. Someone holds up a sign mocking US Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA), the agency highly criticised for its handling of the post-Katrina clean up.

Later, at an exhibition in the Louisiana State Museum, I learn that the 2006 Mardi Gras parades even featured costumes made out of the blue roof sheeting provided by the authorities. It seems exemplary of the resilience of people here that they were able to put on this kind of a spectacle, mixing lavish celebrations with gallows humour just six months after disaster struck.

The hotel receptionist on Canal Street laughs at my enthusiasm when I rush to check in and head straight back outside. Shouting over the beats and marching band drums, he explains that what I am witnessing outside front door is just a warm-up. The more than 100 (!) parades crossing town will keep getting bigger and better each day in the build-up to Fat Tuesday, which this year fell on 17 February.


The city’s population is still only 78% of what it was before the storm hit



While Mardi Gras has been celebrated in New Orleans for over 150 years, the event only became rapidly commercialised in the past three decades or so. Although the various Krewes are non-profit and floats are not allowed to carry advertising, carnival provides a great boost to the city’s economy. According to a University of New Orleans study, the historical party before the start of Lent now generates more than $840m annually.

Hundreds of thousands of visitors join the celebrations each year, but it is worth remembering that the city’s population is still only 78% of what it was in 2000, five years before the storm hit. The population halved right after Katrina and although numbers are slowly increasing, living conditions for many residents remain challenging. New Orleans had a poverty rate of 29% in 2012, with child poverty figures standing at a shocking 41%.

On the surface, Mardi Gras looks like the one event that bridges inequality gaps. People from all ages and all walks of life dance to the sound of trumpets and trombones. Those who stay downtown would be quick to assume that the fun has no boundaries. Yet every year, the party is tainted by criminal incidents too. On the day I arrive, two boys in their early 20s were shot alongside a parade route on the outskirts of town. The alleged killer, a 19-year-old boy, was arrested within minutes. There have been eight shootings along parade routes since 2004.

All city police are on duty, many working 12-hour shifts for days on end. They are backed up by fire brigades, army personnel and even prison security staff to manage the crowds. While the crime threat is very real in certain areas, the event for the most part is friendly and inclusive. Children and adults alike go crazy for the colourful signature beads thrown from parade floats. On-duty officers are offered drinks from cooler boxes and food from barbecues lining the pavements.

On Lundi Gras, the Monday before the great finale, I search second-hand shops for a mandatory fancy dress costume. I prepared myself for this trip by watching all 36 episodes of David Simon’s HBO series Treme, which paints an authentic picture of the city picking itself up post-Katrina. If I’d learnt one thing from the Mardi Gras episode, it was that the locals go all out when it comes to fancy dress. Keeping this in mind, I pick an elaborate head piece covered in glitter, with a crown of coloured feathers. I also get a dress decorated with tiny bells that sound every time I move.

At night, I decide to do one lap of Bourbon Street to see if it really is as bad as it looks on tacky TV shows like Girls Gone Wild. I remember the words of caution by the border control officer in Houston and wonder if he has seen Girls Gone Wild too. Within two minutes beneath the balconies on Bourbon, I see three women – aged between about 18 and 50 – flash their boobs, followed by a loud cheer from the crowd on the balconies.

With the streets pretty much covered in beads and parade Krewes throwing more to everyone, the balcony flashing seems a rather unnecessary action, but I suspect the street’s cheap signature drinks might play a role here too. One of the classic cocktails is ironically called The Hurricane. There is also the Hand Grenade and something in a tall plastic cup with a fishnet stocking print called The Legs.

One of the locals assures me that if I want to get robbed, all I need to do is walk around with a fluorescent Hand Grenade cup to advertise the fact that I am a tourist. Luckily, I am not one for overly sweet mixers anyway, so I settle for a bottle of Budweiser instead. I escape the scene, agreeing that the real party does not happen on Bourbon.


One woman dressed as a nun holds a banner that reads: ‘Everywhere else, this is just Tuesday’



By Tuesday, I have caught more beads –from floats, not balconies– than I can possibly wear. I join the queue outside one of the Creole restaurants in the French Quarter. I have the famous gumbo, a sort of shellfish soup, and jambalaya, a distant relative of paella. Both, like most of the local mix of Creole, Cajun and French cuisine I sample, taste delicious. Some coffee and equally famous sugar-coated beignets follow and I am ready to Let The Good Times Roll, or laissez les bon temps roulez, as they say here.

The party, frankly, is everywhere. Bicycle rickshaws are turned into mobile discos, with huge speakers blasting from the back seats. Outrageous outfits make for spectacular scenes and funny signs are everywhere. One woman dressed as a nun holds a banner that reads "Everywhere else, this is just Tuesday". Crowds form on street corners, outside bars, on balconies and wherever there is someone with a musical instrument of any kind. TV stations broadcast all proceedings live, from the arrival of the King of Carnival to the traditional ritual meeting of the Mardi Gras Indians with their huge, stunning costumes.

As I roam the streets, I am amazed by the deep-rooted jazz, blues and carnival culture, which manifests itself way beyond the parades and street parties. Museums and music venues display newspaper articles, concert posters and original instruments to pay tribute to the legendary artists who were at the forefront of it all. A hospital I pass turns out to be the New Orleans Musicians’ Clinic: a "medical home" for more than 2,500 local musicians and tradition bearers. They receive the care and support they need here, regardless of their ability to pay.

Day becomes night, and then day again. Streets are swept clean, tinsel removed from those lovely French balconies. Cafes serve Bloody Marys to nurse the city’s collective hangover. Perhaps curiously, the majority of the partygoers then make their way to one of the many Catholic churches to observe Ash Wednesday, the next day on the carnival season calendar. For those too tired or hungover to get out of their cars, one Methodist church has a "no questions asked" solution: an ashes and blessings drive-through. I smile and think what I have been thinking ever since I immersed myself in this wonderful madness almost a week ago: only in New Orleans. Only in New Orleans…





Sleepless in...Venice: 24 hrs in the city of masks


Determined to see the world on a budget Danny Smith uses his insomnia to his advantage and explores the cities of the world without sleep. This week - Venice during Carnival


Danny Smith

I’m definitely going to pass out - it’s not the most helpful thought to have as you’re barrelling through the crowds and vaulting the drag along suitcases of Stansted airport at 6 in the morning. I developed this stress headache half an hour ago on the coach when I checked my booking and realised that the coach was due to pull up five minutes after my gate was due to close.

There are 59 departure gates at Stansted Airport, my gate number is 59 and as far away from the main terminus building you can be without actually being at your destination. The headache at this point is pulsing a staccato rhythm of pain in my head thats making it both difficult to run and see out my right eye properly.

I’m going to pass out and I haven’t even got to the hard part yet.

The plan, such as it is, is to spend 24 hours awake in a city so weird and non-linear it seems like a dream anyway. That city is Venice. To make things more interesting I’m arriving on the last day and night of the the carnival. The modern carnival is as old as I am, both of us born in the first couple of months of 1979, but the tradition dates back to the Renaissance and was stopped in 1798 when Napoleon saw how debauched it was. Mainly linked to the start of Lent, but in England where we traditionally get rid of all the good things in our pantry by making pancakes, other Catholic countries get rid of all their baser urges by putting on masks and drinking for a few weeks.

Nowadays the carnival in Venice is big business, pulling tourists from all over the world during what would normally be a cold and misty downtime. If I were to be sleeping during this trip, I probably couldn’t afford it, room prices rocket during the festival and sell out fast.

24 hrs starts at 9.10am - As I deplane I pause in the doorway and put on my shades. Something about going down the stairs onto the runway always makes me feel a little bit like a rock star, even if I had just spent the last hour or so hearing the couple next to me talk about their respective digestive problems. I get the bus to Venice, it costs €20 for a return with ten days and they leave every ten minutes or so.

9.45am - walking into Venice itself I can see colourful bits of paper confetti in the cracks of the clean stone streets. In the square in front of the train station, although there are a few people, it’d be a bit much to describe them as ‘crowds’. Already there are some people in costume, three younger girls are wearing vintage wedding dresses and there are crowds forming around the couple of face painters.

10.30am - Venice is made up of tourists, a mixture of Japanese and American mainly. And although the Venetians swan elegantly through the crowds with a gait of pure assurance, the delivery men with hand wagons piled high with boxes shout ‘attenzione’ before plowing forward anyway. Elder gentleman wearing trilbies and capes and ladies with casual fur coats dot the crowd seemingly unaware of the dawdling invaders to their floating city.

I stop for a late breakfast at Osteria Dal Ricco Peaco, a local bar selling wine for a couple of euro’s a glass. In Venice people tend not to sit for drinks and snacks and despite its relative earliness the bar is already full of people leaning on high tables. I overhear a very patient waitress explain to an American couple that the menu wasn’t ready yet so I finish my wine and duck next door to a kebab shop that was advertising pizza with french fries as a topping. I opt for a kebab which was both surprisingly fresh and edible.

11.24am - Venice is a city that is hard to get a handle on. Most cities have a rhythm, a grammar, that after a while you can pick up on. But in Venice when you turn a corner you never really know what you’re going to get, a narrow alley, a piazzato with a beautiful but crumbling marble church, a dead end, a canal. There are no roads, only stone paths that are often cobbled and many steps over canals that lace the city like blood vessels. The tall buildings are painted pastel colours with Rococo flourishes and neoclassical columns blending with the more functional modern touches. These high buildings combined with the narrow passages divorces you from any landmarks and its easy to lose all sense of direction. You know if you’ve stumbled into a residential area because washing hangs on lines strung between the buildings.

But getting lost isn’t so bad, the joy of exploring this most singular place is more than enough to make up for any discomfort. And I am lost. Very much so. I come across a small piazza and see a sign for “Campo Del A Morte”. I don’t speak Italian but have enough latin for this to send a shiver of disquiet down my back.

12.09 - I take a chance going down a small alley and find myself on the Riva degli Schiavoni a waterfront path leading from St Marks Square past the Doge’s Palace, overlooking the milky green waters of the entrance to the Grand Canal. The sun is high in the sky and despite a chill to the breeze coming off the water it feels briefly like a premonition of summer. The street is littered with stalls selling the standard myriad of masks and knick knacks, occasionally elaborately costumed stilt walkers take their pictures with passing tourists and street hawkers selling photography wands repeat ‘selfie?’ to anyone who gets near. I stop by the water and the throbbing of my feet remind me that I’ve been walking for three straight hours.

The Piazza San Marco is full, the people dressed up look resplendent, dressed in elaborate costumes that commonly are a historical collage of Louie the IVXX and the Renaissance era aristocracy. Powder blue lace and ruffles, Baroque filigree and sequins. Almost all are still in practiced poses while the ones that are moving drift at a glacial pace. All have full face masks. They have a strange effect on the crowds, like magnets they attract them, but also repel them, an aura of space in a crowded square surrounded by people taking photographs.

12.24pm - I make my way to the stage and seating area, although sectioned off from the main piazza the seating is free and even has a waitress service if you can catch one of the people working there as they buzz around. Like much of the festival it seems to be working on a ‘freemium’ model, most things are free but if you want to pay a bit extra you can upgrade. In this case there are box tables overlooking the stage. As I arrive there is a gymnastic performance that starts in a giant bubble, continues of a set of high swings and finishes with a pole performance.

12.48pm - as I walk out of the square a group of teenagers surround me. ‘selfie!’ ‘selfie’ they shout. I put my hand over my wallet - a reflex from travelling in India last year - and the girl next to me extends a selfie stick out in front and snaps herself next to a bewildered me surrounded by her friends. I am not in a costume but I do have blue green hair which at certain angles is the same colour as the lagoon. Determined to find a piazza listed on the website I made a note of yesterday I set off following a map I bought for €2 at the airport.

1.10pm - Lost again, try to find my way back. I watch a street performer for a while, a eastern European gentleman flow through a series slick magic tricks producing and disappearing colourful hankies soft and faded with handling.

2.15pm - I find myself back at the Riva degli Schiavoni and jump on the water bus, its quite expensive for a single journey but worth it. The bus I take follows the Grand Canal around and takes me back to the train station. It’s full but thats okay, I stay on deck and am able to take in the city from while gently pulling along its waterways. Venice actually makes a lot more sense from the water. It’s evident that people are not really supposed to be walking across the it. My perception shifts from seeing Venice as a city interrupted by canals, to what it actually is, a lagoon with some impossible buildings shorn up on its islands.

2.45pm - Carnival gets up to three million visitors which isn’t bad for a city that has a population of less than 30 thousand, but it does mean the infrastructure can be a bit lacking at times. There are public toilets but most of them cost a €1 - €2 and are difficult to find. I go to the train station and opt to use the public bathroom and pay the toll rather than nip around the back and piss in the alley like most of the residents had.

3.21pm - Wandering down to the university, there is a small park, its odd to see a green space in the city, nearby at the entrance some students have gathered and a drinking glasses of red wine and are singing along to a roughly played guitar.

3.47pm - I find an Irish pub near the main drag, or at least I think it’s Irish. They seem to be advertising the rugby and have Harp and Guinness so I presume that what they’re going for. Hanging over the bar is a huge net filled with wine corks and the back half of the room is papered with notes of currencies from all over the world. The atmosphere was laid back and welcoming and in a city renowned for it beauty holing myself up in the back of a bar felt positively decadent.

5.00pm - Piazza San Marco is across the city, as I leave the bar I look up too the pinks and reds of a winter sunset on a clear day. On the way I nip into a shop and buy a couple of bottles of beer. Now I hadn’t seen any signs against drinking in the streets, but I don’t speak Italian, so I wait to see if anyone else is. I needn’t have worried. A little later a crowd of younger guys are stopped by the police. The cop points to the bottle one of beer of them is holding. I pause. Then, smiling, he offers a bottle opener from his pocket.

By now the crowds had thickened a bit, with many in fancy dress, not only the elaborate masked gentry but most forms of fancy dress ranging from the silly glasses and a hat, too elaborate cosplay - at least five people dressed as Ezio from the Assasin’s Creed games. Pirates were popular, superheroes too. which meant every so often i would catch a catch sight of a pop culture icon as they glimpse around a corner. A flash of Spider-Man, a snatch of Wonder Woman. In my memory a myriad of crowds, crumbling walls, and pop culture.

I drink my beers watching the sky change colours in a Piazza lost in the centre of Venice.

5.44pm - When I get to the square it’s busier than earlier, the crowd is older and wrapped up well for the cold evening breeze. The temperature is dropping fast without the sun. I find a seat near the front of the stage area, the act is three older guys singing opera songs. The crowd flare into applause, I didn’t recognise the song and I’ve got a couple of seconds to think ‘wouldn’t it be funny if they sing the Just One Cornetto song’ before all three of them launch into the Just One Cornetto song. Next is Nessun Dorma, when it starts a man in a cream tail coat spins around and throws his arms out. I glance up to find a near perfect Pavarotti look-a-like climbing onto the plastic tables next to me miming the song and waving his hat about, much to the confusion of the guys on stage 50 yards away who can only see the crowd watching the back of a fat guy on a table who’s getting more attention than they are. They finish with Nel blu dipinto di blu more commonly known from the Dean Martin cover ’Volare’, despite knowing it was originally a Eurovision Song Contest entry I can only sing the Woo-Ohh-Oh-Oh bits. Which shows that I sadly more skilled in crap pop trivia than European languages.

7.00pm - While the faux Pavarotti is still being mobbed by the crowds the bells of El Paron De Casa start to peel and bits of paper, catching the eddies and updrafts, dance down onto Piazza San Marco.

7.05pm - It seems the freemium model is continued into the public facilities, the public toilets just off the square has two floors the bottom floor has five toilets for free, the upstairs are nicer and cost €1.50. Having spent nearly €10 in pennies already I wait downstairs. When somebody asks me if I was next the girl next to me hears my accent.

“Excuse me are you Australian?” she asks, she has an Australian accent herself.

“Not at all I’m from the UK, but I do get that a lot” she seems excited.

“You sound exactly like you’re from Cairns, like me, your accent is the same” she shouts to her boyfriend “TC come and listen to this guy talk” a large Aussie guy comes over

“Hello TC” I hear myself say, but my subconscious has done something terrible, so not to prove this lady wrong my brain has tried to play up the Aussieness to my accent. What actually comes out of my mouth is a racist impression of an Australian accent. They both look at me like I had punched a koala bear.

“Errrm thinking about it I’m going to go upstairs” they’re still looking at me as I bumble up the stairs.

7.30pm - While I’m not actually lost per se, I certainly don’t know where I am. I’ve come to the area where the the programme lists the other events taking place but there doesn’t seem to be anything here, except other people looking perplexed. One group of people walk through looking particularly confident and everyone follows them. I discover that the huge solid wall I had been waiting near is part of the Venetian Arsenal - a complex of shipbuilding yards and workshops that is sometimes used for an exhibition space, home of Venice’s naval might throughout history, and the origin of the word ‘Arsenal’. As much as the winding streets of Venice will allow we follow the 50ft high walls around and are led on to a metal walkway that extends over the water following the wall, and then, thankful back onto land.

7.45pm - I can hear fireworks and loud music, by the time I get to the dockland area they are just finishing. The announcement the second showing the the presentation would be in an hour. In the mean time there are some food stall where I grab a sandwich made with thick slices of pepperoni and a sweet fried fritter from the stall and watch the circus entertainment.

9.30pm - The fireworks are part of larger presentation that started with a projection of an animated short that I think had something to do with fish. The firework crescendo was in time with what certainly sounded like the score from the Johnny Depp pirate movies and accompanied by neatly timed searchlights.

10.00pm - The crowd is ushered into one of the cavernous rooms on the dock, its dark and low red lights mark out silhouettes hanging from swings high in the ceiling, the occasional camera flash a few more figures in the rafters above. Music starts and a live oboist plays jazz refrains as dancers suspended by bungie cords ignore gravity and dance on the walls and undulate overhead.

10.30pm - The lights fall again and a spotlight hits the lead singer of that had set up on the stage to the crowds left. He introduces himself as Slick Steve and his band as* The Gangsters and launches into a frenetic cover of King of The Swingers* that demonstrates the vocal power and showmanship we would see for the rest of the gig. Slick Steve is incredibly charming and integrated into the high tempo and over the top rock and roll rhythms are a series of magic tricks and flourishes. All the crowd dance, It’s a truly mixed crowd. Older, younger, teenagers, everybody is swinging.

12.00 - After the third encore the band leave and we are reminded that next door is the ‘disco’. That finishes at half three, so I figure as long as its not too expensive, it’ll be a good place to hang out. By now my back is sore from exertion and my feet ache. The ‘disco’ is actually a full on dance gig, with two huge rooms, a chill out area and easily four hundred people. But it’s only €10 in and comes with a free drink.

3.00am - I’ve had all I can take. The huge rooms mean I was only marginally warmer than outside. I enjoy dance music and even joined the crowd dancing, but only for so long. I’ve actually been awake now 24 hrs with only a little sleep before that and spent most of the day walking. I escape into the night before the crowd and head towards the bus station.

4.00am - Lost again, this time properly lost, walking around in circles lost. Venice at night is empty, it bears none of the malice of most European cities at night because I think it’s intimate, the walls are close and the streets are short. It’s more uncanny than scary. I walk and explore hoping for landmarks. I realise that all sense of direction or understanding of the this weird dark maze is not only being contradicted by my walk back but actively being undone like Theseus winding his thread back up behind him as he leaves the labyrinth. Unwalking the city back into confusion and discovery.

4.50am - Occasionally I come across a piazza which, judging from the debris and the state of those present, had been the scene of other public get togethers. With only the hardcore left behind to mill around and wait for the sun to come up. I ask a passing group of young guys to show me on the map where I am

“Where do you need to go?” the only english speaker of the group, Lino, asks. I tell him the bus station and he smiles.

“We are going near there you can walk with us” he asks to see my map and shows the rest of the group. they laugh, one speaks rapid Italian.

“Maps are shit” he translates, not aggressively. “They are not accurate and the names are always wrong”

“I thought as much” his friend looks at me, shrugs and says something before walking off smiling. Lino agrees.

“You’re either from here or you’re lost”.

5.30am - I say goodbye to Lino and his friends and enjoy a hot coffee from the stand by the bus station still doing a brisk trade. I was told before this that everything in Venice closes at eleven. My gamble that this was different paid-off with plenty of people still around even at this early hour.

6.10am - The bus to the airport arrives

7.00am - At the airport - I feel warm for the first time in twelve or so hours

9.20am - Flight home, from my seat I can see the blue green waters of Venice and finally drift off to sleep.





Locked out of utopia


Sweden’s Roma have become a political scapegoat for a country under pressure


Dominic Hinde

The snow is beginning to drift against the chain-link fence that separates the railway line from the woods in the Stockholm suburb of Flemingsberg. The thermometer is below zero and people gaze out from the centrally heated apartment blocks that dominate the valley onto the road and railway below.

From the back entrance to the commuter station, a woman in a headscarf carrying a blue IKEA bag stuffed with cushions heads off between the hoardings of a building site and a yard for industrial machinery along the icy cycle path.

Her destination is an abandoned bridge abundment stacked with caravans and wooden shacks. Improvised chimneys kick wood smoke out into the frigid February air. This little parade of homes houses around 40 Roma migrants, many of whom are busy trying to shift a trailer that has slipped in the freezing and thawing mud.

One of the people with their weight under the trailer is Elvis, 23, who is dressed in a woolly hat and thick jacket. It is a name he has adopted as he has moved across Europe - Elvis Presley was supposedly descended from Roma migrants to the US. He arrived in Sweden via Germany. Switching between English, Swedish, German and Romanian, he talks about how he and his family came to be in the tiny ramshackle encampment on the edge of a planned Nordic suburb.

Sweden’s new EU citizens

“We’re all from Romania. We have come to Sweden to earn money, but it is hard to find a job,” he says. Instead, most of the people at the camp get by through begging in Stockholm’s inner city. Coming for a few months at a time, they can then take what they make back to their families. In Sweden’s new Roma communities, children are conspicuous by their absence.

“It gets cold. We live in the caravans together where it is warmer,” he adds. With the temperature usually well below zero, being outside any length of time in the long Nordic winter is not pleasant. He gestures toward the nearest caravan and opens the door, presenting the other members of his family.

Inside, a group of mostly older men and women are sprawled across the tiny space, including Elvis’ father. “He has lost his leg in an accident,” Elvis says, pointing to a man in a knitted cardigan. The big man on the improvised sofa pulls up his trouser leg to reveal where it stops just below the knee. The injury is the result of an industrial accident working illegally in Eastern Europe, they claim.

The inside of the caravan is cosy, heated by the wooden embers in a stove added to the vehicle by some ingenious spatial improvisation. Outside, express trains zip past on the main line from Stockholm to Gothenburg, Oslo and Copenhagen.

The existence of camps like the one in Flemingsberg, and the people who live in them, has become an increasingly divisive issue in Sweden. Legally entitled to be there but often deeply unwelcome, Sweden’s Roma are caught in limbo. They fit into neither the EU ideals of skilled mobile labour, nor into the diverse group of political and economic migrants whom Sweden’s generous asylum policies seek to aid.

Trapped in the cracks

Sweden also has a highly regulated housing market with a low level of private rental. Access to its institutions and bureaucracy often requires a social security number and finding long-term housing from outwith the system can be difficult for non-Swedes. The same is true for non-emergency aspects of healthcare. As a result, those arriving in Sweden without financial means are forced onto an unregulated black market or compelled to live in temporary camps.

Modern Sweden has pursued a strongly integrationist agenda to migration, in recent years extending to higher demands on language learning for new arrivals. It also recruits skilled immigrants to its research and healthcare sectors and has historically had high levels of immigration from Iran and the Middle East. Most recently, the ongoing conflict in Syria has led to an increase in the number of refugees travelling to the country.

Roma have lived in Sweden for hundreds of years and are officially a national minority, enjoying certain legal protections to language and support for culture. The reality, though, is somewhat different. Roma children underperform in school and structural discrimination is common. Roma children were only allowed to enter the education system in the 1960s and knowledge of Roma culture in Sweden is still low. Maria Leissner, the head of a board on Roma issues appointed by the last Swedish government, described their situation in Sweden as "worse than a developing country". Her report outlined how fewer than half of all Roma children in Sweden attend school.

Niklas Orennius, a journalist for the leading Swedish newspaper Dagens Nyheter, recently revealed the existence of a database of more than 4,000 people with a Roma background compiled by the police. The database included children and pensioners and was en example of “the last sanitised racism”, according to Orennius.

Despite the long legacy of Roma in Scandinavia, the most prominent in the public eye are the newly arrived EU migrants. Earlier this year, the governing Conservative and Progress parties in neighbouring Norway attempted to introduce legislation that would have banned begging anywhere in the country and criminalised people giving them help. In theory, it would have applied to all begging, but its link to Roma migration was obvious, its critics argued. The legislation was eventually withdrawn after criticism from churches, opposition politicians and the Council of Europe.

Like elsewhere on the continent, Sweden has a chequered history in its treatment of the ethnic group. In 1948, a riot in Jonköping led to vigilantes hunting travelling Roma and attacking their homes, encouraged by a local press and a passive police force. More recently, individual politicians in the Swedish Conservative party have voiced support for criminalisation of begging and the far-right Sweden Democrats posted adverts in Stockholm’s metro system with the slogan "stop organised begging". The dissonance between the good-hearted, generous Sweden of popular perception and a deeply closed society is tangible.

First steps

On a Monday afternoon, the white tiled passage linking Stockholm’s central station and the metro hub next door is thick with people rushing from overground to underground. As they stream along the corridor, it is the people not moving who stand out. Commuters keen to catch their trains are met by a human wall selling mobile phone sim cards, handing out flyers and, most noticeably, begging for money from the floor of the hallway.

Clutching laminated signs with pictures of their family and stutteringly translated pleas in English and Swedish, the Roma trying to earn enough to stay alive are hard to miss. Many of the people running to the metro will already have encountered them on the local trains where they patrol carriages and will probably encounter them again on the metro. The passage is a prime position – not only is it full of people, but it also offers some respite from the bitterly cold weather.

Another person standing still in the crowd is Sven Hovmöller. A semi-retired chemistry professor at Stockholm University and a Social Democrat in local government, he is the vice-president of HEM, a volunteer group that collects clothes and provides what help it can to Sweden’s Roma. Hem is Swedish for home, but the acronym is symbolic in another way too. It stands for Homeless EU Migrants, the name with which activists have sought to humanise Romanian Roma and highlight the huge inequality in access to help compared to other immigrants from the EU.

In his rucksack he has a stack of magazines and printed paper slips in Romanian explaining what he is doing. “The idea is that they should sell the magazine instead of begging. They can make between two and five times as much.”

Hovmöller has only been working with HEM since last spring, but is now fully engaged in the project.

“You see beggars, you wonder what’s up and what their story is, so I went out to one of the camps where they were living and got to see how poor they were. It started by taking them water and making sanitary facilities. Now we organise Swedish classes every Sunday. These are EU migrants who can’t get any help at all. Occasionally they might get a place to sleep,” he says.

In the coldest months of November and December, when temperatures plummeted, churches across Sweden opened their doors to provide temporary shelter.

“The state could open a place for them to stay, just like with other refugees,” thinks Hovmöller. “They are refugees from a thousand years of oppression and racism. Illiteracy is high, so they are in a worse situation than many of the people who come here from Africa, for example.”

Nobody knows exactly how many EU Roma have come to Sweden. Hovmöller gives an estimate of a few thousand, but even the authorities have little idea.

Telling a different story

The idea of the pamphlet Hovmöller is distributing is to change the way people interact with Roma and to give some context to why they have come to Sweden. It is a similar strategy to that taken by Felicia Iosif, a Romanian Roma immigrant to Sweden, and Sara Olausson, an illustrator and comic writer. After meeting in the Stockholm suburb of Liljeholmen, the two became friends and produced a book, Felicia, about the background of Roma migrants across Europe using Iosif’s own experiences.

Sitting in the white sterile premises of a coffee chain in a municipal shopping centre, Olausson waves to another Roma woman she knows passing by. Further along the pristine white mall, two women sit charging their budget mobile phones. “We told each other about our lives and we couldn’t speak each other’s languages, but you can communicate. With the help of a Romanian friend we translated and got Felicia’s story out,” says Olausson.

Iosif is currently back in Romania, and Olausson is about to join her. This will be Olausson’s fourth trip to visit the members of Roma families who stay at home, with the children left behind the subject of a new series of comics so that Swedish children can learn about their Roma peers. Part of this involves tackling the stereotypes about Roma perpetuated by populist media outlets and online, she says.

“I was lucky enough to already have a publisher, and to tell her story we had to go there… you hear about big palaces in the media and there are indeed some beautiful houses that families build, but inside it is just as poor as everywhere else. Racists use this as proof, but these are people who have never commanded respect at home. It is understandable that some of them might like to live in a good house, like anybody else.”

This, believes Olausson, is the real battleground – to get both the public and politicians to better understand how and why Roma have come to end up on Stockholm’s streets. This balance of cultural understanding and economic assistance is tricky, though.

“Sweden has come a long way, but just as the goodwill has increased, so has the hate,” says Olausson, ominously. Another female activist working to integrate newly arrived Roma was forced to stop media engagement because of threats and misogynist hate speech, while Olausson herself was manhandled by bailiffs when trying to rescue clothes and blankets from a Roma camp being torn down by the authorities.

A Romanian government minister recently caused consternation when she visited Sweden and claimed that Roma are not discriminated against in their home country. A changing Europe and changing domestic politics in Sweden mean that even in a society viewed as a model of tolerance and integration, old prejudices have re-emerged.

Sweden’s new right

As they have become increasingly visible, the Roma have become an easy target for Sweden’s resurgent populist right. In the autumn elections, the Sweden Democrats, who emerged from Sweden’s neo-nazi movement in the 1980s, became the third biggest in parliament. They also won their first seats in Stockholm’s city hall. Their pledge to ban beggars was a central plank of the campaign.

In her centrally heated and publicly funded office Maria Danielsson sips a cappuccino on the sofa, surrounded by her American college diploma and photos of her family. The group leader for the party in Stockholm switches between California soccer-mum English and Swedish as she explains why the party think a begging ban is needed.

“The begging issue has gone from somewhat problematic to immensely problematic… it is causing problems with sanitation. We’re the only party in Stockholm that wants to ban begging.”

Danielsson goes to pains to point out that she and her party have nothing against Roma immigration, but claims that it is not Sweden’s job to deal with the “systematic problem” created by poverty in Eastern Europe. “I have members of my own party and others contacting me and saying ‘I am tired of this, I want to hit them’, and people are pushing them around.” In the logic of the Sweden Democrats, immigration rather than ignorance causes racism.

Danielsson does not think that her party or politics are being treated fairly, yet the Swedish media is dominated by discussions of immigration. In November 2014, the Sweden Democrats very nearly toppled the government by backing the opposition budget. Her arguments are the same used all over Europe by the new populist right.

“We want to be able to be nationalist without being called fascist, and talk about immigration without being called racist,” she says. “I would actually say that right now Sweden is not a democracy.”

She has ambitions for the Sweden Democrats to become the biggest party and form a government that "puts Sweden first". Her role model is Norway and the success achieved by the anti-immigration Progress party. All four of the mainland Scandinavian countries have seen the growth of such parties, with the Danish People’s Party and the True Finns in Finland also commanding support on a populist message of economic realism, cultural exceptionalism and resistance to globalisation. The Sweden Democrats, though, are unique in emerging from the traditional white power movement.

Not all members of the Sweden Democrats are as diplomatic as Danielsson. Previously, candidates have described Roma in Sweden as a "cancer" and the party has engaged in a process described by Danielsson as "cleansing" to expel its most outwardly racist members.

Even without the Sweden Democrats, Sweden can be a tough society for newcomers. It is the ultimate irony that a system specifically designed to provide security for the majority acts as a barrier to the integration of those outside it. This is just as true of those within Sweden as new arrivals from outside.

The Swedish government, meanwhile, has restated its opposition to racism and emphasised the place of Roma as one of the country’s officially recognised national minorities. The previous administration also instituted a commission on anti-Roma prejudice, due to report next year. The new minister for culture, Alice Bah Kuhnke, who also bears some responsibility for integration and multicultural policy, has said that increased crimes against both Swedish Roma and newly arrive EU migrants "are further proof that the measures we are taking are needed".

The question of whether restating a commitment to multiculturalism can solve the complex structural inequalities affecting Swedish and EU Roma, though, remains largely unanswered. Swedish civil society has begun to show a will to understand its suddenly prominent minority. The real test will be whether the Swedish government can reach a solution different to the ones being touted by populist politicians across Europe.





Creatures of desire?

Donovan Volk

This is a story about the development and expansion of human desire in the modern age, where we discover how revolutions in the way we think and behave shape our attitudes and lives today. This is a history of the human being, discovering and experimenting with what makes us human, including sexuality, belief and self-image. These interconnected upheavals of society can be known as the Sexual Revolution, Liberalisation of Religion and the Bourgeoisie Revolution respectively and came after more than one and a half millennia of relative stagnation in which only gradual, minor changes occurred in social structure, attitudes towards belief, and attitudes towards desire. This is a story about visionaries, pioneers and revolutionaries and how their ideas took hold. It is the story of the world that we’re living in today and how we got here. It’s a world where we’re told we have a lot of freedom, where our desires are not only acknowledged and tolerated, but encouraged as critical to the functioning of the capitalist economy. Its a world where wars are fought against those who do not approve of this freedom of desire.

Often, it is difficult to imagine just how different the recent past was. In 1913 attitudes towards sexuality in particular showed a marked contrast to the world today. Vienna at that time, as a snapshot of history, shows a quite remarkable proximity of figures, some later to reach positions of power, and others to have great influence on the course of ideas. Both, overlapping groups set to shape the course of the world.

What was it about that city, in that year that attracted such a fabulous (and infamous) array of personalities? At that time, living but a few miles away from each other, were Trotsky, Joseph Stalin and Hitler. Freud had his offices in Vienna and the entire foundation of the psychoanalysis movement was laid there. There were also many writers, musicians, artists and intellectuals of all flavours and Vienna’s cafe culture provided plenty of opportunities for ideas to ferment and boil. It was this intense communication that fueled an intellectual fervor, that entrenched positions, or brought them to new levels. Vienna was a city where people knew the importance of ideas.

Then in 1914 the First World War broke out. Some were inclined to join in the fighting but most intellectuals are not the type to involve themselves, or else they were foreign nationals with no interest in the sordid affair. They would return to their home countries, spreading the ideas fomented in Vienna throughout the Western world and maintaining their contacts through letter writing. This vastly accelerated the spread and influence of the Viennese intellectual scene and raised the standing of individual writers. In Vienna they were just one voice among many, but back home they might find themselves the bearers of new and exciting ideas in sluggish intellectual circles in need of a kick. In Vienna 1913 culture was transformed, created and in 1914 transmitted at a rate and amplitude never before seen.

In the post war era a tired and tattered Europe entered a period of self-questioning at the barbarity it had unleashed upon itself. Old ideas of authority, empire and divine right were eroded and socialist, fascist and anarchist movements vied with each other to steer the course of history in the confusion.

Anaïs Nin and Henry Miller were two writers, both caught up the psychoanalytic milieu and dispersed by the war, they lived and breathed the ideas that were about to change the world.

What they did back in the revolutionary heyday was bold, romantic and new. The beauty and sweetness of their lives and their many lovers, the courageous championing of expression, of freedom, of pleasure. It was borne along by the philosophy of psychoanalysis which suited them well as it held the source of all evil to be the repression of the erotic drive. In that context Anais Nin’s constant deceit of her husband, in fact of everyone, was the ultimate response to Freud’s ideas, to express her raging desires to the fullest while attempting to protect them all, to avoid causing them ‘pain’ as she put it.

But what was radical and bold in the 1930s suffered through the ages, as all revolutions turn by-and-by into the conventions and tyrannies of a coming age. Today it is the ‘expression’ of big-mouthed talk-show-hosts, or the bohemianism of the gap-year-student, the constant sale of sexuality in all its myriad forms. Its in lines of scarcely decorated women lining up outside clubs in the freezing cold, parading themselves in the meat market in a macabre dance of desire. Our society has gone from repressing desire to saturation of it, of so many desires and temptations that they are no longer ours.

By this I mean that it is no longer within our locus of our control, the form of our desires emerges from marketing teams with advanced psychological weapons to invade our headspace. Even before pubescent girls are sold the image of their love in the form of Justin Bieber or One Direction, through a million images, the form and fantasy of their grown up lovers years later is crafted, a different one for each stage in life, and of course all expressed through the medium of consumer items. This striped vest to accentuate rugged creativity and show off those muscles. This is how he smells and it comes in this bottle. This one drives this car as symbol of libidinous danger. Women are sold an image of themselves as the lover they truly desire to be, and men too are sold their own image.

But the first few were not interested in a magazine cut-out, no they were seeking something rather more natural and archetypal. They made themselves for sure, but the material items of their making were secondary to their sculptor’s hand in the creation of their personality.

Competition is stark conformity, it is to see what others are doing and do it only a little better. In fact if you have only to trip them up and make them appear worse and you have your hollow victory. True progress, if we can talk about it today without titters of laughter, is to transcend the competition as it stands, to head off on the Z axis to a point your peers cannot even see.

And you might well ask, if the fate of every revolutionary overhaul of conventionality, expectation, politics, economy, belief or worldview is no sooner accomplished than its inevitable degeneration can be predicted as sure as night follows day, then what is the point? Had they known on the eve of the October revolution that they would one day be so sick of Communism that they would welcome back Capital with open arms, would they have bothered?

Such questions fester at the back of the mind of every leftist, radical and revolutionary today. We cannot forget the terrible successes of the past; terrible for the fact that they were successful and successful for the fact that they were terrible.

Take the bourgeois revolution that ejected us so forthrightly from the middle ages, for all those small shop owners who fought and won alongside the peasants only to surreptitiously pick up their H’s and marry into the old aristocratic bloodlines. Of course the official religion changed from the religion of blood, that is the blue for the few and the rest of us just plain old red, to the religion of toil. Of course the main tenet of this new orthodoxy being that however hard you toil in Mr Top Hat’s factory you didn’t work as hard as He. Work, of a kind, filtered through the green tinted spectacles of the new masters, became the final saving grace and salvation of mankind.

And today we have the extreme result of that revolution in the form of the bourgeois-capitalist-consumerist society characterised by the super-rich and the ultra-poor and an ever dwindling ‘in-between’.

But I’m sure you know enough about the society we’re living in today with its payday loans and betting shops on every corner, where every poor sod is milked for each drop of profit to spend the meagre earnings of their zero-hour contract, minimum wage job on food not fit for human consumption, in over-priced under-repaired shoeboxes not fit for human habitation.

This you see is the punishment, the price paid, for not being one of the radical ones ever-constantly fighting their way to the top of the pile. This is the punishment for being humble, for being ‘ordinary’, for not dreaming grand dreams of plush office palaces risen high on the city skylines. It is the punishment for settling for less, for favouring friends and family over social climbing and brown-nosing, for being one of that vast majority of the world’s population that is happy with relatively little.

All that this vast majority wants is food on the plate, a roof over their heads, a little comfort, a little warmth, a friendly neighbourhood, safe streets, not to be treated like a dog at work or to live in fear of getting the sack. In short, not having to run as fast as they can to stay in one place is all that they desire.

And for this they are punished.

Its funny how history plays out. Initially the bourgeoisie removed the barriers between them and the coveted rank of the aristocracy. How exhilarating it must have been to topple those privileged fat birds from their perches as the cats came marching in, eyes and claws gleaming, licking their lips. They cannibalised the aristocracy, gloriously.

If the birds had large houses then the cats would have them too, if they had fine wines and Venetian blinds then these too could be bought. The cats, with the rising wealth of industry, bought every trinket and charm of wealth and status, lordship and domain. If the birds sat in the opera then so would the cats, if they acquired paintings and libraries then so would they too.

In time, with the flagging fortunes of the aristos, the bourgeois could acquire even blood. It was the highest aspiration for the grandson of a Parisian small shop owner to intermarry with a blue-blood so that the blood of his children could run a rich purple. And if they couldn’t, well then, they would make every effort to ensure that their children would, and this is where the seeds of Freud and his comrades are sown.

The bourgeois then were highly fussy creatures, the demands of constant social climbing made them so. If they wanted to infiltrate the ranks of high society then they would not only have to adopt their manners, they would have to be ten to the power more exacting in them than the aristos themselves. Everywhere a lord or a lady eyed them suspiciously, waiting for them to slip up.

The result was a manner of raising children which imposed harsh restriction on their self-expression. Manners were obsessed over, as if terrified that their offspring, for whom they had invested such hopes for the future, would revert to hulking troglodytes, dropping their H’s, swilling beer, farting and belching shamelessly. Repression was the paramount concern of the bourgeois, repression of the past and projection of the ideal forms of virtuous propriety. And of course what terrified them most was that little Sally, or little Edgar would grow up to fall head over heels in love with their social inferior, that after all that striving and toil, all that educating and disciplining that they would simply revert to ancestral habits, drop a litter, and be done with it.

It is this toxic cocktail that provided Freud with a constant supply of emotionally disturbed young men and women in turn of the century Vienna. They were a mystery, tucked away, a source of confusion. Why were the sons and daughters of wealthy, well-to-do Viennese socialites coming into Freud’s office reporting all sorts of suffering and pain? They had everything they wanted after all; food, drink, a glittering social life, virtuous parents, good jobs, large homes and status. If this pinnacle of achievement didn’t produce happiness, then what had it all been for?

So it was not talked about. If they were unhappy, they smiled for the cameras, for their friends, for their parents, for all those toiling to rise to their position. But then, once and while, the cracks would start to show. Hysteria, melancholy, madness, perversity. Whether by coercion, enticement, or choice, they sought out Freud.

Freud told them they were repressed, that they were trying to act as if they didn’t have sexual or aggressive impulses, and that they had forgotten traumatic experiences from their childhood. Through talking therapy he gradually gained their trust, and soon they began remembering, or admitting, their socially unacceptable impulses, as well as any events that in the confines of the bourgeois household were simply hushed up and ignored.

Wilhelm Reich went further, he suggested that sexual energy needed to be expressed through full orgasms for a human being to be healthy. For him, it wasn’t just that repression was bad, it was that sex was good and a fully expressed sexuality inseparable from overall psychological health.

Henry Miller and Anaïs Nin were part of the same milieu as Freud, Otto Rank, Wilhelm Reich and Carl Jung. While these men of science would form various understandings of the mind ultimately it was transmitted through culture by the artists, commentators and writers who took the ideas and ran with them. They not only lived their lives by these ideas, this new religion, but wrote about them, and it would not be long before these early pioneers would spawn the next generation, the beat poets and later the hippies.

Its no exaggeration to say that Sigmund Freud led directly to Rock and Roll. In the space of 30 years repression went from good to bad, and self-expression, spontaneity and sex became both the means, and the surest sign of a healthy, happy person.

The bourgeois revolution made it okay to desire more status, to want to be the top of the heap. Freud’s revolution, which culminated in the sexual revolution of the 1960s made it okay to desire just about everything else. It was the age of Kerouac and Ginsberg, of drugs and sexual experimentation.

What happened between when Freud, Reich and Jung formulated their theories and the upheavals of the 1960s was the acceleration of popular culture. A century before, such ideas would have circled around a few learned men, specialists, and gentlemen enthusiasts and would have been kept from the general population for fears that they would misinterpret them and run amok. In the intervening time, popular media had expanded to a degree that would have been impossible to imagine prior to that.

While before, mass media was limited to a few plays, books, popular magazines and the like, between 1920 and 1930 there was a boom both in the quantity and the variety of media. The first entertainment radio broadcast was in England 1920 and steadily expanded from there. The movies ‘moving pictures’ were packed every night as the population embraced the new craze, where a production could reach vastly more people than the stage plays that had preceded. These also gave way in the late 1930s to the talkies ‘talking pictures’ where speech and music accompanied the images.

Since 1901 there had been gramophone records but the expansion of movies and radio, as well as a boom in literacy and print publication, was different. The new commercial media could transmit complex ideas.

Towards the 1960s, the psychoanalysts had not only been read about by university students, their ideas had been conveyed to the masses through films, books, newspaper articles, radio broadcasts and music. The music of the 1960s was the culmination of the psychoanalysts’ ideas about how to be a healthy human being. In the 1950s Elvis caused uproar, but he was nothing more than a very public model of healthily expressed libido and he was to set the pattern for every rock and roll star to come after him.

We celebrated the revolutionary upheaval of our sexuality, but consolidation to changes in human behaviour was to be ongoing. Family breakdown, low marriage rates, high divorce rates and high incidences of paternal abandonment were to give the conservative ‘counter-revolution’ plenty of fodder as was the emergence of HIV/AIDS.

Despite the association between HIV and homosexuality, God’s wrath and the downfall of western civilisation, liberalisation of attitudes towards homosexuals increased in the cities following the repeal of antiquated and persecutionary laws during the sexual revolution. Hysterical and misinformed campaigns about the disease were to have wide coverage leading to a somewhat fearful attitude towards sex, despite the new freedom.

Today, although there are very few legal or cultural restrictions on our sexuality, the anglo-saxon world retains something of a confused and contradictory attitude. Women may routinely be targeted for misogynistic abuse either for being too sexual, or for not being sexual enough, and intense fears about men’s sexuality hover alongside intense pressures to conform to male standards.

As with all revolutions of the past, the world created was not quite the utopia dreamed of, but a compromise, an approximation. Just as the October Revolution didn’t result in the Communist utopia but a Stalinist society with some aspects of Socialism and some of Imperialism, the sexual world today is no utopia but contains deep undercurrents of repression and violence often justified by a harsh sexual morality. Objectification is further compounded by a vast consumer-capitalist apparatus that uses associations of sex, attractiveness, dominance and violence to sell us the products we use to define ourselves.

There is one more great upheaval that occurred to complete the trifecta; the revolution in attitudes towards religious and spiritual belief, culminating in post-modernity, New Age religion and Secular society.

This change undoubtedly began when Martin Luther nailed his Ninety-Five Theses to Castle Church in Wittenberg in 1517, signalling the start of the reformation. This was the beginning of the end of the Catholic Church’s thousand year monopoly on religious thought and belief. It had successfully crushed Manicheans, Arians, Cathars, Antinomians, Bogomils and any other sect or belief that might challenge or resist it, but the Lutherans had accused the Pope of being the Antichrist and won support for their strong stance against corrupt church practices. At that time expressing your own thoughts and beliefs freely on religious matters would have serious and fatal consequences.

Several centuries of bloody fighting between Protestants and Catholics at every level, from wars between states to clashes between neighbours, gradually settled into a more or less acceptance of religious differences, including the right to choose between the different Christian churches. With the coming of the Age of Reason in the mid 17th century, some declared themselves Agnostic or Atheist, and other more ‘rational’ forms of belief asserted themselves such as Panentheism and Deism.

Tellingly, both the Declaration Of The Rights of Man and Citizen in France, and the Bill Of Rights of the United States Constitution contain clauses pertaining to the protection of religious freedom and separation of Church and State. These were drafted in the same year 1789 at the height of French Revolution and coming soon after American Independence, both colossal breaks with the past that prompted the ascendance of the bourgeoisie to power.

In the 21st century Religious liberalism, which had begun with the reformation, reached its logical conclusion with many young people leaving the churches of their parents and embracing the eastern religions, many African-Americans embraced Islam, and a variety of beliefs flourished which are today described as New Age, although that term didn’t enter mainstream usage until 1981.

And if the origin of rock and roll and the sexual revolution can be attributed to Freud and Reich, then the origin of the revolution in belief can be attributed, in part, to Carl Jung, Freud’s wayward protege. Jung was not so interested in Freud’s focus on neurotic sexual repression, or Reich’s emphasis on healthy sexual expression, he was more interested in the deep mythological commonalities in the psyche of all people. Jung’s lasting influence was to psychologise religion, without reducing its potency. While later psychologists were to denounce it as neurotic, delusion, or irrational, a ‘paternal fixation’ and so on, Jung saw human beings as fundamentally religious, and what’s more he saw symbols, gods, goddesses, myths and religions as originating from a single source, archetypes in the collective unconscious, a kind of hidden mind for the whole of humanity.

Jung was to turn away from what he saw as his teachers excessive focus on sexuality, but he shared all psychoanalysts interest in dream interpretation. He became fascinated with the symbols that appeared in dreams, he didn’t think they could be explained as mere wish-fulfillment fantasies, as Freud did. Where Freud was reductionist, Jung was expansive, he certainly wanted to treat the mind as a subject fit for scientific study but he often worked in an intuitive manner. He delved deep into mysteries like synchronicity, when symbols in the mind and occurrences in real life happen at the same time.

Many of Jung’s ideas are ones we will later become familiar with in counter-cultural thought and the main stream. His concept of individuation, the drive of the psyche to expand to encompass all of its opposing facets, will later form general ideas about ‘fulfilling your potential’, ‘finding yourself’ and legitimise experimentation and spiritual discovery as healthy processes of a mind seeking its wholeness and maturity.

If all religion was to be understood as a result of archetypal forces common to everyone then it stood to reason that Christianity, Islam, Hinduism and so on were all variations of expression, or even just cultural interpretations of a common reality. Whilst religious liberalism had paved the way for a flight from orthodoxy, Carl Jung and his contemporaries opened up the possibility of worshiping in your own, unique way. In other words his ideas lead directly to the popularisation of personal religion. By the 1970s we could choose; to worship in a church with others, to worship alone, to be atheist, to be agnostic, to make our own personal religion, to change our beliefs as and when it suited us. What we call New Age religion can perhaps be best be understood as the most visible aspect of a general fluidity and flexibility of spiritual thought and practice, alongside the ‘hidden’ European majority, who describe themselves as secular or atheistic, but none-the-less describe spiritual beliefs and experiences when pressed.

I focus on New Age belief in particular because it represents the most extreme stance, the apex if you will, of freedom to believe what you most desire. A common identifier is ‘beliefs or thoughts make reality.’ an idea from the New Thought and Positive Psychology movement and echoed in various aspects of occult and ancient tradition. This is beyond Rationalism which discovers truth by observation, or Postmodernism which is skeptical about the idea of truth at all, this is ‘I believe what I desire, and furthermore that makes it true’ with no further explanation needed.

And this is not just an attitude that can be casually attributed to dreadlocked hippies with crystals and djembes, you can walk into any large high-street bookstore and find books of modern day magic such as ‘The Secret’. This placement suggests that is has become, or is becoming, a mainstream belief. In some ways that is very liberating, very exciting, but in other ways deeply worrying. While the utopian counter-culture seeks a new world based on new values, the mainstream is happy with more of the same. They ‘believe’ their way into bigger houses and better paid positions, they use their Freedom of Belief in the original bourgeois vein, to advance and consume conspicuously and to ignore the objective problems of the world.

These three threads of Desire spin together one cloth. Not mentioned here are the other ‘threads’ such as the Suffragettes uprising, Abolition and the Slave revolts. In fact this cloth has an infinite number of threads, history is like that, the more you look the more you will find. There are infinite significant events, infinite connections, infinite conclusions to be drawn.

If, throughout the course of this his-story I’ve been a little harsh and pessimistic about the struggle for change, the modern continuation of which I happen to be part of, its not to dissuade any would be revolutionaries or to spread hopelessness about the future. Rather, I would like to destroy the myth of the ‘happily ever after’ revolution or social change, and remind people that there is still a great deal of work left to do. While responsible for a greater degree of freedom than was enjoyed in previous ages, the unfettering of human desire through the three revolutions has unleashed some very dark byproducts; rampant atavism, short-sighted plundering of the world’s resources, dizzying social inequality and hyper-rationalised high-technology warfare. We continue to live in a world of gender and racial discrimination, religious persecution and still hold a confused, fearful and ultimately immature attitude towards sexuality.

As certainly as there will be revolution, there will be counter-revolution. Change, even during periods of relative stagnation, is certain. What we are seeing today is a particularly virulent form of that bourgeosie impulse to get to the top of the heap, of the neoliberal agenda which clears the way for the ambitious to rise at the expense of everyone else. In the fashion of historical circularity, the new bourgeois super-rich are relegating everyone else to the position of feudal peasants, a situation that is untenable and will result in greater and greater backlashes. Already we have seen the first signs of this in the Occupy movement, Indignados and the Greek anti-austerity party Syriza.





Hacking for the planet


In Chicago, civic hackers are working to improve local life with data and technology. Their environmental work involves unique challenges to creating clear solutions. But the civic space these hackers are exploring might benefit cities just as much as any technologies they create.


Eric T. Halvorson

When a storm hits Chicago, it’s too late to prepare. Rain pours down, washing through the streets and filling up the pipes that weave beneath the city. It has to go somewhere. This is an old city and the same pipes that carry storm runoff from the streets also carry sewage out of peoples’ homes.

Eventually the system overflows, and the city must make a choice. Will the excess sewage flow into homes, or into the river? For most, the choice is obvious. That is why, on a regular basis, the city of Chicago dumps shit in its river.

Dumping sewage in the Chicago River is a time-honoured tradition. In January 1900, after decades of infrastructure-testing population growth, the city reversed the direction of the river, sending it away from Lake Michigan, the city’s source of drinking water. Journalist Roman Mars noted: “Chicago’s biggest design achievement isn’t a building at all—it’s the Chicago River itself.”

Today, these combined sewer overflows (CSOs) continue. Since 1 January 2007, raw, untreated sewage has overflowed the city’s water treatment system on 484 days. In 2014, there were more than 1,000 overflows. We know this thanks to a small group of locals who created the site IsThereSewageInTheChicagoRiver.com.

These are the techies, tinkerers, designers, data analysts, activists and other civic-minded folks who work together at Open Gov Hack Night. These hackers combine open government data with their diverse skills in programming, design and local issues, hoping to improve local interactions with government services and information. Among other data sources, Chicago’s Data Portal is a treasure trove for these curious minds, with almost 1,000 up-to-date spreadsheets detailing everything from the salaries of city employees to crimes across the city.

The hackers who created Is There Sewage are part of the environmental breakout group at hack night. I spent the past month meeting some of their members and exploring their work, trying to find out how civic hacking can address environmental issues in Chicago, and beyond.

Creating the space

By six o’clock every Tuesday night, 50 or more people are milling around an 8th floor office of the Merchandise Mart in downtown Chicago. The evening usually starts with a delivery of pizza from Lou Malnati’s.

Once the crowd gathers into a central atrium with plates of pizza and salad, hack night co-founder Derek Eder moves to the front. Eder, 32, opens the evening comfortably without presumption. After introducing himself, he invites everyone to do the same - no matter how many are present. Some are programmers or designers. Some are activists or social service providers. Some say they are just there for the pizza. Announcements follow introductions and most nights someone presents a project, describes some interesting data, or talks about a problem they want to solve.


Some are programmers or designers. Some are activists or social service providers. Some say they are just there for the pizza.



It is easy to imagine how hack night evolved from a group of friends sitting around and working together. In 2011, Derek connected with other programmers at a Google hacking event and helped create ChicagoLobbyists.org, which displays information about where lobbying dollars flow in Chicago. The group continued to work on similar projects and started meeting weekly to get more work done. The first official hack night was on 22 March 2012.

“That’s really what the first hack night was,” Eder explains. It was four programmers working on projects together in their spare time. “We made sure to open it up to anyone who wanted to show up. We shared it on our network.” Word spread and it grew. Today, hack night regularly hosts between 70 and 90 attendees. The largest in 2014 had 120.

As more joined, the event became more structured. Last year brought some major milestones, such as greater sharing of leadership, and permanent breakout groups that focus on topics of interest, such as environmental issues or transportation. No matter how much hack night has changed over the years, Eder says the focus has remained the same: getting work done. “The real focus is to get your hands dirty and to work with people.”

The growth of hacking in Chicago has been organic, but it has not been by accident. Hack night is part of a vibrant ecosystem of technology and innovation in Chicago. In 2007, the Chicago Community Trust, the MacArthur Foundation and the City of Chicago outlined plans for what is now the Smart Chicago Collaborative. The Collaborative creates a lot of civic technology and has the resources to invest in projects created at hack night. It has also hired hackers from the event to focus on hacking full time. DataMade, a civic technology company Eder founded, has also offered support to hack night, hiring hackers, and sponsoring pizza.

“I get to do civic hacking type stuff as my 9-5 job in large part because the Smart Chicago Collaborative pays me as a consultant,” Christopher Whitaker explains to me. “So I’m not trying to do this in my spare time like my colleague in Boston is. We have a vehicle to be able to pay people to go full-time. Because we have so many people working on civic innovation as their full-time job, we’re able to produce a lot more than some of the other cities that may have strong brigades, but they’re all volunteers.”

Those other brigades are using a hack night type model in a lot of other cities, nationally and internationally. But Chicago stands out for its level of institutional support for hacking.

Who’s hacking?

The focus of hack night has not changed over the years, but who comes to do that work has. The event welcomes many more non-coders than in the early days. And considering that programmer culture has its own issues with sexism and racism, the increasing diversity of the group is encouraging.

Whitaker, 31, another hack night organiser, indicated that reaching out to Chicago Women Developers was one factor that has brought more women to hack night. “There’s a lot more to accomplish in terms of race, gender, sexual orientation,” he says. “But generally we have seen the balance of men versus women improve a lot over the past couple of years.”


I am not a coder. I started out from the other direction.



One element of diversity that is both critical and invisible is the presence of non-coders. Whitaker is the first to point this out. “I am not a coder. I started out from the other direction.” That other direction was working in an Illinois state field office processing unemployment insurance with a computer system from 1975. This motivated him to bring better technology into government.

Whitaker believes some of the best products from hack night have been the partnerships where non-coder experts in a subject have taken the lead. In order to orient non-coders and newcomers, he leads a Civic Hacking 101 session every week. “We wanted to make sure that when people came in, they weren’t intimidated by the code, and GitHub, and Ruby and Python. We wanted to make sure that the people were comfortable.”

“I think policy people are really useful,” says Claire Micklin, a participant in the environmental breakout group. “I always thought it would be kind of nice to have someone who’s an insider in city politics, and kind of understands how decisions are made, or how best to approach policy-makers.”

The policy types and subject-matter experts are coming. Some presenters are non-coders with an idea. Some social service providers have spoken up about their interest in projects.

Chantel Miller, 24, has been coming to hack night for a few months. A recent graduate in political science, she embodies what seems to be a growing presence at hack nights. “I’m interested in learning about how people are using technology in a civic space,” she said. Diverse perspectives and expertise among the ever-growing numbers of attendees are crucial in keeping hack night projects grounded in the needs of Chicago’s diverse communities.

Different questions, different answers

Scott Beslow realised he could do something creative with the public data about sewage overflows a little over a year ago. It was one of his first hack nights, in autumn 2013. The presentation that evening was about a few unique, hard-to-find datasets that might be useful for a project, and it included the sewer overflow data. Incidentally, Beslow studied Chicago stormwater management for his Masters in Environmental Engineering. He knew this data was public. But it was not very public, buried in the clunky website of the Metropolitan Water Reclamation District, where it was difficult to explore. The sewer overflow portal on the site presents warnings about raw human waste in the river with all the fanfare of a bureaucrat applying a rubber stamp.

Beslow, 37, now works as a programmer. Before absorbing the hacker mentality, he never thought to create an entire site that made the information easy to understand and share. That changed at hack night. Inspired to make the sewage overflow data more relevant, he returned home and made a tool for exploring historical sewage overflows. At the same time, others from hack night were building a tool that could tell visitors whether there was currently sewage in the river.

“So we had both heard about the dataset and we had both approached it from a different perspective. I looked at it from historical. They looked at it from right now,” Beslow explains.

Beslow merged his efforts with other hackers (Eder, Eric Van Zanten and Forest Gregg), and the group created Is There Sewage, which went online in December 2013. This is exactly how projects at hack night come together, as products of diverse interests and types of expertise. They are based not on the strategic decisions of a project manager, but the different questions individuals ask and the different ways they look for answers.

Today, Beslow facilitates the environmental breakout group. With a day job and a newborn at home, he has not been very hands-on with recent work on the sewage project, but just as he brought his own unique questions, others are now bringing theirs. Lately, three or four regulars at the environmental group have been asking when sewer overflows might happen in the future. Using weather data, the group hopes to create a tool that can warn Chicagoans when sewer overflows are imminent.

“Right now, it’s very exploratory,” says 24-year-old Jackson Kontny, who has only been coming to hack night for about two months. But already the self-taught programmer with a background in civil engineering is working with the group to find reliable weather data for the model.


Civic apps like theirs can make people aware of solutions to reduce excess water in the sewer system.



It is debatable how the site might offer solutions to the problem beyond awareness. Kontny believes that sites like Is There Sewage can empower people to make better decisions. The site gives residents and decision-makers up-to-date evidence of the consequences of their water use. Sewage overflows happen when too much water is in the sewer system and Kontny speculates that civic apps like theirs can make people aware of solutions to reduce excess water in the sewer system.

“You can alleviate that by having green roofs, or by having more permeable surfaces,” Kontny says. “With pavement, all of that water goes to runoff. If that were just open grass, you could significantly cut down on the amount of water that the system has to handle when you have these extreme weather events.”

But the site offers no such suggestions explicitly, and Beslow sees the project as more of an educational tool to make people mindful of water- use issues. He’s not sure it will drive everyone to take shorter showers, “but at least they are now making a more educated choice by understanding the consequences,” he says in an email exchange. “It sure beats the norm, where people don’t really understand where their water comes from, where it goes and why it matters.”

Larger political solutions are progressing glacially. The massive project designed to solve the sewage overflow problem has been under construction since the 1970s and is not scheduled for completion until 2029. The Tunnel and Reservoir Plan, or TARP, which would hold sewage overflow until the water treatment system could catch up, is buried just as deeply in bureaucracy as it is in earth.

Actionable information

Claire Micklin is not a programmer. The 35-year-old Michigan native has a Master’s in Human Computer Interaction and works during the day as an interaction designer. “It’s sort of like a combination of computer science, psychology, and design.” Interaction designers plan websites to create the best user experience. These skills helped Micklin address a challenge that has frustrated her for years.

“I’ve lived in Chicago for 10 years. My buildings have never had recycling.” Micklin tried a failed blue bag programme that the city phased out. She reached out to a contact who had worked with the Department of Streets and Sanitation. “I pressed her on it because I never heard back and she’s like ’Actually the law has no teeth. Try starting a recycling programme in your building or polling residents to see if they’d be willing to pay extra money for a recycling dumpster’.” She remembers thinking: “That just doesn’t seem right. There’s a law, but it’s not enforced. But what would happen if the law was enforced? Then people could report it.” So she designed MyBuildingDoesntRecycle.com, which was then coded by Ben Wilhelm and Alex Kahn.

My Building Doesn’t Recycle could not be simpler. It explains that Chicago law requires recycling to be provided for buildings with five or more residential units. Visitors can enter their addresses and report their non-compliant buildings. They can also click on “Get involved” for advice about contacting city leaders to demand enforcement of the law, a guide to starting a recycling programme and a link to drop-off locations for recycling.


I know that I’ve been guilty of stopping at awareness. With ‘My Building Doesn’t Recycle’, I really tried to have an action component.



For Micklin, civic websites like this can do more than simply spread awareness. She also tries to make the information actionable. “I know that I’ve been guilty of stopping at awareness,” she says. Often, we don’t know how we can affect environmental problems; they’re so large or nebulous. “With ‘My Building Doesn’t Recycle,’ I really tried to have an action component in there, so while you’re here, write a letter to your alderman. Also, I think just the action of reporting your building is something.”

If nothing else, awareness might move the needle on recycling. “I feel like if we can get more media coverage, maybe people will start talking about it more. We have all these reports here, so obviously something’s not working with the status quo.”

The spokesperson for the department of streets and sanitation did not return my request for comment.

A new civic space

Civic hackers exist in a unique political space. Their ability to contextualise data and make it useful to the public with such accessible tech tools is unprecedented. They do the work of journalists, but they also seek to make changes in society, not to simply report on them. They are more active than journalists and follow more rules than activists.

The products of the environmental breakout group are impressive, but they face unique challenges. With environmental issues, information accessibility can be a limited solution. For some apps, awareness or information is the solution to a problem. mRelief is a site that helps users discover their eligibility for public benefits in Chicago and Illinois, while Clear Streets shows which streets in Chicago have been ploughed after it snows. The information on these sites has immediate, tangible benefits to users. But can a web app improve water quality, or increase recycling? In a time when climate science has little sway in political debate, what good is knowing about a problem?


Getting the right people together is more important than patching the right code together.



The answer depends not on the app itself, but the people behind it. Whitaker explains that partnerships are key to a successful civic hacking ecosystem. “Getting the right people together is more important than patching the right code together. That’s one of the most important things to understand about this movement. This is not a bunch of coders coming in on white horses going ‘I can fix this with code!’, but rather people with technology skills partnering with non-profits, government agencies, community activists, to build something together that solves problems in our cities.”

My Building Doesn’t Recycle has been live since 27 January. In one month, it has collected about 1,000 reports of buildings that illegally fail to provide recycling to their residents. To create the site, Micklin partnered with programmers who had skills she did not. And to turn the site into a more powerful political solution, she may need help from others with another different skill set. But these partnerships, not the brilliance of any single individual, are what give hack night the potential to deal nimbly with a wide variety of local challenges.

Civic hacking is defining a new civic space in Chicago. The data is important in creating that space, and bringing people together around material with which to work. But the real story of hack night is the way that it brings people together who give a damn about their community and want to think critically about its challenges. It’s about residents working on tangible local issues and developing leadership and expertise that has its own value beyond the products they create. They can’t solve climate change, and they’re not going to try. But they might try to showcase the disparities in bike path access across Chicago communities, partnering with other organisations to advocate for more bike paths in parts of the city that could use them.

The hackers will be tested sometimes. They will be challenged to figure out the extent to which they are content creators and the extent to which they are movers, shakers, or troublemakers. The government institutions that are so willing to share (some) data may not always be as pleased when that data is used to demand change to the status quo. What is the role of hackers in the community? Does a responsibility to inform translate into a responsibility to act on that information - especially after becoming something of an issue-expert from so much research? Who can they partner with to move an issue forward? Wrestling with questions like these are some of the exciting challenges inherent in exploring a new civic space.

“I don’t think data can save us,” says Micklin, when we discuss what happens when society relies too much on data without context. “I think it can be used for good and bad. It doesn’t tell the whole story sometimes.”

Perhaps that’s why the smallness of civic hacking projects is so important. Because the easiest way to tell the whole story is to tell a small story. One that contextualises issues we can know and see at the local level. One that can deepen our understanding of the water, air, land and people of a place. And, maybe, one that can help us learn to better take care of that place.





The human impact of UK’s PFI scandal


Private finance initiative has been characterised as the UK's odious debts. That the £300-billion scheme is costly to the taxpayer is well known, but what are the human experiences behind the figures? Fanny Malinen speaks to residents, teachers and doctors


Fanny Malinen

“They were celebrating 10 years of PFI contacts in a lovely function room at the top of the gorgeous Victorian street where I live”, Thomas Cooper, a housing campaigner in the London borough of Islington describes a Saturday in September 2013. Seeing little reason to celebrate, he invited the Mayor and the managing director of the PFI company for a 5-minute tour of the council properties on the street: they were in dire state despite having been renovated only three years earlier.

“Managing director said there’s clearly a problem with the subcontractor on this street. I said ‘On this street? Lots of people that I’ve taken for a tour on this road while you’ve been celebrating say their houses look exactly the same’“, Cooper recalls.

He has taken on the task of fighting the scheme under which the borough pays private contractors to maintain properties for an annual cost of over £40 million. The resident and campaigner shows me numerous photos from houses where the quality of the works is sub-standard: leaking roofs, locks and doors fitted upside down, power tools left unattended by builders, despite children being at home. When he goes around with a camera and a clipboard documenting the disasters, residents often approach him.

“I tell them look at a list of houses where the council has paid the contractor a lot of money, and I’m looking at whether they have got value for money from Partners. After that it just comes back to you: oh that lot, I can’t believe it, I call them so many times… You don’t need to ask what people think of Partners, they’re universally hated, feared - feared is the word, it’s ‘I don’t want to have to deal with them’”, he says, referring to the PFI company Partners for Improvement in Islington.

When I point out that London is full of landlords that neglect their properties, Cooper quickly responds: “Landlords aren’t paying a huge amount of money for the homes to remain rotten! The reason those homes are run down is that the landlords don’t want to spend money, but it appears here the landlord [council] is only too happy to be spending money but doesn’t care whether the work is being done or to what standard.”

From the over £40 million the council pays the contractor, roughly £30 million comes from the central government as subsidies loan because Islington was one of the very first housing PFI schemes in the country. “It’s not costing the politicians anything, it’s costing the taxpayer”, the campaigner says.

“My life was turned upside down for 10 years”

The man who made Cooper embark on his mission is an Islington resident who prefers not to be named.

“The water regulator recorded 33 breaches and when I called the gas safety in, they disconnected my cooker and banned me from using it”, he describes the state of his house when he was ordered to move back after six months in temporary accommodation while works were carried out. He shows me footage of his kitchen where the floor wobbles so much that a saucepan cannot be safely boiled on the hub.

Nearly ten years later, the last of defects have been fixed but only after the resident had been taken to court and banned from speaking to most council officials due to his various complaints. At times the situation has been so tense that he has installed a CCTV system in his kitchen to protect himself from allegations by workers.

“My life was turned upside down for 10 years. It felt like I was a refugee in what was once a happy family home. Just prior to these ‘decent home’ works my adult son suffered from severe mental illness and a care and community regime was in place. This here was his sanctuary. So whenever he had crisis, this was where he would be.”

But with the constant influx of workers and repair works incomplete, his key worker stated the house was no longer fit to provide care and community.

“I got the letter just after moving in, and the reason I moved in was that I thought if I don’t move in I’ll never get the house back. I was feeling devastated: the agony, the tears, and the anguish when as a parent you’re denied looking after your child.”

PFI in schools: poor buildings and wasted money

The problems in PFI housing are mirrored by those in public infrastructure. But there is little awareness of PFI in schools, laments Victoria Jaquiss, a Leeds music teacher I speak to, possibly due to the many other pressures teachers face in their work.

“I teach mostly in a building that was built before PFI and I wouldn’t say it is brilliant, but at least it is watertight and that is a good thing in a building”, she says. In PFI new builds, on the other hand, leaking roofs are common. The teacher tells me that in one school, South Leeds, a leak flooded the music room which was full of electric equipment - luckily, it was the weekend, and no one was in. In Primrose, another school in Leeds, it was the world instruments that were damaged in their deluge.

There are many faults due to poor design and poor construction: disabled, visitor and staff toilets with doors opening out onto public corridors; staff toilets that are too small “for anyone over size 18″; sockets in the floor with lids that soon become loose and create a trip hazard. The music department at Primrose was cut in half by a passageway, with the main teaching room on one side and the practice rooms on the other. “So you could not easily keep an eye on the students if they were practising in separate rooms - which is the whole purpose of practice rooms!”

“The feeling I get is that PFI design is there to impress. The buildings often look grand and imposing; they are not at all the welcoming homely places that children would feel comfortable coming into”, Jaquiss reflects.

She continues: “When they design new school buildings they say that they are taking advice, but they don’t really listen to the professionals who teach there. You would think rebuilding is a good thing, but not if it’s badly done - it just seems to be jobs for demolition and construction companies.”

In PFI contracts, the companies not only build the buildings. Staff like cleaners and caretakers that previously used to be employed by the school are now employed by the PFI firm. This means that these ancillary staff are answerable to the company and not to the educational institution.

But Jaquiss emphasises that poor buildings are not the only thing that is wrong with PFI in schools; as with all other private finance initiatives, they are left saddled with expensive loans, which take money away from education.

‘UK’s odious debts’

Private finance initative has come under heavy criticism since the 1990s. Initiated by the Major government in 1992, PFI became the procurement method of choice of the Blair government and was rolled out across the country by the end of that decade. As a Treasury Select Committee report from 2011 concludes: “Private Finance Initiative (PFI) funding for new infrastructure, such as schools and hospitals, does not provide taxpayers with good value for money and stricter criteria should be introduced to govern its use.”

The report “raises concerns that the current Value for Money appraisal system is biased to favour PFIs”, “identifies a number of problems with the way costs and benefits for such projects are currently calculated” and “has not seen any convincing evidence that savings and efficiencies during the lifetime of PFI projects offset the significantly higher cost of finance”. It suggests that paying off a PFI debt of £1bn may cost taxpayers the same as paying off a direct government debt of £1.7bn.

In 2010, journalist George Monbiot called PFI ‘the UK’s odious debts’, calling for the then £267 billion owed to banks and companies that built PFI infrastructure not to be paid.

Total PFI debt has since risen to over £305 billion, according to the campaign group People vs PFI.

But the payments for the companies are legally guaranteed, and for government departments PFI appears lucrative because it counts as additional investment, not part of their capital budgets - and can often be used to hide debts by shifting them to the future. This makes PFI into a time bomb that threatens even the most vital of public services.

The NHS time bomb

Probably the most well-known PFI scandals are from the health sector: NHS campaigner and academic Allyson Pollock has described PFI schemes as “get one hospital, pay for three”. Many doctors and nurses I contact are appalled by the lack of resources paying PFI debts causes, but no one seems to be willing to speak out due to fear of repercussions to their work.

A young doctor who worked at Central Middlesex hospital until a few months ago tells me that working in a PFI hospital was a “bizarre experience”.

“It is beautiful, it looks like an art gallery, or an airport. It is quite new, but only 5 of the wards and the intense care unit are operating”, she describes the hospital that was re-built completely in 2006 with a PFI scheme. Since then A&E, as well as the cardiac intensive care unit, have been closed due to funding issues. When I ask if that was definitely because of PFI, the doctor says that the reason given was lack of funding, but she has not seen the contracts. Secrecy and lack of transparency are common features of PFI - not many staff or campaigners have seen a contract although they can feel the squeeze.

Last year, a local newspaper reported that the Central Middlesex is paying £11m a year for PFI despite only being 38 per cent in use - and this was before the closure of the A&E.

She says that generally things go well and the wards that are open are overstaffed, which contrasts her experiences from other hospitals. “But the downside of having all these wards closed is that is that important services are not there. We had a patient who had a heart attack, and rather than having them monitored in the hospital, we had to transfer them to another hospital. The closure of services is really taking away from patient care.”

The irony of PFI is that even with the wards closed, the NHS Trust is still paying the company that built them.

“It is so wasteful that money is still being spent - the way PFI deals go, rents are very expensive. We are losing money for no reason, when the premises are not being used.”

She adds: “It is also dangerous for local residents. Since the A&E was closed, they have the longest waiting times in London and pressure on the nearby Northwick Park A&E has increased. But there is another A&E department laying empty. There is absolutely no doubt in my mind that it is going to lead to damage and, at some point, to preventable death.”

With A&E waiting times hitting the headlines again last winter, the doctor wonders why the connection between closures and pressure on remaining departments is not made.

I suggest it is the strength of the austerity narrative - we are told there is no money. That the problem is instead that money is being spent on PFI companies’ profits, and the banks' that made those deals, is outrageous. But it also gives hope for a solution: rather than taking the crisis of public services for granted, we should talk about these odious debts.





CGNet Swara: Village voices in India's media black zone

Harriet

Development for all, or just a few?

India’s newly elected prime minister Narendra Modi won the support of the nation by promising "development for all", summed up in his party’s 2014 election slogan "achhe din aane-waale hain" (good days are coming). However, the reality of such optimistic statements is called into question when, in the name of national interest or "development", a startling number of people are dispossessed of the land that sustains them and their families, and they are left without access to basic necessities such as clean drinking water. Such systematic exploitation is only possible because the vast majority of India’s rural population is essentially voiceless, their problems heard by nobody. Mainstream media is dominated by the mainstream – Bollywood stars and politicians claim to speak for all. But what about the 80 million members of India’s tribal communities who inhabit India’s "media dark zone", where journalists, politicians and international NGOs rarely, if ever, venture?

CGNet Swara: listening to the unheard voices

CGNet is an organisation operating in the Central Gondwana region, including areas of Madhya Pradesh, Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand and Odisha: states that hold the largest rural, agricultural and tribal populations. It also happens to be one of the regions in India most rife with corruption, exploitation and violation of the legislation that is supposed to protect the most vulnerable. Infrastructure and facilities such as access to clean drinking water (which can very easily and cheaply be provided by a hand pump), basic healthcare, electricity, are next to non-existent. Villagers are routinely and inhumanely evicted from their land in violation of numerous laws, including the new Scheduled Tribes and Other Traditional Forest Dwellers (Recognition of Forest Rights Act) 2006 and even the Fifth Schedule of the Indian Constitution, not to mention international human rights laws.

Once dispossessed of their land and the resources that support them, people suffer endemic poverty as the government provides them with little, if any, of the financial compensation or resettlement packages they are promised. The MGNREGA (Mahatma Gandhi National Rural Employment Guarantee Act), which is supposed to enhance "‘livelihood security in rural areas by providing at least 100 days of employment" to the poorest of the poor, in reality often leaves villagers unpaid for their long hours of manual labour in incredibly harsh conditions.

Shubranshu Choudhary worked as the South Asia producer for BBC TV and Radio for eight years, covering wars and natural disasters, interviewing politicians and local leaders. A life far removed from his upbringing in the rural backwater of Chhattisgarh, he later became disillusioned with what he describes as "aristocratic journalism" and set about trying to find a way to give a voice to those who have no access to mainstream media outlets. Only 0.7% of homes in Chhattisgarh have access to the internet, community radio is strictly controlled and high illiteracy rates prevent the use of newspapers or magazines.

Choudhary realised there was a very simple solution to this problem - in every village there is at least one mobile phone; there must be a way to utilise this technology in a way which empowers these people and enables them to get their voices heard.

Thus he came up with CGNet Swara, which he describes as "village level activism mobile media". CGNet gives villagers the opportunity to speak out about the injustices they face, through the simple means of a telephone call.

How CGNet works:


	Villagers give a missed call to the CGNet phone number.


	They receive a call with an automated message which asks if they want to record a message or listen to other recorded messages. They press 1 to record a message and have 3 minutes after the beep.


	These recordings go to a team of journalists and activists based in Bhopal, the capital of Madhya Pradesh, who use their local contacts to verify that the stories are true.


	They are then available for playback on the CGNet website and over the phone, accompanied by the phone number of the relevant person who is responsible for dealing with the issue. For example, in a recent post tribal villagers in Chhattisgarh revealed that the electricity lines in their village had been taken away, leaving only the poles, after being installed only a year ago. This message is posted along with the phone number of the District Collector for activists to directly pressurise him into fulfilling his responsibility.





CGNet activists came up with an ingenious way of engaging the villagers, who are wary and have little understanding of things like technology, politics, the world beyond their immediate surroundings.



As a concept it sounds relatively straightforward. But how to reach the darkest depths of a "media dark zone"? Logistically, it is problematic. Communication is difficult and transport is limited to a few bus services between the larger villages - of course, the condition of the roads is despicable. But once you’ve reached these remote villages the real difficulties start.

Very remote villagers have a tendency to flee into their houses when people from the outside world arrive: such is their apprehension and suspicion of those from the outside world who, in their experience, invariably mean them harm. In addition, the hierarchical nature of Indian society means villagers cannot conceive that their problems have any significance to "city people". They are resigned to suffer in silence the injustices that they are served. But CGNet activists came up with an ingenious way of engaging these villagers, who are wary and have little understanding of things like technology, politics, the world beyond their immediate surroundings.

A travelling circus

They travel rural areas of the poorest states in India promoting CGNet and teaching villagers how to use it, through the medium of a puppet show, folk music, street theatre and dance. The show lures people out of their houses, gets their attention and explains complex issues such as political corruption, ineffective development projects and mainstream media on a level that they can understand.

For example, a street theatre sketch in which a pair of the activists pretend to be two politicians arguing about who will best carry out the development of the village, while the rest of the team call out from the background and prove them both completely ineffective: “I have opened a school for the children of your village!” “But no teacher comes!” “I have installed four hand pumps for fresh drinking water!” “But no water comes!” This is the reality of the ineffectual development that these people experience.

This is then followed by a criticism of the media; all the team hold up newspapers and somebody cries out, “where are the problems that we face in this? Indigenous people are being evicted from their land, we are left without drinking water, the children have no school, and in this newspaper is only Bollywood stars and politicians lies! Who is listening to our problems?”

All the members of the team are local, most of them villagers themselves; they speak local languages and understand the intricate complexities of local village culture. This is an incredibly important factor; one of the problems with international or urban-based domestic NGOs is their inherent superiority as they, often unconsciously, display symbols of wealth and prosperity (such as branded jeans, sunglasses, a watch), stay in guest-houses, eat in restaurants and drink bottled mineral water.

CGNet activists live like those they are trying to support, eating and drinking village food and water, sleeping on the floor of villagers’ houses and bathing in the nearby rivers. They make it very clear that what is good enough for the villagers is also good enough for them. In doing so, they eradicate this hierarchy, which makes the downtrodden members of society feel so worthless that they do not even open up about the problems they face in their day-to-day lives.

Only once these voices are heard by the mainstream can India claim to have a truly democratic media, and only once the shocking inequality between India’s urban rich and rural poor is eradicated will Modi’s promises of "development for all" and achhe-din (good days) hold true.





Journalism Simulator 2015

Harry Vale

I used to think I understood video games. They’re a way to lose and immerse yourself in an impossible world, away from the tedious, depressing world of tax bills, bad backs, wedding arrangements and cleaning the dishes. Who would want to sit in a pub, or read a book after working 40 hours a week when you could be an adventurer in Skyrim, a wasteland wanderer in Fallout, or a pudgy platformer crushing turtles to death while stuffing yourself with mushrooms? An idiot, that’s who.

I used to think that. Then I came across the simulator series of games. Games about simulating professions have been around forever. The Atari 2600 had a flight simulator, and games have been attempting to recreate sports since Pong. A recent popular series of games had me puzzled, though, it’s the [Insert Obscure Profession] Simulator games. You can now buy games that let you simulate all kinds of ridiculous jobs. You can play Euro Truck Simulator, which lets you simulate the experience of driving a truck and owning your own haulage firm. There’s Woodcutter Simulator, European Ship Simulator, Farming Simulator, Tabletop Simulator, Scania Truck Simulator, Construction Simulator, Car Mechanic Simulator, Ski Region Simulator, Munich Bus Simulator, Railway Simulator, the list goes on and on and on, that’s before you even get into the parody games, like Surgeon Simulator and Goat Simulator.

Why do people play these games? Why spend your free time, away from the rigors of working in an office, pretending to work? Spending time pretending to do something and not getting paid, indeed, having to pay a premium for the pleasure? I asked around, but before we get to that, let’s try some of these games. I’ve gone for Farming Simulator, Euro Truck Simulator 2, one of the most successful and critically acclaimed of the simulator games, and I’m also going to try Woodcutter Simulator 2013, because it seemed like the most hilariously tedious of the lot. For balance, I’m going to try the slightly silly Surgeon Simulator 2013.

Woodcutter Simulator 2013 is a game with a ‘mostly negative’ review rating on Steam. This should have been my first warning. The game costs £10.99, which is more expensive than Skyrim, Fallout 3, Civilization IV and various other classic, timeless games. It is developed by the catchily-titled United Independent Entertainment GmbH, who also released Professional Farmer 2014 (£14.99, mixed reviews), Driving School Simulator (£10.99, mostly negative), Warehouse and Logistics Simulator (£10.99, mostly negative) and so on and so forth. If there’s a crappy job you wouldn’t really want to do in real life, UIE have made or published a game that lets you simulate it.

I don’t know why I gravitated toward Woodcutter Simulator. I always loved mowing down enemies in Doom with the chainsaw, so I suppose being able to run around the German countryside chopping down trees sounded like it could be an amusing distraction. I made my purchase, silently cursing myself for pissing away £11 on something that is going to obviously be terrible. The first thing that hits me is the music. It’s some kind of terrible Eurodance bollocks. It doesn’t really fit in with the world of manly lumberjacking. I don’t know what I thought would, but it’s definitely not this. Still, the game is clearly low budget, and this has to be something they’ve got for free from a library somewhere, so I give the developers the benefit of the doubt — they’re putting all their resources toward the actual game, right? I hit the new game button and land in the world of Woodcutter Simulator 2013 — all I see is movement. I am spinning around at tremendous speed. Did I accidentally install Taz Simulator? Why is my lumberjacker spinning and spinning? It turns out the game can't handle two input devices at once, namely my mouse/keyboard setup, and my Xbox 360 controller. This hasn’t been an issue in any of the 150+ games I own on PC, but it’s definitely pissing this game off. We’re off to a good start. I leave my guy spinning for as long as I can, wondering if the game will simulate vomiting, needing to take a day off, maybe simulate faking a trip to the doctors. This game isn’t quite so sophisticated, sadly.

I finally fix the issue and try and work out what I’m supposed to be doing. There’s no tutorial, and alt-tabbing to try and find some information crashes the game, which then crashes Windows. Not the best of starts, but I crack on, determined to cut some trees down.

The controls in this game are just awful. You have to hold down the right mouse button to move your lumberhead around. The game runs poorly, with pop up a particular problem, it seems to have a draw distance of about a metre. A lot of the scenery has no mass, it’s just a picture. A rock feature near a stream can be walked through, buildings and trees are mere illusions, you awkwardly waft and float through this hideous German countryside like a crap ghost.

I finally work out how to cut down a tree, and of course, it is awkward and not at all fun. You have to get close to a tree, but not TOO close, and there’s a poorly implemented radar to help your aim. When you’re ready to cut down a tree, you hit a red button, and just like in real life, which this is masterfully simulating, you’re treated to an interminable cut scene as your badly animated avatar cuts down a tree in the slowest manner possible. There is no control over the chainsaw, which is the one and only thing I had any interest in doing. You can’t manually chop anything, you just go through this horribly long cut scene every time.

57 seconds is how long it takes to fell one of the few corporeal trees. 57 horrible seconds. It never changes. It’s always the same animation, the tree always falls down in the same hilarious manner, and is instantly chopped into wood for you to collect later.** **

I murder two trees and then decide to give in. The music is relentless, bouncing from Eurodance, to country, to anything the developers could get for free online. It’s so loud and drowns out what little ambient sound there is.

It looks bad, it sounds bad, it feels bad, it plays bad, it barely actually simulates the actual act of woodcutting and is probably one of the worst games I’ve ever played. £10.99. I move on.

Surgeon Simulator 2013 is next. Developed by Shoreditch-based Bossa Studios, SS2013 started life as a 48 hour project at the 2013 Global Game Jam, but was later fleshed out and released commercially in January 2013.

Being more of a mad man’s arm simulator than a surgeon simulator, you use the mouse to move the mentalist’s arm around, and the keyboard to control individual digits. It reminds me of QWOP and it’s basically a more fleshed out version of that, crossed with Operation. The game is really polished, with lovely, chunky cartoon graphics, a fantastic soundtrack, like a a dark electro Casualty. The game dumps you in your reception and you get to play with the stuff on your desk. Initially I am overwhelmed, just trying to move around. After a few minutes I gleefully work out how to flip the bird, then I’m rewarded with an achievement for “answering the phone” (I smashed the receiver off the handle, by accident, of course).

I eventually work out how to start my first operation, which is a simple little heart transplant. My first problem is trying to remove the fabric covering his wound. I finally manage to slap it off, and it lands near the patient's face, covered in various bodily fluids. I'm sure this is sanitary.

Next I have to get to work on cracking open the rib cage. I don't know to do this, so I pick up the first tool I can find, which is a saw. To put it lightly, it doesn't go wonderfully well for the patient, as seen here. Next I check my watch, and it's Hammer Time! This is slightly more successful, but I'm not really sure where to go from here. I use a drill and some sort of terrible electric saw, but unfortunately, due to unforeseen circumstances, we lost the patient.

It’s not quite a parody, like Goat Simulator, or I Am Bread, another Bossa Studios release. It’s a joke, but it’s a good joke, with incredibly silly physics, a game probably designed to be played and shown on YouTube or Twitch. It's a Daily Mail reader's nightmare, what some Tory voters probably thinks goes on in the NHS. For this thought alone, it's worth a play.

A more serious simulator game next, Farming Simulator 2013 by Giants Software (only the 2015 version is available to purchase, £24.99, very positive). I’m playing the demo of FS2013, because I have spent way too much money on these games so far. The tutorial, confusingly, launches me straight into harvesting potatoes. Unlike Woodcutter Simulator, this game seems to have been made with a bit more care. It looks better, the music is more suitable for the setting, and the controls are smooth enough.

I’m charged with harvesting potatoes, so harvest I do. There’s a long stretch of crops ahead of me, so I put my foot down (press the up key) and soon I’m cruising at 12mph, harvesting like a mad man. The game soon chastises me for going too fast (the potato police will not be pleased), so I slow down, but I grow bored of going in straight lines. I’m not an ordinary farmer, and these aren’t ordinary potatoes, so I ram my harvester into second gear (press up more) and start doing donuts, all the time cackling and harvesting my precious, tasty crops.

I finally reach 100% and the game congratulates me. Time to start my career as a farmer. Hopefully it’ll be exclusively potatoes I’m working with, I’ve got that down. I go with easy mode, which gives me a larger starting capital and a “comparatively small bank loan”. This is so much better than Woodcutter Simulator. The graphics aren’t amazing, but they’re functional, and don’t just look copy and pasted. It's 6.43am and there’s a gentle breeze blowing around me. I hear birdsong and the distant grind of machinery greets me to my farm. I turn around and am met with a surprisingly pretty sunrise. A plane flies overhead, the trees billow softly. I am ready to farm.

My first order of business is to ignore the game completely and try to break it. I spot some decently rendered clothes hanging up outside my house. I assume I can walk through it, like most of the scenery in Woodcutter Simulator, but to my surprise they’re solid! I find a fence, and it too is solid, and I can gently hop over it. This game is actually functional!

I wander around and find my farming tools and vehicles. Again, I’m struck by how comparatively lovely this game looks. It has a weather system! There’s ambient sound. Ooh, fertiliser!

I soon find myself getting bored. There doesn't seem much of a structure, perhaps because it’s a demo, so I try and go to a nearby town and I’m surprised when it turns out I can. I find a shop with licensed vehicles (this is probably very impressive, but I don’t know any farming vehicle manufacturers). The town is nice, but lifeless, with a few people silently walking around, aimlessly, with the same character models repeating over and over again. It feels a bit like purgatory; it’s a place when damned farmers come to spend the rest of eternity, endlessly sowing and harvesting, sowing and harvesting.

I can imagine someone enjoying this. It's functional, it’s decent to look at, it doesn't seem broken. I chat to a guy on Reddit about what he gets out of this game.

“I played a lot of games like Harvest Moon, but you could never really get too in depth. This game lets you do all sorts of stuff, like breeding cattle, more detailed crops, I don’t know, it’s just non-threatening and nice.”

Other players enjoy the multiplayer mode, and why wouldn't you, when you can do stufflike this?

I get it, then. It’s simple and calm and a million miles away from the Call of Duties and Skyrims of the world. But, it’s also prone to silliness. It seems great, I just can’t be bothered.

Euro Truck Simulator 2, then. It’s the Citizen Kane of simulator games. It’s critically acclaimed, with reviewers often feeling bewildered that they've enjoyed the game.

I have wasted thousands of hours playing Football Manager, the closest you can get to a simulation of being an actual manager without having to risk getting headbutted by Alan Pardew or choked out by Nigel Pearson, so I can understand how hard it can be to explain how you've not only enjoyed playing something that looks so dull, but have been so immersed by something so dull. I am never going to get my coaching badges, but every year or so, I will spend a week’s worth of game time being a football manager. I’ll wait for my fiancee to go to bed and stand up and shout and gesticulate like a mad man at my tiny, polygon employees. I will genuinely shout and bitch and moan when my pixelleted players screw up an offside trap, or when my badly animated goalkeeper messes up and lets the cheapest of goals.

For these reasons, I can understand someone spending so much time simulating something they love, but driving a truck? Towing cars? Being a car mechanic? I don’t get it. John, a guy who works in an office and has never driven a truck, indeed can’t even drive himself (though he does have a provisional licence he explains, almost like he’s trying to reassure me) tells me why he plays Euro Truck Simulator 2.

“Working in an office is boring. It’s sometimes stressful, but a dull kind of stressful, and I don’t have the energy or the time to sink into something like World of Warcraft or…”

“Skyrim?” I offer.

“Yeah! I’ve had that game for years now, but I can never get into it. Euro Truck Simulator, though… I can just come home, pick a route, and just drive and chill out for a few hours.”

“It’s meditative, almost?”

“Yeah. I mean, I don’t really do meditation, I smoke a lot, play the game, put music on, drive-”

“Sounds like meditation to me.”

“I guess it is. It’s a bit embarrassing.”

“Why?”

“Well, spending any amount of time playing games can be seen as a bit of a waste of time, I guess, but to spend it driving a truck? I don’t know. Just seems stupid, but it chills me out, you know?”

I don’t. But I’m going to find out.

After a bit of loading, I know this game is already better than Woodcutter Simulator by having nicer music. I fill in information about my fake haulage firm and I’m asked what kind of gearbox I want. I skim the descriptions, looking for words like ‘easy’ or ‘beginner’. Simple Automatic it is, where forward makes you drive forward, and backward reverses.

The game lets me choose Birmingham as my hometown, which immediately gives the game a place in my heart, so I begin the tutorial happy. When I finally get to play, the first thing I notice is that this game is actually really good looking. It looks polished, it has menus, it has tutorials, it looks like a proper game. I’m thrown some basic instructions, but nothing too overwhelming. I learn how to use the satnav, I put some tunes on the radio, and I’m ready to make a delivery of wood to ‘Birmingham docks’.

First problem, I don’t know how to drive. I can’t drive in real life and most of my other driving experience comes in Mario Kart. I just don’t understand the basic principles and I end up getting stuck. Really stuck. Really, really stuck.

Eventually, I manage to smash my way out of the yard, bits of my cargo lying on the ground. I get onto a main road and yeah, I can see why this would be satisfying. Everything feels real. The traffic behaves like real traffic, with working traffic lights. Unfortunately, the dumbest driver on the road is me, and I manage to smash into a car, go around a roundabout the wrong way, drive on the wrong side of the road, and scrape my lorry against a barrier.

Finally, mercifully, I deliver my cargo. The game tells me that I can hit the enter button now and skip the parking stage. It involves reversing and delivering my cargo in a more realistic way. If I don’t take this shortcut, I can get more experience points and it’ll just be more realistic and immersive. I'll feel more like a man.

This is the result. I try to reverse, but the logs keep going in different directions. I keep thinking I’m gonna make it, but then it just veers off wildly to the side. It’s brilliant, funny, but I also feel a bit stressed out and annoyed at how bad I am at this. I end kind of half-parked. I give up, hit enter, and I’m congratulated by the game. Satisfactory, it beams. I am penalised almost four times the amount of money I made for the delivery because of the damage I caused, and lose tonnes of experience for generally driving around like an idiot.

Strangely alluring, meditative, a zen-like experience, all ways people have described the game, and I get it. I think if you had a steering wheel set up, like some people have, it’s even better. You have a functional indicator, horn, you have to fuel up, watch out for speed limits, you can even stream live radio stations. It’s brilliant, but perhaps not for me.

I love that people have elaborate set ups to play flight simulators, like this, or can just spend an evening chilling out, riding the motorways of Europe, listening to podcasts or the radio. I think when I've had more practice I might give the game another go, maybe when I’m feeling a bit less stressed out, maybe on a slightly easier mode. I can’t handle the logs.

My dad spent about 10 years driving a truck up and down the country. I would occasionally go with him, and it was a great way to bond with him. I remember a long journey to Truro, waiting in the cab at about 3am, freezing while he loaded up and dealt with paperwork. It was a seemingly endless trip to Truro and required staying down there overnight, and we had a great time watching Truro City FC (I still remember the strong tang of Vicks VapoRub that floated from the pitch into the stands).

We watched telly in the surprisingly comfortable bunks in the cab and it was an enjoyable trip back, listening to all the different local radio stations, trying to work out how to read a map, drinking terrible coffee from a massive flask, munching on the packed lunch mom made the day before. I didn't realise at the time how hard it must be to drive for that long, having to concentrate, keep alert, how uncomfortable it must get to be stuck in that cab for so many hours with the motorway the only sight. Playing the game has given me a bit of insight into that and I appreciate and respect him even more than I already did.

I ask dad how he feels about people spending their free time and money trying to recreate the job he spent so many years doing.

"I think it's a bloody waste of time and they need to find something constructive to do."

Maybe, but I'm still going to try and park those logs.

Mostly written in The Midland, Bearwood, and in bed, also Bearwood.

Soundtrack - Sunset Mission by Bohren & Der Club of Gore, and The Unified Field, by IAMX.





Is it possible to make and release a video game in a month?

Harry Vale

The answer is no, just to save you time scrolling to the end. Here’s what happened.

The first fatal flaw in my plan to make a video was in forgetting that February is a stupid, made up month that doesn’t have enough days. My ridiculous plan to make a game in around 28 days is cut down to 25 days.

The second fatal flaw is that I somehow thought this was going to be easy.

In the weeks leading up to 1 February, I decided to do very little planning. I had other articles to write, I had other articles to promote to the world, and I had various medical issues. Still, I thought I could knock something out. I decided to buy RPG Maker, because my initial idea was going to be set in a 16-bit, JRPG-esque world.

The game was going to be a bookmaking simulator. You’d have your own little shop, and have to travel to various other shops, with harsh time limits and lots of enemies to encounter along the way. You’d have turn-based battles with drunk customers, abusive customers, age checkers from the Gambling Commission, and the end boss was going to be an area manager. Instead of a life bar, you’d have a soul bar, and it would be constantly chipped away throughout the day, even if you weren’t doing anything.

It was, to me, pretty simple. So I got started in RPG Maker. After an hour of fiddling with it, I really didn’t know what I was doing. I’d read that it was fairly simple to use, but all I’d managed to make was a map. A small, brown map, an island, floating in an anonymous sea.

I gave up for the day.

Procrastination, which is a boss I will feature in a future game, then started hitting in waves. I’d do more planning, but put off actually doing any development, as the work involved was dauntingly complex. After a few days of inactivity, and friends bugging me for updates, I got back into the game. YouTube would be my saviour, and I started scouring the site for tutorials. Video after video, player after player, each one was dull, monotone and hard to listen to. I can’t learn or pay attention if something is boring, so I almost gave up, but finally found a decent one. Each video was 30 minutes long, so I watched a few.

It worked! I learned how to do stuff. Now I knew how to make a proper map, with trees, mountains, roads and other geographical features. I made a little town for the map, then I learned how to make it so that when my avatar -- who we will call Stuart – walked into the town, he’d transition into the town itself. Sounds complex, but it was actually surprisingly easy. It wasn’t long that I was starting to build my town. It didn’t look great, in fact it looked pretty awful. There was a random fence around it, to guide the player to the buildings I wanted them to explore, and then I met my nemesis – the humble door.

I couldn’t work out how to draw a door. There didn’t seem to be any in my pack of graphics. The guy in the video seemed to know how to make a door, but when I tried, I just couldn’t do it. Nothing like the inability to draw a simple door to kill your enthusiasm for a project.

At this point, I’m feeling a bit stupid. Did I bite off more than I can chew? I skip door day, and try to work on actually making the game’s systems. It’s hopeless. To do anything particularly complex, you have to do at least a bit of coding, and this is where I hit a wall (a metaphorical wall, there’s no way I could draw a wall, that would be too difficult). RPG Maker uses a programming language called Ruby, which is apparently great for beginners. I bought an online course for Ruby, but again get a bit tired of how dry and dull it is. I sense a pattern here, don’t you?

Bedroom coders were a big thing when I was a kid. During the early 1980s, it was possible for someone in their bedroom to knock out a video game, whack it on a cassette, and get paid a decent amount of money for doing so. Some bedroom coders who later became successful in the industry include David Braben, who made Elite (with Ian Bell) when he was just 20. He later went to work on LostWinds for the Nintendo Wii, and is the co-founder of the Raspberry Pi Foundation. The Raspberry Pi is now one of the UK’s all-time best-selling computers, with one of the main purposes to inspire youngsters to learn programming, becoming bedroom coders themselves.

David Perry started making games on his own in 1982, aged 15, making and selling games for the Sinclair ZX81. He quickly went from bedroom coder to working on licensed games like The Terminator and Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles. He eventually formed his own company, releasing Earthworm Jim, and is now working for Sony, after selling his company, Gaikai, for a cool $380 million.

It can be done, people. The only difference between me and those guys, aside from talent and effort, is a knack for programming. I’m rubbish at languages, either computer or spoken ones. I once spent a month in Japan and the only phrase I learned (and still remember to this day) was the one to ask for stamps.

Their early games were fairly primitive, with graphics that you’d politely call minimalist now. I was going for a 16-bit RPG aesthetic, mirroring the looks of games that came out in the early to mid 90s, games that had development teams of around 20-30 sometimes. As a newcomer, one who couldn’t program his way out of a paper bag, this was going to be almost impossible.

Mike, an amateur developer who helps programming newbies on Reddit, tells me what stops most video games from being made.

“A lot of people have this great idea, and they think it’s going to be an amazing game. Ignoring that someone has probably already made this game of their’s, and that it’s probably going to be crappy, they don’t realise how much time and effort goes into it.”

Mike is describing me, except obviously, my game was going to be a hit.

“You can make a game on your own, and I think in fact, we’re at the best point, technologically, we’ve ever been. Imagine being some kid in his basement 30 years ago, he had no documentation to look at, he couldn’t get help with compiler errors, he couldn’t get a guy to work on some sprites, or provide some chiptunes, he was stuck. Now, it’s all there waiting for you.”

I ask Mike if he thinks someone like me could make the game I’m trying to make.

“Absolutely, but if you’re on a deadline like yours, you’re going to need a lot of help. The help is there, too, but people won’t do it for you, you’ve got to show that you’re busting your ass trying to make something, to create something. The game won’t be made for you, but any problems you get to are going to be problems that someone else has run into, so someone will have the solution.”

I’m at about 10 days now. That’s 10 days to make and release a video game, and also write an article chronicling its development. I decide, with Mike’s advice, to shelf the idea. It’s just not going to work. I ask if he has anything that would be simpler to work with.

“You’re a writer, just do a text adventure.”

Mike is a genius. Text adventures were massive at a time when graphics were abstract lines and colours. They were popular because you didn’t need polygons and pixels, textures and physics, because the greatest graphics were the ones you imagined while playing. Nowadays they go by the slightly wanky term of Interactive Fiction, the same sort of embarrassed renaming that hit comic books in the 1980s when they were graphic novels, darling.

A text adventure, though, that seemed viable. When I get this advice, I’ve hit rock bottom. I’m depressed, moping in the pub, trying to scribble down ideas. Ben, the barman, tries to cheer me up, but I know I am fucked. I down a couple of pints of Pig on the Wall (£2.20 before 4pm in The Midland, come join me some time) and come up with an idea for a text adventure. You’re going to be playing someone a bit like me. Someone who is tasked with writing an article.

You start in a pub, where you have to choose an idea for an article. Each idea is terrible, but eventually you pick one. Then you slack off. This is going to be called the Procrastination Simulator. Every choice you make in the game is going to lead you away from your goal of writing an article. I think the idea is brilliant. It’s going to be a treatise about depression and procrastination. Then it slowly dawns on me. Without realising it, I’ve waded into the world of the indie art game, a game with a “message”.

As much as I appreciate the efforts of the artists involved, there’s nothing I find as dull as games masquerading as art pieces. The argument about whether games are art or not (I believe they are, but don’t care enough to debate it) is often boiled down to emotion, specifically crying. When will a game make us cry? When will there be a Citizen Kane of video games? Well, I’ve cried at Football Manager and Metal Gear Solid 3, and gaming tends to have a Citizen Kane of video games every few years. Indeed, I’d like to know when film will have a Surgeon Simulator 2013, when sculpture will have a Final Fantasy IX, when oil paintings will have a Parappa the Rapper.

In my haste and panic to make a video game, any video game, I’ve ended up becoming something I hate. I’ve half-designed and started work on a self-pitying, miserable video game that I would never play in a million years. There’s a chance the game could be an insight into the mind of a procrastinating author. A look at how much time we waste, how little we appreciate our time on this earth, our lack of care or wonder at how we won the lottery of birth.

Nah. This game is shit. I can’t make the game I want to make, and the game I’m making is pish.

I’ve got to admit, I’ve developed an appreciation for terrible games. I’ve played some of the worst games in the world. I’ve flown through Lex Luther’s endless rings in Superman 64, I’ve watched trees being chopped down awkwardly in Woodcutter Simulator 2013, and I’ve played Sonic 06. Despite all these games being incredibly flawed, with mistakes so obvious and glaring you can’t understand how they weren’t spotted and rectified, they’re still games. They do mostly work, they have graphics, music, and complex systems. It took a team of people time, money and real effort to code, compile, draw, compose, debug (for about an hour) and create these virtual worlds. Sure, they’re absolutely abysmal, they should never have been released, and they’re infamously poor, but it got done, it got shipped.

With time quickly running out, I decide to just make something silly. It’s a text adventure, how hard can it be? I load up Quest, a text adventure program, and my eyes glaze over at commands like scripts, attributes and something about cruelty levels. I quickly design a pub, leaving the player trapped inside there forever, eternally trying to come up with a idea. Stuck with a notepad and not even a pint.

It’s quite good, 8/10, would play again.

Mostly written in The Midland, Bearwood, and in bed, also Bearwood.

Soundtrack - Sunset Mission and Piano Nights, by Bohren & Der Club of Gore.





Whose nipples are they, anyway?

Helena Greenlees

If you see a woman breastfeeding a three-month-old baby, are you shocked? What about a two-year-old? A four-year-old? Ten years ago, in 2005, Scotland introduced the Breastfeeding etc. (Scotland) Act, making it an offence to prevent someone breastfeeding an infant in public. Since then, awareness has been raised significantly about the benefits of initiating breastfeeding and increasingly mothers are feeling confident enough to breastfeed their newborns in public. The same cannot be said for mothers of older babies or toddlers, however.

It has been a struggle for society to accept public breastfeeding at all, never mind breastfeeding beyond infancy. One possible reason could be the hypersexualisation of breasts; breasts have become sexual rather than maternal symbols to the extent that they are now largely disassociated from their original function of milk and comfort provision, instead being seen by many purely as objects of desire. Exposing your objects of sexual desire in a public place in order to breastfeed a child becomes seen as immodest or indecent.

In my experience, breastfeeding newborns does seem to have become increasingly normalised, at least in Scotland. I, and most mothers I interviewed, experienced no issues breastfeeding newborns in public. Things changed for me when my baby was about nine months old and started walking and talking: turning into a toddler. Already at eight months, I was aware that breastfeeding was starting to make some people feel uncomfortable as I sat in a cafe with a friend and she whispered “are you still feeding her yourself?” so no one would hear. A month later, another friend mentioned that they thought breastfeeding a baby that could walk was “creepy”. Mothers I interviewed reported similar reactions, most commonly eye rolls and “you’re STILL breastfeeding?”

In many societies, allowing a child to wean at their own rate is not at all exceptional, and even in the UK and US it is now recognised that there are huge benefits in continuing to breastfeed beyond infancy. The World Health Organisation (WHO), UNICEF and the American Academy of Family Physicians (AAP) all recommend breastfeeding until a child is at least two.

Before I became a mother I took it for granted that the benefits of breastfeeding toddlers (nutritional benefits, the independence it instils, the immunity it provides to name but a few) were fairly common knowledge. I knew there was still some stigma, but I thought by and large no one would think twice when I continued to breastfeed past the first year, especially since so many other mothers had told me they breastfed their children until they were two, three or even older.


The hypersexualisation of breasts means that people are uncomfortable seeing them put to the use they were designed for.



I found I underestimated the level of ignorance around this topic, but I massively underestimated the degree to which society finds breastfeeding toddlers so distasteful. Many mothers experience increased pressure to give up breastfeeding after their babies turn one, receiving comments such as “After x months, it’s for the mother’s benefit, not the child’s”, “(S)He’s never going to be independent”, “I don’t want to see that.”

I put this stigma down to two main reasons; firstly the hypersexualisation of breasts means that people are uncomfortable seeing them put to the use they were designed for, and secondly because breastfeeding toddlers isn’t perceived to be common practice it is assumed that it can’t be beneficial to the child - it has not been normalised so therefore can’t be right.

Common practice and best practice are two very different things, however. It used to be common practice to drink and drive, something we now accept as a society to be a dangerous activity. The previous generation of mothers often gave solids to very young babies; now giving solids before six months is generally considered a bad idea because of the health risks, including the risk of developing food allergies. The reason for the changes in perception are down to active education and information-sharing campaigns.

I don’t suggest that not breastfeeding a baby or toddler is going to damage a child’s health or that everyone should breastfeed into toddlerhood if they can’t or don’t want to; people should do what’s right for their family. But for all those parents out there who are fielding misguided comments suggesting that their child should be weaned from the breast, I hope this article will go some way towards raising awareness and normalising breastfeeding.

Current advice is to breastfeed exclusively to six months and to continue while introducing solids until the child is at least one year old, ideally longer. The AAP, WHO and UNICEF recommend breastfeeding until a child is at least two and the natural age of weaning for humans according to the AAP is estimated at being between two and seven years. Despite the myths, breast milk continues to provide valuable nutrition, vitamins and immunity as babies grow into toddlers and toddlers into children, adapting to the growing child’s needs.

Mothers of breastfeeding older children don’t necessarily set out with the intention of breastfeeding until a certain age, although frequently they do believe that weaning should be child-led rather than parent-led. Complete weaning rarely happens before the age of two without encouragement from parents. Arguments against are often along the lines of it not being nutritionally necessary; however, not being necessary for survival beyond a certain age is different to not being nutritionally beneficial.

Challenging the myths

It is a myth that breast milk loses its nutritional content after the first year: “Human milk expressed by mothers who have been lactating for more than one year has significantly increased fat and energy contents, compared with milk expressed by women who have been lactating for shorter periods. During prolonged lactation, the fat energy contribution of breast milk to the infant diet might be significant.” (1) In the second year, 448 ml of breast milk provides the following percentages of a child’s daily requirements: 29% energy, 43% protein, 36% calcium, 75% vitamin A, 76% folate, 94% vitamin B12, 60% vitamin C. (2)

Breast milk also provides nourishment, hydration and comfort when infants are too ill to eat much solid food or even drink from a cup (and toddlers who go to playgroups get ill a lot from chewing the already saliva-covered toys). According to studies (3), breastfeeding reduces the number of illnesses, length of illness and morbidity rates in children aged one to three. This is probably because “antibodies are abundant in human milk throughout lactation” (4) and certain immune factors even increase in the the second year of breastfeeding (5). Longer-term breastfeeding also helps protect mothers from cancers and osteoporosis.

The mothers I spoke to were frequently quizzed by friends and relatives about the frequency of feeds, even regarding newborns who can’t overfeed, with onlookers obsessing about whether a given feed was for comfort and not necessarily for nutrition. Viewing milk purely as a nutritional need is to an extent commodifiying the breast yet again. Midwives, by comparison, recommend feeding on demand because babies don’t overfeed at the breast and it helps establish a good milk supply and a strong bond.


Some describe breastfeeding as 'creepy'.



Breastfeeding isn’t just about the milk as a source of fuel for the body, it provides comfort, quiet mother and child bonding time, and a time when active children can rest and calm down. Rather than holding children back, the comfort and security provided by breastfeeding has actually been linked with more confident, independent children; achieving independence at their own pace rather than being forced into it prematurely makes them more secure in their independence, says Elizabeth Baldwin.

“Meeting a child’s dependency needs is the key to helping that child achieve independence. And children outgrow these needs according to their own unique timetable.” (6)

The science is heavily behind natural-term breastfeeding, so why the taboo? I would suggest it is in no small part because breasts have become symbols of sexuality, something to be covered up outside a sexual context. Ironically, covering up sexualises breasts even further if the only time breasts are seen is in a sexual context. Fetishes are created by selectively covering then revealing something in a sexual context, which is what western society has been doing with breasts for some time now.

Because of this hypersexualisation, many people feel uncomfortable seeing an infant nurse where they feel only a sexual partner has any rights, leading some to describe breastfeeding as “creepy”. It even prevents some mothers from initiating breastfeeding in the first place, as one mother (who was proud of her breasts) told me, the idea of it “made my skin crawl. I never wanted to breastfeed, EVER”. Sometimes breastfeeding just isn’t possible, and then formula is of course a lifeline, but many of the mothers I interviewed told me that they never even tried to breastfeed, or that the women on their ward didn’t try.

A few years ago the deputy editor of Mother and Baby, Kathryn Blundell, caused a stir by revealing that she chose to bottle-feed. She talked about her breasts: “They’re part of my sexuality, too – not just breasts, but fun bags. And when you have that attitude (and I admit I made no attempt to change it), seeing your teeny, tiny, innocent baby latching on where only a lover has been before feels, well, a little creepy.”

It seems like an extreme reaction, but is not uncommon. Intellectually at least, the western world seems to have woken up to the idea that initiating breastfeeding is tremendously beneficial to both mother and child, even if some mothers still have a hard time reconciling this information with the way they have been programmed to feel about their breasts.

Lack of education and information plays a part in failure to initiate breastfeeding according to UNICEF. Today, new mothers have more ready access to information about the benefits of breastfeeding, although it appears more effort could still be made regarding the psychological barriers. However, little information is offered about the benefits of breastfeeding beyond infancy. Many people who are fine seeing newborns breastfeed feel uncomfortable with children breastfeeding once they have teeth, or can talk or walk. All of these developments can happen before a baby is even one year old. If a mother breastfeeds beyond this age she might be accused of not wanting to let her child grow up, or be told that it’s wrong to breastfeed a child who can ask for it. This leads many mothers to hide the fact that they are nursing their toddler.

In 1995, Kathleen Kendall-Tackett and Muriel Sugarman published two papers (7) that led in 1997 to the AAP releasing a statement on breastfeeding that created a storm of controversy, specifically where they recommended that women breastfeed for at least 12 months and “as long thereafter as is mutually desired”.

The current recommendations by the AAP go even further and suggest that weaning before two is not a good idea: “As recommended by the World Health Organization, breastfeeding ideally should continue beyond infancy, but this is not the cultural norm in the US and requires ongoing support and encouragement. It has been estimated that a natural weaning age for humans is between two and seven years. Family physicians should be knowledgeable regarding the ongoing benefits to the child of extended breastfeeding, including continued immune protection, better social adjustment, and availability of a sustainable food source in times of emergency. The longer women breastfeed, the greater the decrease in their risk of breast cancer… Emerging research on nutrient content of human milk into the second year of lactation suggests that breast milk continues to offer significant nutritional and immunological benefits… If the child is younger than two years, the child is at increased risk of illness if weaned.” (8)

Extended breastfeeding is actually more common that you might think, but because of social stigma many mothers stop feeding publicly at some point after their child’s first birthday. Kendall writes about her research saying she was “… amazed to discover a quiet underground of women who were defying cultural norms and nursing their older babies right under the radar of family, friends, and healthcare providers. Avery described this phenomenon as 'closet nursing', and noted that extended breastfeeding had a lot in common with revealing sexual orientation. Brave souls who chose to be upfront faced marginalisation—or worse.

“Through much of the decade that followed publication of our article, Muriel and I, along with Liz Baldwin and Kathy Dettwyler, frequently had to write letters to courts and child protection agencies on behalf of mothers who were being investigated for child abuse. Their crime? Extended breastfeeding.”

It seems unfathomable that women would face such extreme marginalisation despite incredibly strong medical evidence in favour of breastfeeding beyond infancy and support from the AAP, WHO and UNICEF. However, there remains deeply ingrained social stigma attached particularly to breastfeeding toddlers and young children.

Bettina Forbes, co-founder of breastfeeding advocacy group Best for Babes says: "You’re talking about a culture uncomfortable with breastfeeding a six-week-old… We’ve sexualised the breast so much that people have forgotten breasts are for breastfeeding."

Indeed, only last year Ashley Clawson from Texas was told she couldn’t breastfeed her four-month-old baby in lingerie store Victoria’s Secret (in a cubicle): a store that specialises in bras and where women presumably take their bras off in cubicles all the time to try new ones on. This seems mystifying until you enter the mind of the sales assistant, socially conditioned to think of breasts as purely sexual - beautiful lace bras aren’t designed for practicality, they are designed to look alluring when clothes are removed and to create a pleasing cleavage or shape under clothes. They are about sexual appeal. So, in the mind of the sales assistant, a nursing infant had no place in that context.

The May 21 2012 edition of Time magazine brought extended nursing to the attention of the public by featuring Jamie Lynne Grumet nursing her four-year-old son, the image provoking some extremely strong reactions. Grumet herself was breastfed her until she was six and describes her memory of it in an interview with Time magazine: “It’s really warm. It’s like embracing your mother, like a hug. You feel comforted, nurtured and really, really loved. I had so much self-confidence as a child, and I know it’s from that. I never felt like she would ever leave me. I felt that security. But people have to realise this is biologically normal. It’s not socially normal. The more people see it, the more it’ll become normal in our culture. That’s what I’m hoping. I want people to see it."

Having interviewed several mothers, it became clear to me that breastfeeding into toddlerhood or beyond really is more common than it first appears and intellectually increasingly accepted by those who didn’t nurse toddlers themselves. Despite this, even those who support it on an intellectual level find it uncomfortable. As one mother said: “It is just a personal opinion but I, for unknown reason, do find it a bit less comfortable to watch when a child can verbalise they want to feed and organise the mother's clothes to suit them. I suppose I’m saying I personally get less comfortable after 14-18 months, but in terms of being good for child I’m not sure a maximum age should exist.”

Historical taboos

You might think that we live in liberated times and that if breastfeeding is taboo now, it must have been even more so in the past. However, society wasn’t always so uncomfortable with breastfeeding. Historically, from the middle ages to the renaissance, breastfeeding mothers have been the subject of many paintings, starting mainly in churches with the Madonna nursing her child, and not discreetly either. Looking at paintings by artists such as Jean Fouquet, Luca Signorelli and Pablo Picasso, we can see breastfeeding babies and even toddlers is a common theme until around the 1930s. Then the breastfeeding images seem to reduce and images of breasts are instead increasingly seen in a sexual context.

Meanwhile, infant formula began to be used more routinely from around the 1950s when companies started aggressively marketing it at new mothers in hospitals. As formula feeding became more commonplace, the link between breasts and breastfeeding presumably became less automatic. How many newborn baby cards do you see with an image of a nursing mother compared to images of bottles?

While uptake of formula rose, so did the frequency with which increasingly sexualised images of breasts started to emerge in the media. From page three to “lad’s mags”, music videos and advertising, highly sexualised images of breasts were suddenly everywhere. The more sexualised breasts become, the more likely it is that women may feel embarrassed about breastfeeding in public since revealing breasts has become reserved for sexual contexts. By overly sexualising them, breasts become obscene, even, or perhaps especially, in the context of breastfeeding. Women being made to feel like they should cover up or hide in a toilet only adds to the stigma and insecurity, resulting in less public breastfeeding, which in turn makes it seem less normal.

Fetishes are created by selectively concealing then selectively revealing in a sexual context. This is what society has done with breasts, disassociating them from their intended function and associating them much more heavily with sex instead. The degree to which breasts should be covered up has varied greatly throughout history in different cultures. In Europe centuries ago, revealing ankles or legs was more risqué than breasts. At times it was even fashionable for women to wear gowns that exposed one or both breasts. Now breasts are more frequently seen as objects in a sexual context from adverts to pornography than in art where they would be more likely to be the subject than the object. In real life, they are almost always covered up. Covering up breasts adds to the mystery, sexualising them even further.

The stigma associated with extended breastfeeding is quite possibly in no small part due to the hypersexualisation of breasts in western culture. Breasts have become a commodity to sell cars, films… well anything really. We have forgotten that they were designed to nourish our children. The more people are educated about the benefits of breastfeeding, the more confident women will feel to continue it. And the more women who publicly breastfeed infants, toddlers and children, the more normalised the practice will become.

Normalising breastfeeding would help undo some of this stigma. To this end we would do well to advocate blatant public breastfeeding for anyone feeling brave enough to practise it. Breasts aren’t just commodities to be used for selling cars and magazines; by breastfeeding on demand wherever you are rather than scurrying off to a smelly public toilet, we can begin to reclaim breasts to enough of an extent that as a society we can remember what their primary role was actually intended to be.
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Stop consuming food, invest in it

Ilana

If you bought a car and then realised it had thirty percent less horsepower than an older version but was being sold as though it were the same model, wouldn’t you be annoyed? That’s essentially what’s happening when you buy mass-produced food today. Did you know the nutrients of mass-market tomatoes (which, for all intents and purposes, may as well be called red water vessels) have all decreased since the 1960s? Similar trends have been found in many of the foods we eat. Essentially, this means that whilst we might think we’re getting more for less (as food has generally become cheaper), we’re actually just getting less.

As Brian Halweil put it, “the erosion in the biological value of food impacts consumers in much the same way as monetary inflation; that is, we have more food, but it’s worth less (in terms of nutritional value).” This points to one of the many failures of our current industrial food system: mass-produced may be cheaper but it’s not necessarily good value. In fact, if we consider the impact of our current food system on the individual, society and the planet, we may conclude that it’s outright bad value. Forget apples and oranges, what do we do when we can’t even compare apples with apples?

If we start to consider the broader value of food, we see that mass-market food doesn’t represent the value we think it does. There are lots of examples to suggest that by buying “better” food, we invest into a whole host of personal, societal and environmental outcomes that outweigh a price premium.


The erosion in the biological value of food impacts consumers in much the same way as monetary inflation; that is, we have more food, but it’s worth less.




The value of food

To consider the value of food, it’s important to remind ourselves what the point of the food system is and what an ideal system should deliver. The food system should supply sustenance and be universally accessible. It should deliver economic and social value in creating jobs and maintaining livelihoods. It shouldn’t compromise its own future, for instance with environmentally destructive practices like mono-cropping degrading the land and rendering it inadequate for farming later on. A food system should also provide cultural value, helping us create social bonds. Lastly, food is also intrinsically about pleasure: it simply makes us feel good.

The value proposition of food exists on several levels and needs to be considered both in production and the product itself. On the production side, food creates or destroys value through its economic, environmental and social impact. On the product side, food creates or destroys value by providing energy, nutrition and pleasure, or in contrast, empty calories and harmful levels of additives that adversely impact health. The value of food is therefore a very multi-faceted concept.

The industrialisation of our food system has prioritised yield and price (essentially favouring quantity over quality) at the expense of many other aspects like taste, nutrition, or emotional value. It has also alienated most of us from the food system. As a result, we’ve come to understand it less and are therefore less able to judge the broader value of food. This narrow perception has led to some very unwanted outcomes.

A recent nef report paints the UK food system as an unsustainable mess: it’s too energy intensive; it doesn’t reward workers appropriately; it’s volatile and a small number of large organisations hold too much power. Globally, the food system doesn’t fare any better. It’s highly carbon intensive; is responsible for biodiversity loss, deforestation, pollution; and doesn’t fairly distribute value to those that create it, as farmers and other food workers have some of the lowest paid jobs in societies across the world. Though dismissing the current food system as entirely broken would be unfair - it’s quite phenomenal what has been achieved with our food system in the last fifty years in terms of short-term crop yields and economic output. It’s also worth pondering whether the food system was indeed ever better than it is today, or whether the food system was ever “not broken”.

Ultimately, we’ve forgotten how think about the value of food beyond its immediate functional purpose. When we actively think about the value food though, we start looking it at from a different angle - one of investment, considering the broader and more long-term impacts associated with it. This consideration for the later as well as the now is one of the key differences in thinking about food as an investment act versus one of consumption. Indeed, we can pinpoint many of the shortcomings of our current food systems to this polarity. A better food system is possible though, and is in fact already emerging. Considering food as an investment, both on an individual and societal level will enable this shift to continue.


Ultimately, we’ve forgotten how think about the value of food beyond its immediate functional purpose.






Investing in food to invest beyond food

When we look at food as an investment decision rather than a consumption one, we start seeing beyond the immediate benefits of satisfying a need or desire (“I’m hungry!/I want this”) to other value that may be derived from it. We already do this on some levels. For example, if you decide to eat fruit and vegetable because you want to have your “5 a day”, you are investing in your health and wellbeing. Let’s look at this further from an individual, societal and environmental perspective.

What constitutes a bad or good food investment decision from a personal perspective? To answer this question, we need to look at what we each obtain from food. First, food is functional: it provides us with calories and nutritional benefits that enable us to survive. Second, food fulfils more than just a function, it’s also experiential through our enjoyment of food, and enables social bonding by bringing people together, it’s a pillar of cultures across the world. Using examples of meat, bread and fresh produce can help us frame these different attributes.

Intensely farmed meat, much like the water-vessel tomato, has lower nutritional value than non-intensely farmed counterparts. Grass-fed meat, for example, is healthier than grain-fed meat as the latter contains fewer nutrients like vitamin E, beta-carotene, and more of the wrong type of fatty acids. What’s more, grain-fed animals are also usually fed additives and antibiotics to fight disease and other ailments resulting from the intense rearing practices. We’re also likely to get more pleasure out of non-intensely farmed meat. Considering that some chicken in the UK is pumped with up to 18% water and additives, it’s no surprise the flavour is weak and the texture poor – we’re just paying for water.


Considering that some chicken in the UK is pumped with up to 18% water and additives, it’s no surprise the flavour is weak and the texture poor – we’re just paying for water.



If we compare real bread to a cheaper more mass-produced kind, there are also varying individual benefits. Real Bread is one that has been made using traditional techniques, without the use of processing aids or any other artificial additives. Industrial soft bread on the other hand contains additives, chemicals, too much yeast and high levels of salt – all of which are harmful to our health. Also, this bread is high in refined carbohydrates which have been shown to lead to rapid spikes in blood sugar and insulin levels. In contrast, eating real bread, like sourdough can is better for you as it’s high in nutrients like calcium, zinc and magnesium and is more easily digested. Which one do you think makes for a better investment? Bread isn’t the only food with excessive additives. Excess sugar and salt is found in all sorts of processed foods, many of which you wouldn’t expect. Tesco Crispy Beef with Sweet Chilli Sauce, for example, has more sugar gram for gram than vanilla ice cream - while a bowl of rice crispies has more salt than a small pack of salted crisps.

Fruits and vegetables are another good example of reduced nutrition with more mass-produced options, but knowing what constitutes a good or bad food investment in this case isn’t necessarily straightforward. Several factors impact the nutritional quality of fruits and vegetables such as the specific variety chosen, growing methods used, ripeness when harvested, and how it’s handled, stored, transported and processed. Often these factors are compromised for yield and profit, and with that nutritional value is degraded. Broadly speaking, eating local (which will also lead to eating seasonally as a result of eating what is available at the time) is more nutritious. Not least because local farmers tend to favour taste, nutrition and diversity over shipability, local produce tends to offer increased health benefits as it’s generally picked shortly before being sold, when it’s fresh and ripe.

Talking about investing in our wellbeing by investing in better food is all well and good for those who can afford it but with food poverty affecting 5 million people in the UK, we also need to consider food on a societal level.

Nutritious calories are not widely accessible and with mass-produced processed foods being cheaper than other alternatives, people on a tight budget rely on them to feed themselves. In fact, the lowest 10% of households by income purchase the lowest amounts of fruit and vegetable, and the amount they buy has decreased by 14% in less than a decade. Poor nutrition and poor food decisions, whether by choice or by constraint, have societal repercussions and costs. In the UK, over 60% of adults and 25% of children are overweight or obese, costing the UK economy billions per year in increased healthcare spending and loss of productivity. In effect, we are subsidising cheap food. Perhaps we’d be better off if we spent money on access to proper food instead of treating the symptoms of poor nutrition in hospitals.

The picture we’re painting gets even worse when we consider that when people are unwell, they are usually fed cheap unhealthy food in hospitals which isn’t conducive to their recovery. Hospitals, increasingly under intense budget pressure, have looked to save money on food - where existing standards have already been low. The Campaign To Fix Hospital Food For Good estimates close to 82,000 meals are thrown away every day in England as a result of the food being so bad (hospital staff have admitted they wouldn’t eat the food served to patients). Not only does this contribute to our global food waste problem, it also means patients often leave hospitals malnourished. For those that do eat in hospitals, the food generally served has poor nutritional value. Cheap food in hospitals is a false economy as there is evidence that poor nutrition is extending recovery times.

Social issues associated with cheap food are not just restricted to empty calories though, there are also empty wallets. The relentless push for yield and cost savings have made many farms uneconomical. Whilst we might enjoy the short term benefits of the cost of a pint of milk going down, we maybe less enthusiastic that the number of dairy farmers has gone down by 50% in a little over a decade. The agri-food sector accounts for 13% of employment in the UK, and continued price wars between supermarkets contributed to the number of food businesses going insolvent up by 28% in the last year. It’s a worrying sign that so many have gone out of business, or are at risk, largely due to their margins being squeezed. For example, beef farmers in Scotland have seen their share of the retail price go down from 62% to 48% in the past year.

It’s clear that the examples given don’t point to a well-functioning food system. And given the importance of food in public health and economic activity, it might be worth re-evaluating how we perceive the value of food on a societal level. But challenges on the individual and societal level are not the only failures of the food system. This industrial approach to food is also compromising environmental resources, the very bedrock this entire system relies on.


Social issues associated with cheap food are not just restricted to empty calories though, there are also empty wallets.



The basic function of the food system is to provide sustenance today and tomorrow, and there’s plenty of evidence showing that the industrialisation of our food system is compromising on its ability to provide in the future. Deforestation, soil erosion, collapse of fisheries and bee colonies collapse amongst others are both symptoms of and consequences of our broken food system. At the same time, the perceived abundance of food in our society is contributing to food waste - one of the ugliest manifestations of not valuing food properly. In the UK, 15 million tonnes of food are thrown away each year. This a waste of resources in and of itself, and also results in us producing more food than we need, which in turn intensifies all the other environmental issues associated with it.

Adopting an investment approach can encourage farming techniques that don’t lead to negative environmental outcomes. Changing our purchasing decisions and public policy to value this enables farmers to factor in these considerations. As food production is so intrinsically linked to ecological sustainability, there’s a clear case for including environmental benefits of certain types of food and food production in our approach to what we eat. As such, buying food becomes an investment tool for a more sustainable planet.

The case for considering the environment when making a food investment decision is pretty simple: don’t trash the planet because that’s where our food grows. But the investment case here is two-fold: not only are we compromising our ability to grow food in the future, we’re also spending a lot of resources today on growing food that is not nutritious - a double-whammy of bad investment. Conversely, buying more environmentally friendly products tends to be associated with buying more seasonably, more locally, which in turn is better for you.


The case for considering the environment when making a food investment decision is pretty simple: don’t trash the planet because that’s where our food grows.






what does it mean to invest in food instead of consuming it?

A narrow view of food’s real worth to ourselves, society and the planet, continues to feed a broken food system. If we move from a consumption mindset to an investment one, we can increasingly appreciate the value creation and destruction associated with our eating habits – which may, in turn, enable us to make better food decisions. Making these decisions won’t necessarily be easy but as we increasingly take on an investment approach and educate ourselves, we might just start making choices that contribute towards a more harmonious food system.

Blind pursuit of yield and price has produced impressive outcomes. Yet it’s also created a food system that is compromising people’s health, financially squeezing actors in the food supply chain to breaking point and fundamentally undermining the land’s ability to sustain itself. There’s no such thing as a free lunch: Cheap food is often produced through the destruction of other types of value. So perhaps it’s time we realised that we can’t really afford cheap food?

(This article was written by Ilana Taub with her friend and Snact co-founder Michael Minch-Dixon)







Mexico’s energy reform: how is it going to affect local economy and communities?

Jakub Szweda

Mexico City, Mexico – Mexican government opened its energy sector to private investors in in late August to improve the country’s economy.

Pemex is Mexico’s state-owned energy provider and up to now the only company allowed to develop their oil and gas. President of Mexico, Enrique Peña Nieto, put it on his agenda when elected in 2012 to improve and develop country’s economy. Previous governments have tried to take similar actions, but were unable to complete the projects before the end of their term in office.

The energy reform was proposed and eventually passed by the government in December with intend to encourage private sector investment and introduce a competitive market alongside Pemex. Equally importantly, permit foreign companies to participate in bidding oil reserves in the Gulf of Mexico. This puts stop the 76 years long monopoly in the Mexican oil industry and liberalising the economy.

The company has proposed a number of packages offering opportunities to prospective non-Mexican energy companies. Pemex wishes to find companies willing to boost production by offering using their technology and money. The energy giant is looking to sign partnerships worth over $32 billion in the next 14 months in already exploited oil areas. They are also looking to launch partnerships to explore new oil and gas areas in the Gulf of Mexico.

The reform keeps Pemex as 100% state owned company. The purpose of this new legislation is to ensure that the Mexican state is going to invest less in the energy sector, but they will receive more tax revenue when new investors starting coming in and pumping oil.

Foreign investors have instantly shown their interest in investing in Mexico’s energy sector, including Government of Singapore Investment Corporation and Russia’s Gazprom, after the announcement of the new reform.

Recent estimate shows that Mexico has over 87 billion barrels of prospective energy resources, including gas and oil, exposing the potential opportunities available. Mexico’s energy reform is going to, if carefully structured; increase financial and operational involvement of private companies. The newly opened private sector will be able to explore, produce and refine oil.

“Mexico is in the middle of a transformational movement in the energy sector,” said Alfredo Alvarez, Oil & Gas Leader at EY in Mexico. “After almost a century of monopolistic activity in oil & gas (PEMEX) and power generation (CFE), the Mexico energy reform opened both sectors to private investment.”

“This will generate a cascade of investments in Mexico, estimated by several sources to potentially be between US$350 to US$700 billion over the next 10 years,” he added.

Increase of oil production remains one of the main purposes of the energy legislation, in order to increase midstream and downstream infrastructure in Mexico and manage the expected increase in electricity demand of more than 5% per year.

“Mexico is a diverse and rich country and when we talk about natural resources, the opportunity should be attractive to a wide range of foreign investors.,” Alvarez explained.

Often countries that decide to pursue microeconomic reform agendas plan to reduce electricity prices for households and businesses, but also encourage new capital for energy infrastructure.

This is the case in Mexico, according to Matt Rennie, Global Transactions Leader for Power and Utilities. “Subsidised electricity prices in the country of tequila are, on average, 25% higher than in the US, and if subsidies were removed, would be 73% higher than in the US.”

Experts have shown a real support towards the changes to the current system operating in federal republic of North America. James Fredrick, freelance journalist from Mexico City specialising in energy and ex-BNamericas writer, thinks, “This is a great move from the government.”

“We have such a [bad] history of monopolies and corruption routed in those monopolies. We have seen a general backwardness and isolation in the international oil industry,” Fredrick added. “Pemex provides 1/3 of federal budget and they have to make decisions based on what’s going to bring in revenue for the state as quickly as possible.”

“In theory this is all very good, in practice I personally have these concerns, and I have heard a lot of other people expressing these concerns, that Mexico has done very poor job in the past of privatising industries,” he stated. They [Mexican government] are not calling this a privatisation but essentially that’s what it is.”

He raised his concern about previous examples of Mexican government attempting to privatise other sectors, such as the telecom sector or railroads. “There is plenty of rhetoric in the energy reform about eliminating corruption and introducing new transparency measures.”

Critical infrastructure is also required - President Peña Nieto himself noted that 47% of national transmission lines in Mexico are more than 20 years old and only 8% have been built in the last five years. Private sector capital will be essential to build this critical infrastructure.

President of Mexico explained in an interview for Financial Time that the energy legislation “will create more jobs” and subsequently “strengthen the domestic market and enhance economic growth.”

The energy industry sees this a positive moves, able to provide benefits to the Mexican economy and its growth. Not only will local labour be needed to help build new infrastructure and provide new services, but commentators also estimate that Mexico’s long term GDP could rise by between 1.5% and 2.3% as a result of the energy market reform, providing a general uplift in economic sentiment that will benefit all Mexicans.

“We expect that the investment made in oil & gas and power generation will improve the attractiveness of Mexico as a manufacturing hub, offering even better conditions if we are able to decrease the electricity cost and make petrochemicals, such as ethylene, available for the industry, as well as access to North American’s natural gas. If this happens, the positive effect on job generation, even beyond those generated by the energy sector, will be exponential.”

James Fredrick, however, raised issues about the general misunderstanding of the situation and the how it benefits local communities. “There is no the benefits to the working man the everyday Mexican,” he said. “There are concerns over poor messaging, but I think this is because these benefits don’t exist. I don’t anything tangible that the Mexican citizen is going to gain from these reforms in the short term.”

As well as this, access to private sector capital to build new electricity infrastructure will provide the Mexican Government with the ability to divert funds, which would have been, spent on the electricity system, to other areas of focus.

“One of the more positive measures in the energy reform is the fund this will be the government’s decentralised investment fund”, said Frederick, “of which all oil royalties will go to the Mexican budget over 5-10. The fund will will have excess in it every year. It will reinvest that excess into education, hospitals and other social programmes.”

Bidding for the already exploited areas as well as new potential oil explorations is expected to take place sometime in the first half of 2015. Enrique Peña Nieto’s government stated they want to organise and hold at least one public auction every year until the current administration ends in 2018.

The current situation is intensely watched and analysed by energy experts, after the Mexican government’s promise to consumers that electricity tariffs will be lowered within the next two years as a result of competition.





Trap: beyond a beat

Jared Zarantonello

*You can listen to the audio mixes that were curated for this project here…and…here

Trap? It’s likely that you’ve heard it, even if you didn’t know that’s what you were listening to. Maybe you don’t listen to Hip Hop, or to any of the diverse and diffuse localized elaborations of dancehall musics around the globe. Still, if you live in an urban space you’ve probably heard it, or at least heard echoes of it. The deep sub-bass notes that rattle the architecture, the double timed syncopated hi-hats that gallop along with quick snare rolls, vocal snippets pitched down to an almost unintelligibly low tone, all laced with call and response chants of “hey! hey!”, and of course…autotune. Trap.

A rhythm structure first cultivated in black musical spaces of the Southern United States at the turn of the millenium, today, the trap beat has risen to almost world wide sonic ubiquity. Its influences can be heard in music styles all over the globe. From K-Pop in Korea, Electro Chaabi in Egypt, to global chart toppers and music industry darlings; everywhere producers and listeners of rhythm and bass fueled musics have all “fallen into the trap”.

In this article I will offer some thoughts on the social and sonic meaning embedded in the trap beat by delving deep into questions surrounding the dynamics of globalized culture(sonic and otherwise), and its transfer and appropriation. I will also look to(or rather listen to) the sounds themselves with the hope of hearing how the various sonic strategies that we recognize as “trap” both affect us physically and socially and serve as a reflection of our global society.

First a disclaimer. I can only speak from my own perspective and experience, and from my observations of other folks’ perspectives and experiences of this sonic phenomenon as best I understand them. Also, I want to give a bit of disclosure. I am not an impartial party. I am a huge proponent of trap, but have not always been so.

As a Dj and producer from a southern U.S. state, I was coming up and cutting my teeth as a Dj during the heyday of Southern trap influenced tracks in mainstream pop music. I was originally ambivalent to the sound. I remember Djing a highschool dance in 2003 and my set being an awkward assemblage of top 40 crunk-tinged Southern rap tunes mixed with the house and rave music that I was desperately trying to expose my peer group to.

At the time, I found electronic dance music to be ‘deeper’ than the sounds of the pop/hip hop landscape at the time. It wasn’t until years later, after I came to better understanding of sound and music as language, as social code, that I really began to fully appreciate and respect the sonic narrative that trap music tells.


Origins

In the 1990’s, a cadre of Hip Hop artists from Southern U.S. cities, began producing music which narrated their experiences within urban drug trafficking culture. A trap or traphouse referred to a spot where one cooks up/stores/deals drugs. ‘The trap’ also described the seemingly inescapable social conditions of young, mostly black, poor Southerners who had to turn to trafficking culture for any kind of real economic mobility. Eventually the term came to refer to a growing body of tracks and a particular sonic style that expressed this culture.

In the early 2000s Southern hip hop reached an national apex and “trap” began entering into the mainstream musical lexicon, with T.I.’s titular Trap Muzik LP being released in 2003.

Throughout this period Southern hip hop was coalescing into a distinct set of sonic markers.From the influences of styles such as , chopped and screwed hip hop from Houston, from Memphis and Atlanta, and New Orleans bounce came a set of sounds and techniques which would find such widespread use among a new generation of Southern artists who were enjoying success with national audiences and within the music industry. At that time, Southern artists comprised almost of the American urban radio airplay.

Track by track, frequently reproduced sonics, came to form a recognisable code: an emphasis on deep 808 style sub-bass, a polyrhythmic pattern comprised of a spacious, slow(70-80 bpm), and sometimes dislocated main beat pattern, fast paced auxiliary percussion with sharp high hats which often oscillate between 16th, 32nd, and 64th note sequences, fast snare rolls, slightly detuned and ‘darker’ sounding synth lines, percussion and FX crescendos, call and response chants, pitched-down(screwed) and auto-tuned vocals.

The trap beat is versatile. It complicates and disorients the ears with its double time halftime overlay allowing the listener to slip between tempos. Marching, syncopated snare buildups and synth rises seem to endlessly recycle energy providing one peak musical moment after the next.

In a big way, trap injected ‘space’ back into hip hop and then into electronic music, similar to the way that dub did for reggae in 1970’s Jamaica. With the main beat (kick and snare/clap) stretched to fit the slow half timed tempos, a certain amount of sonic tension is built up within the space between the slow off-kilter two-step. However, this tension transforms into a positive and exciting attribute as the beat’s tension is grounded by the affect of bass frequencies. And in trap, as in dub, the bass matters.

Trap’s use of the sub-bass is key. With the extra sonic space between the beats, the deep tactile bass notes are able to burst through, providing a tangible energy that carries the listener from one pulsating drone to the next. When all of these sonic strategies are deployed in concert, the result is pure rhythm science.

And this rhythm science is not alone. The scenarios that gave rise to trap music in the Southern U.S. are intrinsically connected with those that have produced our wider constellation of global bass musics. Out of necessity, and showing the indomitable creative soul of the oppressed, music arises out of conditions of marginalisation that is both moving and innovative. From dancehall in Jamaica, jungle, dubstep and grime in the UK, kwaito in South Africa, baile funk in Brazil, to other US contributions such as Chicago house, Detroit techno, and other forms of hip hop, there is a global pattern of music cultures based on Afro-diasporic sonic strategies.

These sonic cultures, organised around bass and rhythm, have an important function for communities experiencing violent and insecure social conditions. They serve as aggregators, drawing people together into community through social dance. They are a vital means of creative expression and communication, often serving as a key vehicle for people(especially youth) to articulates their vision of the future. And that future is complicated, muddled with lamentations of the present and equal parts hope and anger.

Afro-diasporic futurist musics have long been in effect in our cities. As Steve Goodman(Kode9) argues:

Since at least the blues, much of the most urgent, modern music on the planet has emerged from the bruised and bleeding edges of depressed urbanism.(Sonic Warfare p.147)

‘Urgent’, because these musics speak with a sobering clarity about the present social conditions, and indeed what comes through in many urban bass narratives is bleak, gritty, and violent. But there is also a resounding vulnerability in many of these narratives, and the lyrical and sonic creativity shows that they are an intimate sharing of soul through technology.

Even the predilection of trap artists towards modulating the human voice with auto-tune software speaks to this in its own way. Human voices filtering through the digital gloss of ‘modern’ existence, bit by digital bit. As Jace Clayton(DJ Rupture) writes ‘it becomes quite humanising.’

Through the creation and experience of bass and rhythm, people dance, they resonate, they channel the violence and fear that surrounds them into movement and sound, they create a sonic culture which not only mobilises them, but is then shared and transmitted. It’s not difficult to see why disenfranchised, black youth living in the Southern US, especially those ‘caught up in the trap’ wanted and needed to produce this music.

The trap beat left an indelible mark on the pop music soundscape, not only in terms of lyrical, but sonic aesthetics as well. It became a staple of U.S. Hip Hop and was increasingly employed by artists living outside the South. With each wave of hits spreading across the United States and broadcast out into the global media echo chamber, the trap beat steadily came to be the sound of hip hop/rap for a young generation of hyper-mediated globalised millennials.

I taught music production/beat making workshops at a community centre for several years. When youth would come to participate, we would talk about different beat structures and which ones they wanted to produce, or rap over. Many of them would pull out two pencils and begin to knock out a cookie-cutter trap beat on any and every available surface, the heel of their palm providing the bass kicks and the pencils switching up between tapping the high-hats with the tips and whip-like snare slaps.They could all replicate this sonic code, It was a part of their youth culture. They had learned from one another in school, sharing and building sonic culture among one another(and breaking many pencils in the process). It was not just something they listened to, they had incorporated this rhythm. When they talked about ‘a beat’, it was this beat.

The trap beat became a sonic cultural marker of black urban youth culture in the US, it quite literally embodied street culture. The vision of the street, the hustle, and the negation, confrontation, and/or irrelevance of authority that was conveyed in the narrative laced beats resonated deeply with others both in America and around the world. Narratives of marginalisation from within the hegemony of global modernity. Narratives of a community in exile in the belly of the beast.

Trap’s position as a signifier of American black youth culture gave it prominence in the global cultural imagination, and that primed it for mass commercial appropriation. As it became commercialised and rose in popularity in the US, it was simultaneously being broadcast out into the global media network. During Southern Rap’s commercial heyday it was estimated that the American music industry accounted to over $40 Billion globally with only $12 billion within the U.S. itself. The U.S. as both a cultural and economic empire carries great weight in influencing music tastes and local music development around the globe.




Global Trap

As the trap beat took over more and more sonic real estate within the mainstream music industry, wave after wave emanated out to the world’s listeners, planting seeds. With rising access to the internet, music production software, and mp3 technology, the trap beat took root in youth music cultures around the globe, replicating and hybridising itself through local music styles. Pieces of trap’s sonic code worked their way into Electro Chaabi in Egypt, K Pop in Korea, Jamaican dancehall, funk in Brazil, and all manner and manifestations of global Hip Hop and dance music. One could hear traces of trap everywhere.

By 2012 the trap beat had begun making major inroads in the Electronic Dance Music(EDM) community with scores of producers and djs copying, experimenting with, and innovating on top of this template. Trap’s foundational sonic template was further amplified by the dancefloor-focused strategies of EDM-trap producers. Dancers responded with overwhelming positivity to the longer buildups, bigger drops, and an ever multiplying corpus of remixes and variety of hybrid sub-styles that the trap template facilitated.

But with the music playing such an important role within Southern black youth culture, when trap proliferated within EDM and Pop music, it generated controversy. The sonics, and often the aesthetics of the drug culture and street violence from which they were inspired, were increasingly being articulated and enjoyed well outside of their original setting. Some criticised this new wave of producers and fans of being voyeuristic sonic tourists and culture vultures. Some saw it as a way to appropriate the cultural capital of ‘realness’ and authenticity that came with rapping about a life of guns and drugs, while remaining a safe distance away from these experiences.

Trap exploded throughout online EDM communities, ie. mixtape sites, music blogs, Soundcloud, Youtube, etc, and found particularly fertile ground with large music festival crowds. The experiments in EDM-trap were seen by many as a divergent genre, not so much based on its sonic difference from its Southern predecessor, but mostly based on the racial divide between their audiences.

While these issues of appropriation across racial and class borders are very real, they are not new. The appropriation of trap music by white listeners and producers is the newest phase of a long standing process which stretches back as far as ragtime music in the late 1800’s. We saw this process occur with blues, jazz, soul, disco, hip hop, etc, which came to be appropriated (and often pacified)for the enjoyment of white consumers.

But black Atlantic musics have always had an intimate and complicated relationship with appropriation. They are simultaneously constructed from it, and robbed by it. Afforded little or no creative, expressive space in a racist social system, black Americans have had to appropriate in order to create. It is precisely because black musics speak with such truth, honesty, and joy that they are so moving. And then the cycle of commercial appropriation kicks in. Capital appropriates, and the marginalised creators usually remain marginalised while their creations are stripped of their inherent radical challenge to power.

And herein lies the problem. As Cornel West puts it:

‘American mainstream is obsessed with the black creative genius - be it music, walk, or style - but at the same time, puts a low priority on the black social misery which is the very context out of which this creativity flows.’

West’s words are instructive. What often seems to be missing from these instances of appropriation is that no real human connection is made in the process of experiencing another’s culture. Music can be a powerful connector which serves as a foundation for real and meaningful cultural exchange across social borders. However, without the skills or will to empathise with others beyond the music, then appropriation can become a tool of domination, either intentionally or not.

What’s missing is that this music is meant to be listened to, and learned from, felt, not simply exoticised and consumed. It might be a losing battle asking people not to enjoy something, but maybe we can urge them to let that experience educate and transform them.

But this is only one side of appropriation, another possibility is the people that are listening, are learning, are connecting the dots. It’s possible that when people hear trap, something resonates with them, and they want to re-articulate it in some way. By listening, producing, remixing, etc.

I think its important to remember that we’re talking about music, and when it comes to music I am forever an optimist. The very function of this music is to mobilise, communicate, and ultimately to draw folks together. I think that this process is happening, and one of the sonic signals that is happening is trap. Maybe the music is doing exactly what it does best. But the music can only take us so far. After that it’s up to us to intentionally push those conversations, and tell those truths which the music makes evident.

As for the sonic innovations that have emerged in the wake of trap’s expansion? For me they are not a division, but a dovetailing of electronic music, and hip hop. A kind-of homecoming that leads listeners towards realising and reconciling the shared roots and functions of these intimately related sonic systems. Not only has this trend tuned listeners of pop music to more dancefloor oriented sounds, but scores of tunes are being turned out which serve as a bridge between popular music and the terrains of global dance musics which may sound more ‘foreign’ to listeners outside of dance subcultures.

As a Dj, asking audiences’ ears and feet to take sonic risks with me and with each other is becoming easier, and more successful. The trap code is effectively creating more spaces of shared musical intelligibility. And to me, that’s a good start. I’m a firm believer in the transformative power of the dancefloor. If people can dance together, then many other things are possible.




Trap Futures

Trap’s influence on both popular and underground dance music only seems to be picking up steam. The versatility and accessibility of trap has influenced and aligned itself with all sorts of moving, innovative, and forward thinking musics. Recent developments in Footwork/Juke, Future Bass, or whatever hyphenated sub-genre(Trap-a-ton, Native-Trap, Trapstep, etc) you might stumble on today or tomorrow on Soundcloud, all draw on elements from the trap template, and are all truly exciting sounds. To me it all tells a story of people linking-up with each other in an era of increasing connectivity. More people sounding their vision of the present and the future, and more people listening. And hopefully more people entering into real conversations about our social conditions, about how we create and share culture, and about how we articulate our communities and identities. To me there’s no better space for this conversation to occur than music.







Can degrowth help save our natural resources?

Jen Wilton

Climate justice. A global basic income. Equitable distribution of wealth.

Do these seem like wild utopian ideas? A growing body of research suggests that not only are such ideas possible, they may actually be necessary to prevent us falling off any environmental, social or economic cliffs.

For many decades we have been caught in the cyclic loop of boom and bust, or in other words unmitigated growth followed by a catastrophic crash. And then we get back on the economic treadmill, like mice running blindly on a wheel. There are, however, alternatives to perpetual economic growth, such as a steady-state economy or one that actually declines in size (i.e. degrowth).

Research and Degrowth, an academic group active primarily in Spain and France, define degrowth as a “voluntary path towards reduction of production and consumption aiming at ecological sustainability, good life, liberty, and social justice.” Key assumptions are that downscaling needs to be equitable and that human progress is still possible without economic growth.

Degrowth “calls for an economy of care, gift and conviviality, rather than an economics of scarcity and trade,” write Research and Degrowth, who recently developed a 10-point degrowth plan. “In that sense degrowth challenges not only the outcomes but the very spirit of capitalism.”

There are many angles that academics and activists approach degrowth from. Degrowth can simultaneously be seen as:


	A move away from the dominance of the global north over the global south in terms of models of economic development

	A quest for democracy, in which people reassert their right to self-determination

	An environmental renaissance, as we boldly defend ecosystems and adopt one-planet living

	A pathway through which to explore meaning of life questions, using the tools of non-violence, spirituality and voluntary simplicity

	A new kind of ecological economics, where resource depletion and waste disposal are adequately accounted for




The problem with growth

Although the concept of economic growth dates back more than 300 years, it was not adopted as government policy until the 1940-50s. As a relatively recent phenomenon, perpetual growth is not an inherently necessary part of life, but we do need to overcome our extensive ‘growth is good’ conditioning.

“In the last 100 years, we got very confused about happiness,” Sarah van Gelder said in a recent Yes! Magazine article. “Advertisers spend billions spreading the illusion that more stuff will bring us happiness. And policy wonks of all political stripes - but especially those connected to business interests - spread the message that economic growth leads to well-being. Both are false promises that have instead been undermining the very conditions that could lead to sustainable happiness.”

The author goes on to say that sustainable happiness “begins by assuring that everyone can obtain a basic level of material security. But beyond that, more stuff isn’t the key to happiness.” Rather, it seems happiness is more reliant on the presence of thriving communities, loving relationships and access to meaningful work.

“The term economic ‘growth’ is so familiar we can easily forget that it’s a metaphor,” British author and journalist Steven Poole recently wrote in The Guardian. “Nothing is actually growing. What is happening is that some number representing GDP is higher than a previous such number.”

GDP (Gross Domestic Product), commonly used as an economic thermometer, is not without major drawbacks. This fairly arbitrary measure of economic activity, in the form of financial transactions, does not pass judgement on whether the underlying activities are desirable for society. That means increased spending associated with major oil spills, high rates of cancer and drawn-out wars are all great for GDP.

“Dig a strip mine and sell the metals, minerals, or coal, and the GDP will thank you - even if you pollute the drinking water for thousands,” writes van Gelder. “Raise fresh food in your garden, share it with friends and with the local homeless shelter, and stay healthy and happy, and the GDP doesn’t budge.”

Surely we must be measuring something wrong.

Many alternatives to GDP have been proposed, such as the Genuine Progress Indicator or the Environmentally Sustainable National Income (eSNI). The latter imposes a maximum production level, so that environmental resources will still be viable for future generations. Such measures recognise life can improve even when GDP goes down.




Democratic use of resources

Degrowth need not be a scary prospect. It does not imply regressing to the dark ages. On the contrary, it invites us to dust off long forgotten corners of our growth-addled minds and look towards an alternative, sustainable future.

In a new post-growth world, we will continue to need access to life-saving and life-enhancing devices, built from raw materials in the ground. However, when you consider that millions of cell phones and laptops end up in landfill every year, it seems entirely possible we could get by with less.

“Can we have smart phones without causing conflict in Africa?” Christian Kerschner, a postdoctoral researcher at Masaryk University, Czech Republic and a member of Research and Degrowth, asked in a February interview. “We have to work together on solutions and maybe we will find out it is not possible,” Kerschner adds, saying we may instead decide to develop simpler communication technologies. He says we cannot ignore the vast problems currently associated with the technologies we use, such as social conflict, pollution and environmental degradation.

Kerschner, who specialises in the area of resource peaks, suggests some of the current economic turmoil around the globe may be due to the declining availability of resources like oil. “We are not running out of resources, we never will do,” he is careful to clarify. Rather, the enormous dilemma before us is how much we can continue to extract to meet our needs. Kerschner says the economic strategies we have used so far won’t work any more: “There will be less and less resources available, so we need to democratise their use.”

When asked whether degrowth is the best way to achieve these changes, he was emphatic: “I think it’s pretty much the only way. We don’t really have a choice, the resource peaks are happening.” He says we could continue to push the boundaries and maintain the status quo, “or do we want to radically rethink the way we go about securing our welfare?”

Consumption has moved far beyond meeting basic material needs and in the overdeveloped world serves as the very basis for our identities. However, ‘green growth’ and ‘green consumerism’ are unlikely to be enough to save us. As Russell Brand indignantly points out in Revolution, we live in a world where British apples are sent to South Africa to be polished, before returning to the UK to be sold to unwitting consumers. Even if these trucks and ships ran on green energy, they would still be wasting valuable resources. It seems, then, that a new model entirely is required.




Reducing global inequalities

“Degrowth doesn’t just mean a contraction of the economy, it also implies a rethinking of how we deal with issues of poverty,” says Samuel Alexander, director of the Simplicity Institute in Melbourne, Australia. “If the global economy can no longer grow, and must in fact shrink for biophysical reasons, [solving poverty] implies a redistribution of wealth from the rich to the poor.”

“Degrowth is first and foremost a macroeconomic framework and social philosophy aimed at the over-developed world,” Alexander continues, adding that degrowth does not mean people living in less developed countries, or even poor neighbourhoods within developed countries, should consume less. “One way to think of it is in terms of contraction and convergence.”

“From an ecological perspective, from a social justice perspective and from a personal perspective the growth model and the consumer lifestyles that it implies has failed,” Alexander says. “It would be catastrophic, sad and tragic, to say nothing of grossly unsustainable and unjust, for us to try to fix global poverty by turning the global south into the global north.”

“Degrowth doesn’t mean only one thing and the questions that it raises would need to be interpreted and implemented and explored in context specific ways,” says Alexander. “So a movement for degrowth in Melbourne, Australia might be very different from a degrowth movement in rural India or in South America.”

“This isn’t to say that there shouldn’t be some resource transference,” he clarifies, adding that the global north may be able to assist in the transition away from extreme poverty. Kerschner explains that there are many options we are yet to fully consider, such as distributing resources globally on a per capita basis.




A collective choice

When people hear the word degrowth they may well conjure up images of recession, scarcity and conflict. But degrowth advocates are quick to point out that recession is unsustainable degrowth. They much prefer the sustainable variety.

“The question we ask is how positive would degrowth be if instead of being imposed by an economic crisis, it would actually be a democratic collective decision, a project with the ambition of getting closer to ecological sustainability and socio-environmental justice worldwide,” wrote Schneider et al in a 2010 article in the Journal of Cleaner Production.

Alexander says degrowth “is about exploring post-consumerist lifestyles at the personal level, but also recognising that we need to organise at the community level and start building the degrowth economy B underneath, or within the shell of, the deteriorating growth economy A.”

“At this stage the most important work is in engaging communities at a local level, trying to create new conversations and telling new stories of prosperity,” Alexander adds. We need new cultural norms, which, rather than relying on myths about ever increasing growth and consumption, centre on the importance of sufficiency.

“The question that the degrowth movement puts to us is ‘how much is enough?’” says Alexander. “Because until we answer that question, we can never realise that we have enough.”

Jen Wilton is a freelance journalist and researcher who writes about sustainability, human rights and environmental issues. Jen tweets as guerillagrrl and blogs at Revolution Is Eternal.







Jewish motifs in Polish cinema before Ida

Joanna Zajaczkowska

Ida, an intimate film by Pawel Pawlikowski about a Catholic nun who discovers her Jewish roots and struggles with an identity crisis, is the greatest success of Polish cinema in recent times. Awarded with an Oscar, this black-and-white movie amazes with its hypnotic visual beauty. Touching on the complicated issue of Polish-Jewish relations, Ida has stirred up many controversies in its homeland. However, in the history of Polish cinematography there are more movies that have provoked public debate about Polish-Jewish relations. Jewish motifs have been explored by Polish filmmakers, including eminent representatives of the so-called Polish Film School, since the first years after World War II.

Politically sensitive subjects Jewish themes have been present in Andrzej Wajda’s films since the beginning of his career. One of the greatest directors of contemporary cinema and a co-founder of the Polish Film School depicts the complexity of Polish-Jewish relations in many of his movies, including the film adaptations of literature before the Holocaust (1975’s The Promised Land and 1999’s Pan Tadeusz, based on the national epic of Poland) and also in works that explore dramatic times of World War II (1955’s A Generation and 1990’s Korczak).“Jewish characters and motifs are present in my films, because they are present in Polish life. You cannot be a Polish film director and completely ignore these issues. Jewish culture is an integral component of Polish culture and history,” says Academy Award-wining film director Andrzej Wajda.

Although Jewish issues were repressed or dissembled by the authorities during the communist era in Poland, there were periods of time when filmmakers enjoyed a slightly larger degree of freedom, allowing them to make movies which were bold in handling politically sensitive topics.

Most Polish movies dealing with Jewish issues refer to the time of the Holocaust. However, among works which deal with the pre-war Jewish shtetl life are The Hourglass Sanatorium (1973) by Wojciech Jerzy Has filled with mind-blowing surreal visuals, and Austeria by Jerzy Kawalerowicz (1982).

Atlantis at the edge of doom Rich with symbols and metaphysics, Austeria, a film by Jerzy Kawalerowicz from 1982, is a nostalgic account of the vanished world of Polish Jews moments before its destruction. This film’s plot is set in 1914 in the titular inn on the road to a multicultural town in the Polish part of the Galicia region near the Austro-Hungarian border. The main protagonist of this movie is the innkeeper Tag, an old Jew. When World War I breaks out, Tag’s inn becomes a place of shelter for those citizens from neighbouring towns and villages fleeing the flood of violence. Gathered in one room, people with different views, professions, social status and approaches to Jewish tradition and religion spend the night together discussing, arguing, praying, singing and dancing. They try to cherish life despite the increasing fear that the night might be their last. There are blurry signals that something terrible, not yet defined is happening outside…

Against the background of a vibrant Jewish community, there emerges the strong personality of Tag, who unites the Jewish community and expresses care and responsibility for each refugee in his inn. He is deeply devoted to cultivating the Jewish religion and tradition and simultaneously is very open to people of other nationalities. In a conversation with his friend, a Catholic priest, he dispels doubts related to his national and religious identity: “What did you expect, Father? You know I’m a Jew and I will remain one.” Through many retrospections, Austeria provides an evocative portrait of the diversified Polish Jewish community living in a Galician shtetl. This image of Atlantis, how the director described the perished world of Polish Jewry before World War II, is portrayed intensely, but also in a very subtle way. The full movie is replete with Jewish philosophy and culture. This movie of Jerzy Kawalerowicz brings special insight into various Jewish religious customs (the songs and dances of Hassidic Jews, the daily prayers of Tag) and holidays (Yom Kippur, Purim and Rosh Hashanah). In Austeria, Tag appears as a wise man, a person who is full of compassion towards others and simultaneously copes with happening events with calm stoicism. He is aware of the upcoming annihilation.

The final sequence of the movie is footage of a river flowing with the blood of Hassids, who previously took a ritual morning bath, singing and dancing, foreshadowing the destruction of the Jewish nation thirty years later…

Rich history of Jewish life in Poland There is a long and rich history of Jewish life in Poland. “Before the Holocaust, the Polish lands were the ‘Jewish heartland’ of Europe: more than three million Jews lived in pre-World War II Poland, more than in any other country. Many towns in Poland had a majority-Jewish population, and Jews made up a large percentage of the population in big cities. There is a history of anti-Semitism in Poland, but also one of dynamic Jewish life and creativity,” says Ruth Ellen Gruber, the Distinguished Visiting Chair in Jewish Studies at the College of Charleston SC and the Coordinator of the web site Jewish Heritage Europe. During World War II, the vibrant and multicultural landscape of prewar Polish culture was completely destroyed.

“All that was most colorful, promising and truly creative in Polish culture stopped existing. After 1945, Poland ceased to be a multiethnic and multinational state,” says Andrzej Wajda.

During World War II, Poland lost more than six million inhabitants including approximately three million Jews. In the post-war reality, complex Polish-Jewish relations were a particularly sensitive topic for the communist government for political reasons. However, the presence of Jewish subjects in Polish cinema was noticeable in the first years after the war. The first films that openly touch on Jewish issues were* The Last Stage* by Wanda Jakubowska (1947) and Border Street (1948) by Aleksander Ford. The latter movie is one of the first feature films in the history of cinema showing the Warsaw Ghetto Uprising.

Especially during the Stalinist period, the censorship in relation to film art was particularly strong. Until 1989, there was a lack of movies in Polish cinema that would bring open discussion about Polish- Jewish relations and anti-Semitism issues in Polish history.

“After the Kielce pogrom (an outbreak of violence against Jewish community, which took place on July 4, 1946 in Kielce- author’s note), Polish anti-Semitism disappeared from Polish art and Polish movies starting with The Last Stage by Wanda Jakubowska focused on Nazi crimes, only occasionally touching on Polish-Jewish relations,” claims Andrzej Wajda.

The Promised Land Starting with his first films, Polish film director Andrzej Wajda has expressed concern for showing the truth about the Poles’ attitude to the Holocaust and Polish-Jewish relations in general.

Jewish characters appear in Wajda’s work as both, in films dedicated to the war reality and works that refer to important events in the history of the Polish nation. In all these movies, Jews are portrayed as members of Polish society. At the same time, Wajda does not avoid relating them to more in-depth discussion on issues such as assimilation, integration and autonomy.

“The Promised Land and* Pan Tadeusz* are works in which the Jewish theme is an integral component, since it concerned people who lived on Polish land and who brought a lot of value to our language, sense of humor and Polish culture. This topic is inextricable,” states Andrzej Wajda.

In the Oscar-nominated Promised Land, Wajda presents the image of the industrializing city of Lodz and simultaneously portrays economic links between Poles, Jews and Germans. In the cultural melting pot that was Lodz at the end of the nineteenth century, Jews emerge as the most representative community of the rapidly developing metropolis. The viewer can most fully comprehend the laws governing a dynamically developing city and its specifics in the construction of Jewish characters and the analysis of their attitudes towards life and behaviours.

A Generation Interest in the relations between Poles and Jews during the war is for the first time shown in the works of Wajda in his feature debut* Generation (1954).* The film shows the dramatic story of young people, their dilemmas and choices that must be made in the extreme reality of war. One of the characters is a fugitive from the ghetto. In the movie* Generation, the issue of help to the Jews is touched upon. The director thoroughly observes the different attitudes of Poles towards Jews during the war. In Samson (1961), rich with symbolism and Biblical references, the Polish director raises the issue of the martyrdom of Jews during the war. In Samson*, reality of life in the Warsaw Ghetto is shown. In this film, the director touches on the topic of Poles hiding Jews. Presenting the situation of the main character Jacob Gold, who after escaping from the ghetto hid on the Aryan side with the help of various people (including a Jewish woman successfully pretending to be an Aryan) opens a space for discussion concerning the complex issues related to Jewish identity.

“The greatest Pole in the world … and the greatest Jew”﻿ All movies by Andrzej Wajda concerning Jewish themes have evoked a lively discussion among both Polish and Western film critics, although most controversy was generated by the film Korczak, which premiere at Cannes ended with a standing ovation. The screenplay by Agnieszka Holland was based on the diary of Janusz Korczak (b. Henryk Goldszmit), the legendary Polish-Jewish educator, paediatrician and founder of the Dom Sierot (a Warsaw orphanage for Jewish children). Wajda’s film begins before World War II and the start it succinctly illustrates the complexity of Polish-Jewish relations. These scenes indicate signs of Polish anti-Semitism in the 1930s (the expulsion of Dr. Korczak from a radio station, which emits a program to which both Polish and Jewish children contributed). There is also the subplot of the infatuation between a Polish girl, Ewa, and a Jewish boy, Jozek, presented in such a way that the viewer predicts from the first scene that the relationship is doomed to failure.

The main plot of the film takes place in the Warsaw Ghetto, where Janusz Korczak and two hundred orphans who were under his care end up. Showing the fate of Korczak in the brutal reality of the Warsaw Ghetto, Wajda focuses on his heroism and sacrifice in the struggle for the rights of children. One of the senior pupils of the doctor calls him “the greatest Pole in the world … and the greatest Jew”. In film, there are featured shocking images of the Warsaw Ghetto. The paradocumentary style of this movie is emphasized by black-and-white cinematography and the incorporation of the Polish and German documentary footage into the movie. Poles appear mostly in supporting roles. The director shows their different attitudes toward Jews: from passive sympathy and active assistance (paid for with death) to the tacit acceptance of their fate. The last sequence of the film, filmed in slow motion, accompanied by sublime music by Wojciech Kilar, illustrates the deportation of Korczak and his children to Treblinka.

In his film, Wajda does not show the tragic ending. Instead, he presents a symbolic vision of salvation: a train car with Janusz Korczak and the children from the orphanage travelling to Treblinka detaches from the rest of train and in the result the children are rescued and run to a meadow shrouded in fog. This last scene sparked controversy. Some reviewers have pointed out the inadequacy of this metaphor. Others saw in it the glorification of Christian heaven. The most extreme voices argued that the director committed historical blasphemy. Andrzej Wajda returned to the subject of the Holocaust in the movie Holy Week (1995).

A new chapter in Polish-Jewish relations After 1989, there was an increasing number of movies discussing subjects related to Polish-Jewish relations and the Polish experience of Holocaust. Polish filmmakers have started to explore subjects that were considered taboo under the former political regime. Along with the political transformation, Poland began to rediscover its centuries-old Jewish tradition. Polish-Jewish relations have become the subject of public debate. There is a wide range of film genres in which Polish filmmakers proceed presenting Polish-Jewish relations during and after the war, including psychological dramas, thrillers, melodramas and poetic films. Alongside low budget movies appear international co-productions (2001’s Edges of the Lord, 2002’s The Pianist and 2011’s In Darkness). Edges of the Lord, a psychological drama by Yurek Bogayevicz, depicts the times of the Holocaust observed from the perspective of children living in the Polish countryside. The main protagonist is a 12-year-old Jewish boy, Romek, who is sent away by his parents from the Krakow Ghetto to live with a peasant family. In order to survive, Romek adapts a new identity, pretending to be the farmer’s nephew. Romek’s desire to preserve his true Jewish identity and family history is confronted with the necessity of integration with the Catholics of the rural community in order to not be found out. Viewers follow Romek’s preparation for the First Communion. The issues related to adopting a new identity at the times of the Holocaust have become area of insight exploration by the director of the movie. In In Darkness(2011), a film by Agnieszka Holland, viewers follow the true story of Leopold Socha, a Polish sewer worker who taking huge risk hid terrified Jewish refugees for 14 months in the secret underground tunnels of Lvov, a Nazi-occupied city in Poland. In Darkness is a story of the volatility of the human spirit told in thrilling way and also tribute to ordinary people who took huge risks trying to save the lives of their Jewish neighbours in times of war. In occupied Poland, helping Jews was punishable by death. Historian Teresa Prekerowa estimated that between 160,000 and 360,000 Poles assisted in hiding Jews.

Reckoning with the past also involves the discovery of the dark pages in Polish-Jewish history. Some movies present a range of attitudes of Poles toward Jews during the World War II and the Nazi occupation, from the full dedication of those aiding Jews to indifference laced with fear to extortionists who blackmailed and denounced Jews. In 2012, the film Aftermath, which examined the issue of anti-Semitism and violence against the Jews in the Polish countryside during war, premiered. The movie by Wladyslaw Pasikowski caused a number of controversies. Aftermath and later Ida have provoked public debate about Polish civilians’ violence against Jews during the war. “The liquidation of ghettos in towns in the General Government (about 400 ghettos were established in occupied Poland- author’s note) supported Polish anti-Semitism by the fact that mostly poor Polish families moved into the abandoned apartments. Questions appeared about what would happen after the war, and would the apartments return the former owners or their heirs. The topic was completely eliminated from Polish film and only now it is returning thanks to film directors who felt it is their duty to go further in this direction. I see the spirit of the Polish Film School in this, as well as the need to come to terms with history,” says Andrzej Wajda.





It's time to put re-nationalisation back on the table


Years of diverting funds from public to private hands and countless scandals show now's the time to repeal privatisation


Joe Turnbull

In the early 1980s the axis of egos between an American actor turned President and the Iron Lady ushered in an era typified by the dramatic iron-grip of neoliberalism on both sides of the pond. Supposedly free market values were extolled, and in Britain under successive Tory governments public assets were sold off en masse: from British Steel to British Telecom, British Petroleum to British Airways, regional water companies to the railways. Though in the political wilderness, there was at least a voice of opposition in the form of Labour during these years.

But since Tony Blair’s New Labour swept to power on a wave of Private Finance Initiatives, there’s been a disconcerting cross-party consensus on the benefits of marketisation, with no frontier considered too sacred to be opened up to the ravenous appetite of privatisation, including prisons, hospitals and even schools. With the general election looming is it time to put renationalisation – or at least the rolling back of the most pernicious acts of privatisation – back on the mainstream political table?


When profit is pursued over the public good, scandals will follow

Recent memory serves up a spate of haunting reminders as to the dangers of entrusting certain vital public services in the hands of profit-driven companies. Private security firm G4S received a £284 million contract for the outsourcing of policing duties during the 2012 Olympic Games. Its handling of the matter was a complete farce, when it was only able to summon 4,000 of the 13,700 guards it was contracted to provide, leaving the military and the police – and ultimately the British taxpayer – to step in to cover the shortfall.

The same company, along with another outsourcing firm, Serco were in 2013 found to have defrauded the taxpayer to the tune of tens of millions of pounds, by deliberately charging for ankle tags on criminals who were either dead or already in jail. Both cases make clear, the pursuit of profit by the companies was placed above the need to fulfil the public service.

Health and social care is one of the most contentious areas when it comes to privatisation, with profits and patient welfare often seen as at odds. Nowhere is this more apparent than in the repeated scandals over neglect and abuse in care homes. A coroner found that five residents died as a result of “sub-optimal care” at the privately-run Orchid View care home between 2009-2011, prompting a serious case review.

Russel Tucker, the son of one of the five victims told the BBC “The private sector is not the place for the care of the most vulnerable in society, and it has failed,” whilst Judith Charatan, the daughter of another resident said “it was unforgivable that they were simply filling up beds to make money”. A survey of social workers and care-home managers cited understaffing, low pay and lack of adequate training for poor levels of care, all factors that would ultimately affect a care company’s bottom line.




The NHS, crippled by successive privatisation initiatives?

Marketisation of the NHS was introduced by New Labour through a raft of PFI schemes used to build new hospitals. But the schemes make for terrible value for money for the taxpayer and incredible profits for the companies who provide the loans. Most PFI agreements cost three to five times the initial outlay, but in some cases companies make as much as a 700% return on their investment, meaning the taxpayer pays seven times the cost of building a hospital back in charges over the course of the agreement. This has left NHS hospitals with a staggering £80 billion debt in PFI loan charges, considerably more than if they had been built by public borrowing.

Whilst New Labour introduced marketisation, the Coalition Government has brought in full-blown privatisation by making it compulsory for NHS contracts to be available for bidding on the free market. The NHS is in real trouble. Thanks to austerity measures, NHS trusts are now running a deficit of more than £100 million, compared to a surplus of £383 million the previous year, with 66 trusts now in the red. The vultures of private finance are circling, sensing cut-price deals. Many of these troubled trusts are hit with crippling PFI repayments, in other words, money is flowing into the pockets of the PFI companies rather than into patient care. The vagaries of private finance has to an extent got the NHS into the mess it is in; it is the cause but is being presented as the cure.




Public sell-offs don’t guarantee value for money

The rhetoric of privatisation argued by governments is often to reduce public debt by selling off assets that would be more efficiently administered by the private sector. The logic being, if assets are to be sold, at least the public will get value for money. But as the Royal Mail sell-off so spectacularly demonstrated, this is often not the case. The Government grossly undersold Royal Mail shares by some £1 billion pounds, which was siphoned from the taxpayers pocket into the arms of speculators.

The Business Secretary Vince Cable had promised to avoid selling the shares to “speculators and spivs” and instead make sure they were entrusted with “responsible long-term institutional investors”. However, it emerged 13% of the shares were sold to hedge funds, who bought the shares at 330p each before many sold them on just weeks later at 600p, making a staggering 81% profit at the expense of the taxpayer. This was reneging on a ‘gentleman’s agreement’ that the companies would hold onto the shares for the long term.




Private rail and energy firms are run for taxpayers’ benefit, just not British ones

Britain has the most expensive trains in Europe. And yet, the rail companies, acting as monopolies on their lines still receive huge taxpayer subsidies, meaning passengers end up effectively paying twice for their tickets. Up until recently, the East Coast mainline was being run by the publicly-owned Directly Operated Railways, after the previous private operators dropped the ball. It was a huge success, being the only profitable line in the country, contributing some £1 billion pounds back the exchequer since 2009. This success was an embarrassment for the ideology of privatisation, so the line was recently hastily sold off to Virgin and Stagecoach.

Perhaps most perversely, many of the so-called private providers of rail services in this country are actually publicly-owned by other governments. For instance, the German Government’s Deutsche Ban owns Arriva Trains. A German official was quoted as saying “We’re skimming profit from the entire Deutsche Bahn…it is invested in the rail network here in Germany,” so effectively British passengers and taxpayers are paying for rail improvements in Germany. This is completely nonsensical and proves that the railways could be operated publicly, to the benefit of the taxpayer. The inefficiencies associated with the fragmented nature of Britain’s railways, coupled with the dividends paid to private (and in some cases foreign public) shareholders could instead be used to improve services for UK passengers and curb, or even roll back, ever-rising fares.

It’s the same story when it comes to energy companies. EDF Energy, one of the ‘big-six’ are owned by the French government. Last year EDF made a profit of more than £600 million. Once again, this is money that could be going into the public purse in Britain, instead of benefiting French taxpayers.




The view for the election

Whilst it’s impossible to say with certainty what each party’s election policies will look like until the manifestos are released, we do have a vague sense of where most parties stand on key issues relating to privatisation/renationalisation. The most likely course for the Conservatives is to push for more frontiers to be privatised. The Liberal Democrats have made no indication of rolling back any privatisation measures. Labour has promised a “shake-up” of the railways and price caps on energy supply, though renationalisation seems off the agenda in both areas. As for the NHS, there have been murmurings that they would put an end to the “creeping privatisation” under the Coalition Government, but no firm stance on PFI. Even UKIP has said it would scrap PFI in relation to the NHS and encourage the early buy out of PFI contracts. Only the Green Party has a fairly comprehensive policy of repealing privatisation across several sectors, including the NHS, the railways, energy companies and bringing free schools and academies into local authority control.

As the above examples have shown, privatisation has for too long in too many areas been siphoning money off from the taxpayer into the hands of the already-rich. For vital services like health and social care, the profit motive is sometimes detrimental to the welfare of patients. Labour’s stance on the NHS aside, it seems likely that the cross-party consensus on privatisation will continue in the lead up to the next election amongst the traditional big three. But with a recent surge in popularity for other parties including The Greens, the SNP, Plaid Cymru and UKIP, if these parties are willing to engage with the idea of rolling back privatisation, it could be higher up the agenda than it has been in more than twenty years. It’s about time too.







Dead pen's shoes


You'd be surprised by the number of long dead writers who have active Twitter accounts. Jon Bounds follows them — more closely than most.


Jon Bounds

You often have to wait quite a while between the tweets of Harold Pinter. But not quite as long as you would think. Despite dying in 2008 the playwright rarely pauses for too long online.

Of course, it isn’t really him. But it also isn’t an excruciating parody account nor a ‘link to the merch’ PR stream attempting to entice followers to hump the corpse of a dead but still valuable artist. What it seems to be to me is an act of love. Every new online platform creates a goldrush, for the every content hole is a financial goal, but there simply doesn’t seem to be a way to monetise tweeting quotes from a dead writer.

Not that dead writers don’t make money. Recently we’ve seen writers publish novels masquerading as the famous deceased: Sebastian Faulks as PG Wodehouse, William Boyd, and Faulks again as James Bond author Ian Fleming. The BBC are about to air a season of ‘unmade’ screenplays by Pinter himself on Radio 4. The motivation for these is simple, everyone from the publishing house, through the shops to the author likes money. And the BBC like making radio programmes that they know will have an audience. But I couldn’t quite work out why the Tweeters would do it, so I started asking.

Harold Pinter was one of the first to respond, or rather Tim Robins — a theatre lighting technician — who told me that being Pinter online has “made me look at the plays in a different way. To love them all over again.”

“My best friend stated tweeting Larkin Quotes is very popular, so I thought I would give it a try. I have been in love with Pinter’s work since I read The Caretaker as a 14 year old.

“Every word I use is from a play, poem, a piece of prose or an interview with Harold. I pick the lines as and when I want to tweet. I often use them to react to a world event it’s very easy to engage in a political happening with Pinter’s words because he wrote so many political pieces.“

“What amazes me the most, and obviously purely by accident, are the amount of followers who tell me they see a tweet which exactly fits their mood at that moment. The best bit is when a young person will tell me they’ve read a play because of the account.

“Many - particularly from lonely hearts who consider Harold to be a bitter and twisted lonely man. One tweeter thought every tweet was aimed at them and I’ve had the odd person telling ‘Harold’ he needs psychiatric help.”

“Twitter seems to particularly attract would­ be writers and the kind of people who love Plath’s work enough to want regular quotations.” says Sarah­-Louise who tweets as itssylviaplath.

I digress, but apart from (pretentiously according to my wife) really liking Plath’s poetry, I followed the account mainly because ’It’s Sylvia Plath’ sounds like a fantastic ‘70s variety show vehicle along the lines of Marc Bolan’s TV show. I expected musings on the nature of feeling and death, and then a duet with Cilla Black.

“Quite simply I started just posting lines I enjoyed from her work, and following a bunch of people who were tweeting about her. Soon they all started following back and it kind of exploded within a few months. It was almost an accident, I just wanted somewhere to post some memorable quotes for me more than anything.

“It can be fun, and it rarely feels like a chore. It’s a little lame I know, but it’s really great how many people follow it now… and also the number of people I admire that follow and interact with it on some level. It pleases me that they also enjoy her work and also want to share it. Sarah Silverman, Russell Brand, Caitlin Moran, Marilyn Manson… are just some that spring to mind. It never stops being cool.”

Walt Richmond is a professor of Russian at Occidental College in Los Angeles, and also for the purposes of Twitter Leo Tolstoy. This account is the hardest work — the Tolstoy quotes are in Russian before Walt gets to them — but perhaps that makes it the most original of them all.

“I wouldn’t say it’s fun at this point; it’s more just a part of my daily routine, something I’m committed to doing because so many people seem to enjoy it.

“I started reading For Every Day in Russian, but some of the passages were hard to really understand so I decided to translate them into English for my own understanding. As I continued the project I realised it would be a potentially important work if I translated the entire book. Then I got the idea of tweeting some of the shorter ones.

“I go through the rough draft of the translation, which is now done, and find quotes that are short enough to fit on Twitter. As there are over 3000 aphorisms it’s possible to keep drawing from them without seeming repetitive.”

“One person even told me they had a terminal disease and that the tweets were helping them psychologically. That’s the best thing I’ve gotten out of it.”

I wondered if there were pattens across Twiter with other sorts of creative accounts. Luckily I had access to a one of the foremost experts in the game — my mate Jon. Not only can he do a fine line in hyperlocal satire, but he’s a Senior Lecturer in New Media at Birmingham City University. More pertinently knows a bit about why people feel able an willing to give voice to creations that are not their own online. Here’s what he said:

“When my colleague Inger-Lise Bore and I were investigating the community of people tweeting as characters from The West Wing we knew that there would be a number of justifications and intentions.

“What was really interesting for me was some of the reasons people gave for tweeting as those characters. One told us he worked in Washington — he was an insider — and tweeting as this fictional political character gave him freedom to talk about work online. Two of the characters specifically said that they started their character as a creative writing exercise, to get their writing sharper. At least one of those has gone on to get at least a few little gigs off the back of their tweets. And then there were those who chose characters because they had a political project in mind: they used the voice of the characters to amplify things they wanted to say, because otherwise they were never going to be heard. And it seemed to work for them.

“They did it for fun and because they were fans. That’s important too. And then they became part of a group, all of them playing characters, so then that group, that belonging — that’s important too. But for many of the people we spoke to the being part of something, that came afterwards, the motivation came from something else, something personal.”

Perhaps to look for a deeper meaning, a unifying motivation, to these accounts is to look for something that isn’t really there. Of the tweeters that talked to be I detected that there was mostly an enjoyment in seeing the writers’ work in a context that offers new meaning and extended it in different situations. The act of curating the works helping to foster understanding, it seems to me that these tweeters are guardians of something important about the spirit of the authors.

But maybe we’re thinking too deeply as our Plath was told the other day: “After reading few Tweets I’m sure your inner self has pain and an unstable soul. Instead of twitter you need calmness and relaxation… try meditation.”





Ol’ Red Eyes is back: Wolf Hall


Jon Bounds looks at TV — the new opiate of the masses — from a Marxist perspective. This month the BBC's big-budget adaptation of Hilary Mantel's widescreen historical novels.


Jon Bounds

When Mark Rylance as Thomas Cromwell glances emotionless into the eyes of a lady or a king, as he talks without emotion, as he pulls one of his fabulous extreme acting moves — the distracted pick at an unseen speck — you know one thing about the character he’s playing. That he probably has a dog. Because I’ve sat, emotionless, listening to motions at tables in party meetings for years: and noticed that I had dog hairs on my jumper.

The other things we learn about the 15th century fixer to Henry VIII are sometimes less subtle. For all of Wolf Hall’s post-broadcast-TV-as-cultural-hegemony shaky-hand cameras and naturalistic lighting, for all its Netflix and HBO grown-upedness, it sometimes ends up labouring the point. And the point is often the difference between the value of labour and the value of the on-screen world’s own cultural hegemony. The young Cromwell is shown with his blacksmith father, the other characters periodically remind him of his low birth: we, the director has concluded can peer through the candlelit murk to un-introduced protagonists, can grasp — or at least be trusted to not care — about historical politics, but we can’t infer that there might be some class tension in the court of the King.

But thus far at least, the class struggle has been nothing but a sideshow, the Privy Councillor certainly doesn’t trouble himself with programmatic demands.

It’s Cromwell’s role as fixer that is the heart of the drama — the axis of praxis for the Tudor court — and it can’t help put one in mind of the newLabour days of Blair and Campbell. For gossip in the 15th century was the press, and it was Cromwell’s skills in controlling the lines of communication that lead Henry to get away with reforming the church and state to his own ends. It’s tempting to see the dissolution of monasteries as Henry and Cromwell’s Clause VI moment: in that it created all sorts of light and heat (especially for the burning heretics) but did nothing but redistribute wealth between parts of the elite. To see rival Sir Thomas More as an old school utopian socialist is perhaps missing the irony in his Utopia, but to see Cromwell as an enabling spin doctor for a blossoming tyrant isn’t so hard.

The form of alienation that exists between the books and the TV adaptation — that this version will soon take precedence, over the text but soon over the history itself — proves problematic. The master–slave dialectic between the fictions and the fact cannot be realised with only one protagonist being self conscious — which itself can be seen as a parallel to the social developments we’re viewing.

We don’t see a class struggle because only one class at this point in history can have any concept of it. The history of all hitherto existing society is the history of class struggles, but only it seems if we can turn the cameras on it.


Want to see more of these?

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

Back next month’s Ol’ Red Eyes - and suggest subjects for review.







Rojava’s revolution is roaring - are we listening?


The revolution in Rojava doesn’t just roar, it beckons through the creaky skeletons of our theoretical hang-ups, it shows that the fire and brimstone of fascism and corporatocracy can be matched with people power and armed defence


Joshua Virasami

“We are in a historical era which is affording mankind both immense opportunities for development and great dangers. The Middle East is going through a period of conflicts and chaos in what has been deemed the Third World War and at the centre of these conflicts and contradictions is Kurdistan.” Opening words of The Declaration of Democratic Confederalism.

Greater Kurdistan, once a historic single entity, now embraces four fictitious borders; each enforced by post-First World War agreements. The brazen implementation of the English and French Sykes-Picot agreements, which tore apart communities and cultures on a whim, combined with Ataturk’s military successes, have shaped the unfolding of history in the region: a continual cycle of restraining ambitions to shrug off colonial realities.

Collectively, the Kurdish people number just under 30 million and inhabit North Kurdistan, which rests in eastern Turkey, South Kurdistan in northern Iraq, West Kurdistan in northern Syria and East Kurdistan in north-western Iran. Kurdish resistance, from mountain to city, over the course of centuries, has fought the wrath of numerous empires and states, perhaps none more relentless than Turkey. However, the current cocktail of international awareness, huge historical hindsight and a fierce foresight means that the battle for Kurdish freedom is on a tipping point.


The (state is the) organisational form of the ruling class - one of the most dangerous phenomena in history. - Abdullah Ocalan



Since the late 1970s, the Kurdish freedom movement has been guided by an enigmatic half-Turkish, half-Kurdish leader, Abdullah Öcalan, head of the PKK, who unjustifiably remains on the international terrorist list. The continued uprisings, which have only ever asked for respect for the right to exist as Kurds have done for millennia, have culminated in tens of thousands of deaths, predominately Kurds at the hands of NATO’s second most powerful force: the Turkish Army.

Every conversation with a Kurd in eastern Turkey entailed them explaining to me how their family suffered grave losses at the hands of the Turkish Army, sometimes in the dozens. Kurds continue to exist in a highly xenophobic environment; in teashops, on buses, I heard countless stories of how Turkish police and citizens not only harass and mock Kurds, but also lynch and gun them down in the streets with impunity.

The neo-conservative Turkish leader Erdogan has expressed little willingness for resolution; consequently, what had been dubbed “the Kurdish question” has remained long unanswered, until what many have deemed the Kurdish answer came. From the manifest history, dignity and ambitions of the Kurds, in a quiet cell on the prison island of Ímrali, where Öcalan is serving a life sentence, the principles of Democratic Confederalism were born and destiny took a great stride forward.

The consciousness of the Kurdish struggle is such that it has always unremittingly investigated the forces of oppression and how it manifests contemporarily. Öcalan’s guidance to the movement, which was not without flaws, took the sharpest of shifts after 2000, when his prison writing began to ditch the Marxist/Leninist baggage in favour of the lens of American eco-anarchist Murray Bookchin; whereby the state began to be seen as an indispensable asset to capitalism – and the municipality as a field of remedy.

“He asked for a dialogue with Murray and sent one of his manuscripts. It would have been amazing, had that dialogue taken place. Unfortunately, Murray, at 83, was too sick to accept the invitation and reluctantly, respectfully declined,” says libertarian writer Janet Biehl.

In 2005, the declaration of Democratic Confederalism was issued by Oçalan. In it he described how the Kurdish freedom movement must shift its direction from the objective of creating a socialist state to that of a non-statist paradigm. The new anarchist-tinted order saw that dictatorship both on the ground and in the party were to be rigorously combated and that the principles of women’s liberation and radical ecology were to become the new starting points.

Path-building

“The Democratic Confederalism of Kurdistan is not a state system, it is the democratic system of a people without a state… It takes its power from the people and adopts to reach self-sufficiency in every field including economy. Democratic confederalism is the movement of the Kurdish people to found their own democracy and organise their own social system… It develops the (notion of) a democratic nation instead of the nationalist-statist nation based on strict borders.”

Birthed by necessity, the establishment of the Democratic Society Congress (DTK) in 2005 marked a huge shift of resources toward the establishment of democratic, autonomous, self-governing bodies in northern Kurdistan (eastern Turkey). The congress, an assembly of local councils, is the confederate form of direct democracy.

In her book, Democratic Autonomy in Northern Kurdistan, Biehl delineates how grassroots organisations amalgamated the work of numerous community groups and how local assemblies were rapidly developed to devolve decision-making to a grassroots level.

The DTK was not simply the construction of another organisation, but the implementation of a zeitgeist seizing the spirit of the Kurds at the time. A fully functioning and intricate apparatus it is “defined by the direct and continual exercise of people’s power through village, town, and city councils”.

New visions, like young blood, have seared through the minds and hearts of resisting Kurds during this change-around. At first the Turkish state monitored but did not intervene and European bodies saw these initiatives as a somewhat constructive form of progress. Öcalan’s redirection continued to be invigorated by Bookchin’s philosophical imagination, specifically the overarching field of communalism and its underlying principle of libertarian municipalism, which in a 2001 interview was summarised by Bookchin as follows: “The overriding problem is to change the structure of society so that people gain power. The best arena to do that is the municipality - the city, town, and village - where we have an opportunity to create a face-to-face democracy.”

Spending several weeks in the regions of Kurdistan led to my understanding that there is a monstrous spider’s web of acronyms for organising groups. However, what is crucial to understand is that the PKK and its sister parties, PYD in Syria, PJAK in Iran and PÇDK in Iraq, as well as the BDP (mainstream political party) and DTK in eastern Turkey, all fall under the umbrella of the KCK.

The KCK is a living conceptualisation of Democratic Confederalism, whose assembly, the Kurdistan People’s Congress (KONGRA-GEL), acts as a legislative body feeding up from what scholars Jongerden and Akkaya explain as “a network of village, city and regional councils”.

Robust networks have long existed between Kurdish representation in eastern Turkey and in northern Syria, and cooperation ran deep long before Rojava declared its three autonomous cantons in 2013. The reasons the experiments in radical democracy in northern Kurdistan are relatively unheard of compared with those in Rojava (west Kurdistan) is because of the exceptional circumstances that fostered rapid growth, namely the Syrian civil war.

The withdrawal of Assad’s army from Rojava in 2011, and a de facto handover to the Kurds meant that what was a juvenile social experiment could now become a fully functioning revolution. Rojava is a living radical reorientation of society in accordance with the principles of Democratic Confederalism, including women’s liberation, deep ecology and racial equality. I communicated with Biehl, a former working colleague of Bookchin, to hear what she thought of the new models on her most recent trip to Qamislo, the capital of Rojava.

“Beyond the communes, a people’s council system rises through several tiers: the neighbourhood, the district, the city and the canton. At each level, two delegates are elected to the next one up; the delegates are one man and one woman. The structure has been thought out so as to best preserve the wishes of the base, the people, in decision making.”

Rojava, with nearly 4m residents, cradles more than a revolution; it nurtures all that derails “business as usual”, it upholds all that we resist for from Ferguson to Athens. In the streets, communities, towns and provinces of Rojava lives the saying that “another way is possible”, but of course this kind of resolve has never flourished without enemies.

The Kurdish Regional Government in northern Iraq, besides building a literal trench between Rojava and Iraqi Kurdistan has also enacted an economic embargo and is continually aligning itself closer to the policy of Turkey. The Syrian government is also a constant threat and in recent times armed tensions have flared up in the Hasakah region. However, the greatest threat to the integrity of Rojava is Turkey.

Biehl commented: “Turkey will evidently stop at nothing to eradicate Rojava, even to the point of openly joining forces with brutal, sociopathic jihadists.”

Irrefutable evidence has emerged time and time again of Turkish-ISIS/Al-Nusra cooperation.

Besides the more overt militaristic confrontation, Turkey also hinders the deliverance of aid. While in the BDP offices in eastern Turkey, I spent some time in the foreign affairs/refugee response department. The recurring theme in our conversation was that of them being turned down by every international agency because of Turkey blackballing any pro-Kurdish activities. When aid did come in, it was through back door channels and even then it was a trickle – the majority comes from the Kurdish community within North Kurdistan.

It roars

“The women’s movement in Rojava refuse to adhere to society’s rigid rules of womanhood. So, with this in mind, those women who return as well as the refugee Ezidi women in Rojava, they will carry out trainings, activities and educational approaches to tackle the prevalent patriarchal systems within communities and in the region.” Roj Women, a Turkish and Kurdish women’s rights organisation based in UK.

After spending a day with families from Kobane in the town of Gercus, listening to blood-pumping stories of empowerment and escape, I sat down for a meal with the local BDP councillor, who said: “We are anti-capitalist, it is an important part of our programme that we link up with all anti-capitalist struggles over the world. Our revolution is not just for Kurdistan, it is for the world.”

In that swift statement I realised we are dealing with a spark that could light the tinder of resistance work in the UK and beyond.

The revolution in Rojava doesn’t just roar, it beckons through the creaky skeletons of our theoretical hang-ups, it shows that the fire and brimstone of fascism and corporatocracy can be matched with people power and armed defence. From village to city, story upon story speaks volumes of the leaps and bounds the revolution is making.

Although every environment requires its own flavour of Democratic Confederalism, which may look and sound completely different, there are many lessons we can take from Rojava. Theoretically, the act of looking at history through the lens of gender oppression and the implementation of patriarchy, as opposed to the rise and fall of civilisations/states or through class, would place truth at the centre of our narrative. Practically there is also much to be learned, for example the approach to security: such as eventually disbanding police forces by slowly training each citizen in policing.


Throughout their whole history Kurds have favoured clan systems and tribal confederations and struggled to resist centralised governments. - Abdullah Öcalan



When I arrived at the border town of Suruc, which took the majority of Kobane’s citizens, I laid my bags down in the community centre and quickly became familiarised with the neighbourhood; the local food and clothes depots, the neighbouring villages. Italians and Spaniards were hovering about, either on their way back from Kobane, on their way in, or supporting the refugee response. While bagging up supplies in the depot, visiting the villages or trucking out aid deliveries, the constant question in my mind was what does solidarity look like?

What would we have been doing when the revolutionaries in Catalonia fought back? How did we show support when Commandante Ramona marched the EZLN into San Cristobal de las Casas? The Kurds, young and old, women and men, fought back ISIS in Kobane and reclaimed their homeland, defending not just their soil but also their revolution. The necessity to build fortified links between our struggles has never been more urgent.

What this looks like is totally up for debate, whether it is organising a book drive for the new university in Cizire, hosting a community discussion on Rojava or forging concrete organisational links. Other important areas of solidarity are in organising aid, either material or monetary, and helping with the rebuilding of Kobane. Pressure needs to be placed on the international community to help with unexploded ordinance removal, for example.

Biehl explains: “Whatever the case may be, association of any sort with the PKK puts the PYD and hence Rojava outside the bounds of what might otherwise gain international support.” This means that the hard work of illuminating the good work of the revolution rests on our shoulders. Be it through screenings, talks, art, writing, music, we have a responsibility to protect the revolution in Rojava – and to complete it by completing our own.





Now that they start digging the canal


The construction of an interoceanic canal in Nicaragua has started. The government promises wealth, but the people fear eviction from their land and environmental issues.


Jurriaan van Eerten

San Carlos is the first border town when you enter Nicaragua by boat. It is a sleepy little town with a nondescript immigration office, on the south-eastern end of Lake Nicaragua. From the many rooftop restaurants you can see the volcanoes of Ometepe on the horizon and enjoy the sunset while watching a canoe drift by on the lake. The biggest excitement of the year is the rodeo festivals, when drunk youngsters try to ride bulls while the elderly watch and drink copious amounts of the Nicaraguan-brewed rum, Flor de Caña.

But on the horizon a different future is looming. A Chinese-owned company wants to dig a canal right through the lake to connect the Pacific Ocean to the Atlantic Ocean. It is meant to be a serious competitor for the canal in Panama. The idea is not new; before the construction of the Panama Canal in 1914, investors had their eye on Nicaragua as a possible route. The plan has always remained an idea. Actual construction of the canal officially started on 23 December 2014.

“In a few years, this will be all jet skis and tourism, with big cruise ships making a stopover while they cross the canal,” says Giovanni, who recently turned his elderly home with lake view into a restaurant. “A Chinese guy offered me $80,000 dollars for my place. I told him to pay $350,000 - non-negotiable. He was surprised. ‘You Nicaraguans need money, don’t you?’ he asked. But I know this place will be worth a lot in a few years with all the changes that are coming.”


You Nicaraguans need money, don’t you?



It is a recurring theme in the little communities by the side of the lake. Everybody is anxious about the development the government promised. Not only in the form of tourism, but also the 2.5m jobs the canal is supposed to create for the Nicaraguans. The Hong Kong Nicaragua Development Group (HKND group), a company created for this project, promises two new ports, cement factories and holiday resorts surrounding the canal. Furthermore, on its website it says they believe the 278 km long, 30m deep and 200-500m wide canal will be finished within five years. The image of a luxurious Panama City with all its skyscrapers and modernity is what the people in those communities dream about when they talk about the canal.

That law is garbage

Despite this promise of a golden future, there have been a lot of riots, the most exemplary being the one in December in El Tule, when farmers blocked the main road between San Carlos and the capital Managua. The farmers fear eviction from their land without proper payment. The riots turned sour when the protesters threatened to burn an oil truck, to which the police responded by firing rubber bullets. Many protesters were wounded and some of them were arrested and jailed for a few days. On the same day, a Belgian journalist was deported for taking pictures of the protest.

A law passed in 2013, law number 840, basically states that people living on the route of the canal will have to leave their land for the sake of the community of Nicaragua and will be paid compensation based on the lowest market price.

“That law is garbage,” says 45-year-old José Bonilla while sitting on the front porch of his house in the little community of Obrajuelo. On the brick wall is spray-painted "Chinese get out", as on most houses in Obrajuelo. “The government just gives away our best land to the Chinese, while we can wait and see if we get any compensation at all. My family lived on this land for generations, fishing and tending a little farm. Suddenly we have to move.”

A political thing

In the town of San Miguelito, some people share a different story about the protests. Delascar Ballades and his family say they saw truckloads of people coming on the day of the riots. “It’s a political thing,” says Ballades. “These were people from the Nicaraguan Liberal Party, who are against the government. They came here to provoke the farmers; to make the government look bad.”

Ballades and his family also own land on the route of the canal, but because they are a wealthy and important family in San Miguelito, it doesn't matter as much for them to sell their land for a low price. Says Ballades: “My father thinks it is more important to invest in development and jobs for his grandchildren.”

In Nicaragua, politics have been divided for a long time between two leading parties: the left-wing Sandinista socialists and the right-wing liberals. Current president Daniel Ortega belongs to the Sandinistas, who have based their ideology on the Marxist-inspired philosophy of Augusto Cezár Sandino (1895-1934).

In 1927 Sandino told the people in a speech: “The world would be an unbalanced place if it allowed the United States of America to rule alone over our canal, because this would mean placing us at the mercy of the Colossus of the North, forcing us into a dependent and tributary role to persons of bad faith who would be our masters without justifying such pretensions in any way. Civilisation requires that a Nicaraguan canal be built, but that it be done with capital from the whole world, and not exclusively from the United States.”

So it seems that president Daniel Ortega is fulfilling this almost century-old Sandinista dream by bringing in the Chinese. For some people, though, it seems that he is just selling off their country to another superpower.

If they would just give us the facts

“There are a lot of environmental issues involved in this project,” says Eng. Victor Manuel Campos from the Centro Humboldt. For instance, the wetlands surrounding the island of Ometepe in the middle of the lake fall under the protection of the UNESCO heritage. Their existence will be seriously threatened by the big ocean ships that pass by.

This is just one of many examples of the way nature will be affected by the canal. There are more protected wetlands on the east side of the lake, through which the canal will cross. There are protected coasts on both sides of Nicaragua that could be ruined by the big ships. Furthermore, the oceanic salt water combined with the sweet water of the lake will affect the environment in and out of the water.

“The biggest problem about all of this,” says Campos, “is all the secrecy around the project. The government does not publish the technical and environmental reports, so the people cannot see the actual impact the project will have. If they would just give the people the facts, they can decide for themselves if they want the canal or not.”


The biggest problem is all the secrecy around the project.



For one of the researches the government did publish, on the changes the canal will have on the chemical composition of the water in the lake, which is currently still used as a drinking water reservoir, the Centro Humboldt took the same measuring methods and repeated the research themselves. Campos: “The results were shockingly completely different.”

Overflowing gutters

Unfortunately, HKND never responded to our questions about all the mystery in relation to the building of the canal. What is sure, though, is that there is still a long way to go before the canal is actually finished, if it ever will be. Many people believe the Nicaraguan government took on a too-onerous project to ever be able to carry it out. Adalaide Sanchez, working for the human rights organisation Nicaraguan Centre for Human Rights (CENIDH), which has been involved in protecting the protesters, says in the end after all this fuss, the project will just disappear.

“When it rains, all the canals in our capital city flood over, so the streets transform into one big river. We have been complaining about this for ages, but nothing ever changes. If the government is incapable of solving this, I wonder how they think to complete this canal.”

Anxiety of the bustling world

In 1866, Mark Twain took almost the same route as the canal, cutting through the country from west to east. When taking the steamboat on Lake Nicaragua, Twain was mesmerised by the two volcanoes on the island of Ometepe, which he described in his book, Travels with Mr Brown: “They look so isolated from the world and its turmoil - so tranquil, so dreamy, so steeped in slumber and eternal repose. What a home one might make among their shady forests […] after he had grown weary of the toil, anxiety and unrest of the bustling, driving world.”

And what a change it will be when the project is indeed finished by 2020. The tranquillity disturbed by enormous ships transporting part of the world’s estimated $35tn of merchandise exports, as stated on HKND's website.

Finally the bustling, driving world has also reached this tranquil corner of the earth.





Penis enlargement by Dr. Musa: Joburg's advertised divination

Kagiso Mnisi

Monday at 05:00 am in the morning along De Villiers street, Joburg, a skeletal looking young figure pastes posters on buildings. These posters have all sorts of outlandish promises on them, mostly about how they can give a few extra inches to one’s penis.

Penis enlargement posters and leaflets are a staggeringly prevalent phenomenon on the walls of buildings. They are also an irritant for the municipality since they contravene its laws, http://www.iol.co.za/news/crime-courts/seven-arrested-for-penis-posters-1.1478076]. In my quest to learn more about the process that goes into giving larger life to the penis, I decided to explore the enlargement industry’s informal methods of marketing, as well as remnants of the actual services themselves.

I decided to grab a leaflet which offered a discount on a ‘4 in 1 Penis Formula for 10-25cm’ as well as an ‘Erectile Dysfunction Cream’. Promising a ‘100% guarantee’ of optimum results to an array of sex related shortcomings that can be mended miraculously, the leaflet looked archetypal. It looked exactly the same as all the other flyers and posters on the walls and lampposts of Joburg. I assumed, one favoured designer has somehow been contracted to create all of them.

A quick call to the diviner known as Prof. Musa, whose consulting offices are apparently in the the CBD and Meadowlands, Soweto; revealed that I can “pay R50 for consultation and that my depression is quite clear from how I spoke”. This struck me as odd because I had not put on any worrisome tone, but according to Prof. Musa who spoke with an urgent raspy voice, “we must help each other as African in times of need” and I “should come and see him”.

This is despite the fact that I had not mentioned any of my ‘problems’. Less interested in the mythos of spiritual healing but more focused on the marketing material that is the leaflet, I ask the Prof.: “who makes these posters for you because I know a ‘certain diviner’ who also wants to get into the business”. He forcefully retorts in semi pidgin “bring your friend and I’ll give him Kaitec’s numbers. Maybe me and your friend can partner…don’t forget to come see me, I’m your help.” I was to soon find out that Kaitec’s are one of the few trusted printers and layout artists that offer conceptual solutions, design and flyer distribution to inner city healers and diviners.

Poet and Twitter satirist, Quaz Roodt, has spent time blogging about penis enlargement adverts. According to Roodt, “They are a hilarious phenomenon where a litany of ailments and shortcomings are almost thought off during lunch over cow head meat somewhere in Jozi by these healers. That these doctors can supposedly heal only means one of two things : “scammer” or “genius miracle worker”. He further says, “I’m fascinated by the brazenness of the leaflets and how they’ll read : Is your vagina loose? Dr. Mama has tightening cream for you! Bam. Done. ‘Next please’”.

Extrapolating this fascination beyond Roodt’s humour, there is a degree of admiration in wider Joburg society as to how penis enlargement posters have become a “identifier and marker of space”, as street art and guerrilla marketer, Jabu Tshuma puts it. As an agent subscribing to unconventional campaigns through culture jamming, Tshuma sees the leaflets as “accidental art intrinsic to big bad Johannesburg”. More than that “they shed light to a ‘third economy’ that the mainstream often refuses to acknowledge because its too messy”. As a print and design enthusiast, Tshuma likes “the usage of basic design language and its effectiveness”. He is also “intrigued at how they spread throughout the streets like a virus over night”. In Tshuma’s knowledge the leaflets are printed “at a small home offices and multiple inner city internet cafes”

Visually, the inner city is a web of messages and brand narratives which range from mainstream billboards trying to capture (and to a degree impose) the aspiration synonymous with life after 20 years of democracy, much city media is targeted at the upwardly mobile black middle class bracket. The message on a premium vodka advert screams : ‘Dream, Believe, Achieve’. The advert masks a dilapidated building. Other messages are meant to marshal the masses as evident in the government poster ; “Texting And Driving Is For Idiots. Don’t Do It. Unless You Are Idiot”.

This message covers a building housing a well known brothel in the CBD. Interwoven into this web of communication are other small scale yet brash messages—a lot of them oozing sexual mystique. They feature an informal tone that contributes to the lore of Joburg’s facade. This advertising is mostly concerned with under– the-radar services, enticing you to Egusi soup (fish,seeds and vegetables in palm oil) sold at a Nigerian eatery, tech repairs owned by Bangladeshi shopkeeper, sneakers paddled by folks from Angola, and of course urban diviners to make your life rich with luck. These are all enterprises whose capital from the city itself, filters to their other business interests, as well as home countries, and flows unconventionally. It cannot be denied that the city’s legislative office has not by the least recognised the role of these businesses and communities that they emanate from, so why then should marketers thrust themselves into this complexity?

“I think these inner city services serve a different need - namely that of the smaller entrepreneur to attract business. In this context non-conventional advertising can be very effective”,Herman Manson,editor of Marklives which is an online advertising magazine. According to Manson, “it would be interesting to quantify the amount spent by SMMEs on marketing and advertising. I suspect it will be quite significant and plays an important role both in the formal and informal economies. It helps stimulate economic activity and brings a unique form of creativity into the city canvas.”

What ties inner city side-street adverts to their big budgeted corporate counterparts is the fact that both sell “the promise.” A leaflet endorsed by a certain Dr. Banda on how he can make you ‘five inches long’ is just as vacuous as a beer ad about on how you can be transported to a secluded island where you, lord of a manor, stand the chance to be encircled by concubines. That is if you dare to sip ‘the dream’. Joburg’s penis-enlargement leaflet terrain convincingly contributes to the urban jungle lore of the city – perhaps more than the glossy adverts.

This a part of the world where sex is overt and in abundance. New brothels pop up around every month in the city. As the silhouette of a skeletal figure,goes by unnoticed in the wee hours of the morning, he leaves behind dreamy signs of what most of us are a prey to: vanity, miracles and and the promise of a larger penis to see us through the perils of being alive.





South Africa 1899: a lesser known march of defiance


Just over 115 years ago, 7000 South African mineworkers fled The Second South African war, walking 400 km in ten days . Earlier this year a young runner decided to retrace their journey. This is the story of 7001 marchers, of remembering history and of often painful perseverance.


Kim Harrisberg 

In 1899, Johannesburg’s mining industry was booming. Home to some of the world’s richest gold-fields, it drew in mineworkers from across the country in search of better lives. It was also the year that the Second South African War swept through the country that would, over the next two and three-quarter years, take the lives of twenty-two thousand British, twenty-five thousand Boere and twelve thousand black South Africans. Among those caught in the cross-fire were 7000 Zulu mineworkers and their families that simply wanted to get home and escape the war. The commandeered trains meant that they had to choose: stay in Johannesburg and risk death, or walk the 400 km home to the coastal province of Kwazulu-Natal.

For ten days, this group of men, women and children walked this treacherous route home. Unbelievably, there were no deaths as they navigated through harsh terrain, hostile Boer soldiers and fought off ailments and injuries. It is an event in South Africa’s past that is not taught in history classrooms, nor largely discussed at dinner tables. There is a book though, written by the South African historian - Elsabé Brink, whose fascination with the event led her to un-digging this part of her country’s history and using her research to celebrate this unique,resilient and peaceful journey in a time of war.

It is this same book that runner Brandon Finn, a 24-year-old South African Urban Geographer discovered online in late 2013. Drawn to stories of politics, mobility and social movements, Brandon was intrigued, and he reached out to Elsabé when he found her details online.


It is so exciting to see others as intrigued by this piece of history as I am



“She was excited by my interest in her book, and invited me to her house to discuss it further. I already had some ideas planted in my head and wanted to share them with Elsabé,” said Brandon. He went to visit her in her home in Hermanus, a small coastal town in the Western Cape of South Africa, known for its whales and elderly communities.

“If you put a roof over Hermanus, it could be a retirement village,” laughed Elsabé, welcoming Brandon into her book and art-filled home. She was thrilled to hear of Brandon’s interest in her work.

“I want to retrace the route,” he told her. “I want to run the 400 km route in the same amount of time that the miners did it so that more people can know of this story, and I plan on using it to raise money for charity.”

Elsabé began to pull out old maps and notes she used to research the book. She started tracing the route once more, scribbling directions for Brandon. “It is so exciting to see others as intrigued by this piece of history as I am. This is something so special for me.”


Expedition Imashi

Just over one year later, when many South African’s were waking up to New Year’s Eve hangovers, Brandon was celebrating 2015 with a run. He had chosen to call the it ‘Expedition Imashi’, meaning ‘march’ in Zulu. He stood outside Witswatersrand University, his running shoes tied, water-pack filled and his chattering teeth making his smile jump. Fingers of sunlight began to break the darkness, highlighting behind him a round, blue plaque. On it read: ‘The Epic March of Zulu Mineworkers, walking away from war. On 6th October 1899, 7000 Zulu mineworkers, mainly men, left this site where they had gathered the night before, to walk to their homes in Zululand and Natal.’


As I left Volksrust at about 5 30am, my calves, knees and quads were really struggling



Brandon began the run, slowly, responsibly, at a pace he hoped to keep throughout the day’s running. Behind him, drove his ever-loyal parents, whose pride for their son was evident in the car’s new adornments; flashing hazard lights, South African flags and laminated signs with the words ‘Expedition Imashi’ and ‘#Imashi’ decorating the car. Passers-by hooted, cheered, and clapped as they drove past. Forty kilometres later, day one ended just before Heidelberg, a small town alongside the N3 highway between Johannesburg and Durban.

Brandon was all smiles, with only “a few aches” to name. Suddenly the impending nine days ahead seemed more do-able than before. But from day two onwards his pains began to spread exponentially, as did his homemade sports strappings that began to weave their way across his legs like a child’s scribble.

“The first hour this morning was the toughest moment so far during Expedition Imashi. As I left Volksrust at about 5 30am, my calves, knees and quads were really struggling. Luckily, after the first hour, things eased up a lot and I got into quite a good rhythm!” wrote Brandon on his blog after the eighth day.




The toughest day so far

As Brandon left Volksrust and headed towards Newcastle, he went through his toughest running day so far. Elsabé wrote that this too, happened to be “the most dangerous and exhausting leg of the long march”. The marchers were confronted with Boer commandos who demanded that they turn back immediately. Luckily, J.S Marwick, the Natal Native Agent who had led and organised the march from day one, continued to navigate through a contentious situation as he had been doing all along.“We have seven thousand natives on the verge of starvation. They are treading on the heels of three thousand armed Boers. This constitutes the elements of a great massacre of defenceless people.” Marwick’s words and connections meant they were able to pass on peacefully, but not before the Boer commandos had temporarily commandeered 400 of the strongest marchers. In the spitting rain, they were forced to assist in dragging two guns and six ammunition wagons up the hill. In exchange for their work, they were allowed to pass early the next morning.

On days eight and nine, Brandon was on hill patrol, imagining whether each one could possibly have been the same one the marchers trudged up all those years ago. He had long since passed the point of a “few aches”. Visible limps interspersed his stride. Where hurt the most? “Everywhere,” he answered. At this point, he was excited for it to be over, yet pulled out Elsabe’s book in the evenings to remind himself why he had embarked on this masochistic run in the first place.


I believe that with the current retelling of this story, a wider audience will be reached, especially the descendants of those 7000 workers who began their long march home on 6 October 1899



Understandably, it was not an easy march,as the book details through its descriptions of young children with fevers, or a mineworker with a recently amputated toe. “I slept in B&Bs every night,” admitted Brandon openly. “There is no denying that embarking on this run is something I could only have done with enough resources. Some of the marchers slept in the open veld on ant-heaps, sometimes in the rain, because they had nowhere else to sleep. These are hardships I did not have to endure.”

On day ten, as Brandon’s adrenaline kicked in, silencing his aches and shooting pains, he sprinted towards the now dilapidated train station that the miners would have boarded in Hattingspruit over 115 years earlier. Throughout the course of his run, and the time building up to it, Brandon had five radio interviews and featured in almost twenty published articles. He also raised R20, 550 for the Big Issue’s job creation and skills development programme, which aims to equip unemployed Capetonians with the skills to drastically increase their chances of future employment.

In ten days, it was all over, and yet the retelling of this story, again and again, is what Elsabé believes brings us closer towards the truth of the march all those years ago. “I believe that,” she wrote, “with the current retelling of this story, a wider audience will be reached, especially the descendants of those 7000 workers who began their long march home on 6 October 1899.” “Courage, discipline and a communal spirit” are what Elsabé feels were essential characteristics to ensure the miners safe arrival in such a troubled time. This is something with which Brandon, based on his own experience, surely agrees.







Calcutta: Getting under the skin of India's new literary capital


A writer's journey through India's city of books


Lauren Razavi

I walk through the enormous doors of the International Club of Calcutta and I’m flabbergasted. Ageing men lounge around tables, children are bopping around playing games, and a group of well-dressed women in their forties are in fits of giggles. This is not what I expected.

Since I arrived in Calcutta two weeks before, it’s the first time I’ve walked into a place full of locals and almost everyone has been drunk. The International Club is an Indian take on a social club – all cheap beer, big laughs and anything else that helps you wind down after a hard day. We’re the only Westerners in attendance tonight.

A frail elderly gent is banging out Beatles numbers interspersed with classics like Jingle Bells on a wonky old piano, and overworked ceiling fans do little to keep the place cool. As bottles of Kingfisher beer flow for a dollar a piece, I learn that this place was opened in competition with the Bengal Club – a British haunt in colonial times whose only rule was ‘no dogs or Indians.’ Kuber, who may or may not be the owner of the club, raises a triumphant fist in a Communist salute and declares every so often: “WE ARE THE INTERNATIONAL CLUB!”

Soon I discover that I’m surrounded by professors, writers and poets. The upcoming Indian elections and the state of modern Bollywood cinema are on the conversational agenda. Everybody has a well-articulated opinion on both subjects, and the drunken haze that inhibits the room doesn’t stop them from expressing it.

Most writers go on literary pilgrimages to places like Dublin or Paris, maybe Portland or New York. For my journey, I chose the most chaotic country in the world, and one of India’s most intriguing cities. Like my hometown of Norwich, England, Calcutta is a subtler literary centre than the world’s most celebrated cultural destinations. I’d been tantalised by the prospect of visiting since reading Amit Chaudhuri’s book ‘Calcutta: Two Years in the City’ a year before. Amit, a professor on the UK’s most esteemed creative writing programme at the University of East Anglia, paints a fascinating portrait of this lively city.

“Calcutta is a place where new and old ideas are constantly battling,” says Devdan Chaudhuri, a lifelong Calcutta native, over drinks at the Wise Owl Café. He’s the owner of the Bodhi Tree guesthouse, my home for two weeks, and his interests centre on business, travel and the arts. “The rich and the poor – contradictions – live side by side; they are not being pushed out of the city and into the suburbs or the countryside. The poor are still very visible, and that changes our society.”

The Indian region of West Bengal, the namesake of Calcutta's inhabitants, has a long history of artistic and literary pursuits. Influenced by Western thought from the French and Industrial Revolutions, the 19th century saw a wave of socio-cultural movements and religious reform here, which collectively became known as the Bengal Renaissance. Under British colonial rule, English language education was introduced, and the result was cultural and social advances for Bengalis, and a new awakening of political consciousness.

Later in its history, between 1977 and 2011, Calcutta was home to the world’s longest-serving democratically elected communist government. As 34 years of communism came to a close, cultural and artistic rebuilding began. Amit Chaudhuri believes that there’s a second Bengal Renaissance happening in today’s Calcutta, and that literature is a significant part of it.


Calcutta has an image problem, but there’s energy in our youth, and a great revival of art is happening



Walking down College Street – nicknamed Boi Para, meaning Colony of Books - it’s easy to agree. College Street is the largest outdoor market for secondhand books in the world, stretching more than a mile and featuring stalls large and small, specialist and general, traditional and peculiar. Among the university students browsing for new textbooks, groups of street kids scurry about, hoping for a rupee or two. My boyfriend buys smoothies for a group of them and the book vendors nod their approval.

And it’s not just College Street; books and literature are a visible part of the city’s architecture. Every district of Calcutta is littered with forgotten era-style bookshops run by old men smoking inside them, and bookstands stretch out over street corners all over.

A few subway stops away from College Street is Park Street, the most developed and Westernized part of Calcutta. There are a few tourists milling around, but even this globalized stretch of high-end shops is a landscape largely uninvaded by foreigners, at least in its appearance. Nestled between the global brands here is the Oxford Book Store, now almost 100 years old; it’s a landmark site that has made its home on Park Street since 1919.

Past its newly renovated interior and uncomfortable air-conditioning, the two-storey haven exudes aspiration. The clean, prosperous space is a stark contrast to the poverty-ridden streets just outside its doors. The store is a key literary hotspot, and its customers are middle class types with an appetite for books, many of the patrons aspiring young writers themselves.

“There’s a good market here for literary fiction, and publishers are aware of that,” says Devdan, who as well as being the owner of my guesthouse is a newly signed author with Picador India. “Calcutta has an image problem, but there’s energy in our youth, and a great revival of art is happening.”

It’s not easy to be a young artist here though; opportunities are rare and highly sought. Despite its role as a cultural capital in the past, Calcutta has suffered over the past century. Since the 1980s, the city has been in decline. The destruction of old buildings since the nineties has resulted in a derelict and unfinished feel, particularly in residential areas. Yet Calcutta’s dilapidated character also gives it a unique energy – an energy that is gradually turning it into one of the most interesting new cultural capitals anywhere in Asia.

“The spirit and talent is there, but there are a lack of platforms and mentors for young artists,” says Mona Sen Gupta, co-owner of arts organisation Ahava Communications. “We’re trying to change that from an early stage, through education.”

Mona runs social enterprise projects with the aim of attracting schoolchildren to books. A project called ‘Books and Beyond’ runs storytelling and writing workshops for children aged 7-12, and through the Ahava Book Club, Mona is setting up initiatives to promote literature through author talks and reading groups.

“With the distraction of modern technology, children are reading less. We want to encourage a curiosity about books,” she says. “We’re trying to revive the love for reading. To show that reading can be fun.”

But organisations like Ahava are a rarity, as Devdan highlights. “Literature is important here, but art is not well-funded. Where it is funded, it’s funded by private enterprise. You need somebody who is making money from other projects and choosing to fund art,” he explains. Devdan himself is one such patron.

The Bodhi Tree Monastery of Art, to give it its full name, is a guesthouse and an independent gallery space, inspired by Devdan’s travels across Southeast Asia and Europe. After staying in hostels and meeting other travellers, he returned to Calcutta to create a space for visitors to experience Bengali art and culture. The Bodhi Tree provides guest rooms themed in different Indian styles and runs retreats for new artists, as well as both on-site and digital exhibitions.

Devdan believes investment in the country’s youth will have a huge impact on social progress in India, and Bengal in particular. “There is lots of new talent in the city. Bengali people are interested in art. Bengali culture is artistic – dancing, singing, painting – and an important part of the tradition is to enjoy culture,” he explains. “Today, Calcutta is a place where if you hold a poetry reading, 200 people will turn up.”


It’s important to resist the monoculture - as an independent publisher, you should exist out on the limb, and you should be at home there



A few days later, I am on my way to Seagull Arts Centre, the base of operations for one of India’s oldest independent publishers. I get lost trying to find the place, an occurrence that has become commonplace since my arrival in India, and I stop on the main street to ask for directions.

“Lost?” asks one of the street vendors as I walk by. He’s clothed in a loose green t-shirt and worn-out khakis. I glance at his feet and notice that the top part of one shoe is hanging off.

I nod. “Yes, I’m looking for Seagull Arts Centre.”

“Yes, yes, this way, this way!” he tells me, pointing towards a narrow sidestreet.

The woman on the next stall, decked out in a sari of vivid green and gold, nods vivaciously. “Seagull, this way, yes.”

I say thank you and move along, leaving them to grin at each other, seemingly happy to have helped. Tucked away between falling down houses and street kids kicking around a half-flat football, I find Seagull Arts Centre. The building is modern – all glass-panel partitions and floor-to-ceiling invisible doors. The downstairs gallery is filled with photographer’s prints and artist’s canvases, and the conference space and offices upstairs are decked out with coffee-table hardbacks and desktop iMacs.

Naveen Kishor is a man who radiates wisdom, passion and experience. “The only work that gets published at Seagull is work that desperately affects me,” he says. “Books that need to be read, words that must be written.”

Naveen built Seagull from the ground up with no previous experience in publishing. The business has been going for thirty years, and now incorporates a publishing house, a gallery and an arts foundation. He started off publishing big hardback art books, and eased into fiction and non-fiction paperbacks in the nineties. Seagull has always approached its work with a global perspective, a rarity in India, and it was the first imprint to ever publish Nobel Prize winner Mo Yan.

“As an independent publisher, it’s important to resist the monoculture. You should exist out on the limb, and you should be at home there,” he says. “Why do writers write? Perhaps because of universal truths. But perhaps also to refurbish old or new ideas.”

As I walk back out onto the street, I am struck again by Calcutta’s contradictions. The sidewalks are full of people ambling around, nobody heading anywhere in particular. Alongside the sound of animated conversations in Hindi and Bengali, the taxis speak their own language of honks and screeches. There’s not a tourist in sight.

Despite it being a late spring evening, smog-ridden heat pumps through the air in what feels like a bass drum rhythm. Nothing happens softly in this city. It’s a place that steals energy from its people and its visitors, and pumps it back out in heatwaves.





The lure of nostalgia


Worldwide there is a strong revival of and reconnection with just about everything relating to nostalgia.


Madi Hanekom

‘Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn.’

Who can ever forget the delectable Rhett Butler’s devastating parting words to a teary Scarlett O’Hara in the 1939 movie, Gone with the Wind? Or another doomed film romance, Casablanca (1942) where the actors Humphrey Bogart and Ingrid Bergman, gazed longingly into each others’ eyes until this poignant goodbye from the leading man to his woman: ‘…Here’s looking at you, kid.’

Now that’s pure movie nostalgia. And if these snippets of dialogue evoke bittersweet memories and you are the kind of person who chooses to, from time to time, see life through the soft sepia colours of bygone days, you are probably a hopeless nostalgia devotee. But you also find yourself in very good company. The celebration of nostalgia seems to be here and now and everywhere.

So, where does the term ‘nostalgia’ come from?

The origin is from two Greek terms: nostos meaning ‘return home’ and algos, being ‘pain’. The Merriam-Webster dictionary defines nostalgia as: ‘pleasure and sadness that is caused by remembering something from the past and wishing that you could experience it again’ and states the first known use of the word was in 1756 http://merriam-webster.com/dictionary/nostalgia.

The German word, heimweh translating as ‘acute home sickness’ also aptly describes this sense of longing for people, places and things from the past. This allusion to melancholy strengthens the perception that nostalgia has to do with mental illness and that people ‘suffering’ from this can therefore be classified as having a psychiatric disorder.

Remember when?

You cannot escape nostalgia even if you try; it’s in your face. Wherever you turn there is sensory overload of the nostalgic kind: the sound, the smell, the taste, the look and the feel of yesteryear. Whether watching a classic old car spluttering past, sniffing the soft scent of a faded memento, feeling the sensuous caress of a silk vintage dress against your skin, hearing the opening notes of a golden oldie over the radio or relishing in watching an old movie: nostalgia is right there with you.

And it is interesting to note that the market for nostalgia is not only an older audience. People often pass down their passion for nostalgia to their children and in turn this longing to engage with the past develops in these youngsters too.


Relishing a blast from the past



Play it again, Sam

The movies and music are great catch nets to preserve stories and songs for posterity.

Music is a sure-fire way to trigger feelings of nostalgia, setting off a flood of memories of family holidays, hot summer nights and teenage heartbreak. Which songs will feature on your nostalgia playlist? Here are a few of mine: American Pie by Don McLean (1971), Stumblin’ In by Suzi Quatro and Chris Norman (1979), Imagine by John Lennon (1971), Unchained Melody by the Righteous Brothers (1965), Love me Tender by Elvis Presley (1956), Me and Bobby McGee by Kris Kristofferson (1970) and McArthur Park by Richard Harris (1968). Allow yourself the luxury of slipping away into the magic notes of The Beatles, Leonard Cohen, The Beach Boys, Chuck Berry, Jimi Hendrix, Nina Simone and the rest of the nostalgia-inducing music gang and let the memories flow thick and fast.

Numerous radio stations, including online stations, specialize in playing golden oldies. Try www.onlineradiostations.com and www.live365.com/genres/oldies to listen to music from many moons ago.

Also, vinyl LPs have become prized possessions again. Tom Waldman wrote in an article about nostalgia in the Los Angeles Times of August 18, 1991 http://articles.latimes.com/1991-08-18/magazine/tm-1487 1 oldies: ‘So who buys records anymore? Record wholesaler Martin Levy says that fans of bebop (Charlie Parker, Dizzy Gillespie, Miles Davis and their peers) insist that records are superior to compact discs. “There is a certain warmth in the LP recordings,” Levy says’. Then there’s the nostalgia factor. “The baby-boom generation still has a real affection for records,” Levy says’.

And, oh, the crime and the passion, the glorious romances and dastardly betrayals, the daring adventures and the sheer thrill of watching an old movie. So many movies, so many memories of sitting in a darkened theater, eating popcorn with eyes riveted to the screen.

Unforgettable silver-screen blockbusters include A streetcar named desire (1951) featuring the smouldering Marlon Brando playing a brute and a cad, the timeless 1939 musical The Wizard of Oz (starring Judy Garland) or the career-defining performance by Gregory Peck in the 1962 movie of Harper Lee’s coming-of-age in To kill a mocking bird. And let’s not forget the master of thrillers, Alfred Hitchcock, with his Psycho (1960) showing us the pure evil of a psychotic mama’s boy played by Anthony Perkins and The Birds (1963) with the spine chilling attacks on poor Tippi Hedren by an avalanche of screaming birds.

Recent movies celebrating long-dead artists such as La vie en Rose (the story of Edith Piaf) and the remake of old movies like True Grit (originally released in 1969 with that old swagger of a cowboy, John Wayne) and The Mechanic (first with Charles Bronson, 1972) all point to a desire to reconnect with the past.

Devouring the past

You can have your fill with nostalgia eats. And some tasty products stood the test of time. Marmite spread (1902), Coca Cola (1886), Mrs Ball’s chutney (1914), Simba chips (1957), Chappies bubble gum (1940s) and Ouma rusks (1939) still hold pride of place on supermarket shelves.

Old time cupcakes, reinvented and wearing flamboyant dresses made from glorious ingredients, are snapped up in delicatessens. It is any foodie’s dream to bite into one of these sweet little delights and remember grandma’s older versions.

A latest craze is recipe books filled with nostalgia and cooking and baking traditions.

For biscuit nostalgia try British chef Jamie Oliver’s new cook book, Jamie’s Comfort Food (2014, Penquin UK). It contains his all-time favourites, including delicious biscuits remembered from his childhood and memories shared around the kitchen table like the one about the porridge ritual of his granddad.

Writer Sue Lawrence interviewed over 70 prominent Scots including Gordon Brown, Andy Murray and Gordon Ramsay to wax lyrical about their favourite childhood foods in her book, Taste ye back: Great Scots and the food that made them (2009, Hatchette, Scotland). Not surprisingly, unpretentious robust food dominates: Scotch broth, chicken soup, rarebit, and Mince and Tatties - a beef stew served over roasted potatoes.

Bill Habets compiled The Nostalgic Cook Book (2009, Windsor Group, UK) and especially likes the Woolton Pie, a rich and thick vegetable pie created at the Savoy Hotel in London during World War II. For American cuisine harking back to the 1950s where diners served, and still serve, good, simple food at reasonable prices within a homey ambiance, imbibe in Elizabeth McKeon and Linda Everett’s tome, The American Diner Cookbook: More Than 450 Recipes and Nostalgia Galore (2003, Cumberland House Publishing, US).

In South Africa, many households have a Cook and Enjoy It, SJA de Villiers’ iconic cookbook (originally published in Afrikaans by herself in 1951). The grand old lady of authentic South African food culture and heritage who made famous recipes such tomato bredie, koeksister and milk tart died on 20 September 2010 at the age of 91. This surely says something for the healthy and wholesome cooking and baking she stood for!

Read all about it

There are numerous magazines and books dedicated to publishing writing about nostalgia.

In Britain, for instance, for a nostalgia-fix read Memory Lane magazine [www.memorylane.org.uk], giving you your season ticket to musical nostalgia. This quarterly has been going since 1968 and covers music of the 1920s, 1930s and 1940s with particular focus on swing bands, dance bands and vocalists. There is also Best of British [www.bestofbritishmag.co.uk], a monthly collection of stories and pictures covering every aspect of life from the 1930s through to the present day and showcasing what made Britain great. Evergreen [www.evergreenmagazine.co.uk] is a pocket size publication which takes you on a journey through the English countryside, calling on ancient churches and unspoilt villages.

Books about nostalgia abound and are just a Google search away. There are even nostalgia book clubs.


Day-to-day nostalgia



Living and working with nostalgia

Tapping into nostalgia can be very lucrative while at the same time providing a working environment that is emotionally rewarding.

Living in Victorian splendour

Time seems to have stood still for the 1910-house that Sir Herbert Baker designed in Auckland Park (Johannesburg, South Africa). This sleeping beauty of a house, Lindfield Victorian House Museum http://lindfield.wix.com/museum is a museum but it is also Katharine Love’s home where she lives every day within the authentic setting of her lovely Victorian manor house. Love and her mother bought the 22-room house 48 years ago and have lovingly furnished it with period pieces from the era (late 1830s to 1900) to represent the living environment of a Victorian family at that time.

When her mother passed away in 2005, Love turned the house into a Victorian museum and started giving tours, dressed as a prim Victorian parlour maid. Eighteen rooms are open for public viewing, including all the principal reception rooms, the ladies’ drawing room, library, music room as well as the formal dining room, bedrooms, children’s dining room and nursery, bathrooms, pantry and kitchen. Various fascinating collections and bric-a-brac include period crockery, cutlery, postcards, photographs, documents, costumes and uniforms, fans, toys and dolls. The dolls’ house in the children’s nursery is deemed to be a worthy competitor to the Queen’s dolls’ house at Windsor Castle.

Love is quoted in an article written by Lucille Davie (www.joburg.org.za, January 20, 2010) as saying that the house is cold in winter - she bundles up and keeps warm in the drawing room with a rabbit fur-lined foot muff - but she does use an electric blanket on her bed. And she doesn’t use the uncomfortable hip-bath!

The show must go on

Many singers draw on the nostalgic content of olden day songs and performers of yesteryear to enthrall their audiences.

One such songstress is the South African-based performer, Helena Hettema www.helenahettema.com, whose music performances feature strong nostalgic content and who is internationally well known for her moving rendition of songs by famous French singers such as Edith Piaf. Hettema says: ’As a little girl I twirled and swayed to Jacques Brel singing, Carousel, and was swept away by Piaf’s mesmerising voice. They made me long for far distant lands over the seas, the enchantment of snow covered streets in Paris and the enigma and power of the French language.’

TV shows with a nostalgia focus, such as the BBC’s Antiques Roadshow (over 8 million viewers per show), where antiques experts do valuations of objects brought in by the public, are hugely popular.

Wrapped in the arms of remembrance: heavenly bliss or toxic hell?

Is a tendency towards nostalgia beneficial or detrimental to mental health?

Some people tread gently around nostalgia; their need to engage comes to the fore only once in a while. For others it is a matter of great significance and passion and they choose to be enveloped in nostalgia almost on a daily basis. Does this necessarily mean that people who are deeply attached to nostalgia cannot cope with reality? Apparently not.


Asking the psychologists



Marina Krakovsky, a veteran San Francisco-based journalist wrote in Psychology Today (May 2006) that nostalgic people tend to have a strong self-esteem and are less prone to depression. And, in spite of numerous advices given to people nowadays to live in the present, Krakovksy stated that research showed that, to undertake a nostalgic journey into the past now and then, can uplift and comfort one’s soul.

Two clinical psychologists based in Pretoria (South Africa) have the following to say about nostalgia.

Marietjie Verster says: ‘Treasured memories touch the heart in special ways. A journey back in time allows people to get in touch with their roots and feelings. But it requires emotional maturity, and retaining a balanced approach towards life, as immersing yourself in the past and indulging in excessive introspection can potentially lead to depression.’

Dr Pierre Cronje says: ‘Nostalgia can add to a rich inner life and can be a positive resource. Fond memories can keep people going (especially in old age) as we tend to cut down on allowing new impressions and experiences into our lives during our twilight years.’ He also states: ’The down-side of nostalgia is the danger of becoming fixated on the past; then nostalgia becomes pathological, as such a person cannot move flexibly in and out of nostalgia. People can find themselves trapped in a ‘time warp’ as manifested in an inability to move on.’ He also believes that there is a tendency towards romanticising nostalgia. ‘We tend to forget negative aspects of past experiences. The German expression: “Ende gut, alles gut!” is so true. Through the ages there were both good and bad times; it is therefore a myth to believe that times are either just good or bad.’

Interestingly enough, the need to more fully understand nostalgia has attracted the attention of a number of academics who have conducted pioneering research over the last decade. John Tierny wrote an article for the New York Times (July 8, 2013) titled, ’What is Nostalgia Good For? Quite a Bit, Research Shows’, in which he discusses the findings of Constantine Sedikides, a psychology professor at the University of Southampton who believes that the ‘nostalgia sensation may be a biological tool that allows humans to remember their past fondly so that they may be optimistic toward, and inspired by, the future.’

The article stated that research inter alias established that ‘Nostalgia has been shown to counteract loneliness, boredom and anxiety. It makes people more generous to strangers and more tolerant of outsiders. Nostalgia does have its painful side — it’s a bittersweet emotion — but the net effect is to make life seem more meaningful and death less frightening. When people speak wistfully of the past, they typically become more optimistic and inspired about the future.’ Dr Sedikides is quoted in this article as having said: ‘Nostalgia makes us a bit more human.’

Tierny also wrote: ‘Today dozens of researchers around the world are using tools developed at Sedikides’ social-psychology laboratory, including a questionnaire called the Southampton Nostalgia Scale http://www.southampton.ac.uk/nostalgia/materials/. Their general finding is that nostalgia isn’t what it used to be — it’s looking a lot better.’

Making choices

Do you yearn for the good old days and even gather inspiration for the future from these reflections? Or do you agree with George Wildman Ball who allegedly said: ‘Nostalgia is a seductive liar’?

It is totally your choice as to whether you want to lock nostalgia away or wallow in its depths. For those who believe that reminiscence is a comforting balm for their souls and that it forms an integral part of their identity, nostalgia can be healing.

And as for the rest of the world’s population who might not take pleasure in nostalgia? Frankly, speaking on behalf of all the nostalgia aficionados among us: ‘My dears, we simply do not give a damn.’





Private sector to the rescue? Malawi's changing conservation landscape


A public–private partnership saves Majete Wildlife Reserve from collapse and provides a model for further success.


Morgan Trimble


Bone dry in Majete

It was the end of November and the rains were late. The landscape was brown and desolate. The smell of death hung in the 40 ̊C air at Majete Wildlife Reserve in southern Malawi. With so little vegetation remaining, it was easy to spot the corpses of unfortunate warthog and waterbuck—the most drought sensitive animals—desiccated on the parched earth, stiffened scraps of hide cloaking the outline of their skeletons like old sheets hastily thrown over the furniture in an abandoned house.

Park rangers hustled to sniff out and remove the carcasses in the vicinity of Majete’s new tourism facilities, the Thawale luxury tented camp, the community campsite, and the Mwembezi restaurant. Much as safari-goers flock to the bar for a cold Carlsberg, waterholes built for game viewing attract the starving animals, desperate for a drink. Many die nearby.

Though gloomy, this tale of death triggered by the late rains is only temporary and is an entirely different horror than that transpiring across many of Malawi’s conservation areas.




Many people, few resources

It’s also a frightening allegory for Malawi’s 16.5 million people, dangerously reliant on shrinking shares of natural resources. Malawi is a palpably crowded country where the mostly rural population relies heavily on the land for food, fuel, building materials, and products to barter or sell.

In health, education, and standard of living, Malawi ranks 14th worst in the world. The GDP per capita is a measly $715, and nearly two-thirds of the population makes do on less than $1.25 a day. Malnourishment stunts the growth of about half of kids younger than five, and their chances of getting medical attention are slim. For every 50,000 Malawians, there is one doctor.

Despite the destitution, you’ll be hard pressed to find a more friendly and affable group of people. Malawi could hardly be more deserving of its nickname: “the warm heart of Africa”. Yet this warm-hearted population continuously initiates new members. With an average five to six children born to each Malawian woman, by 2030, an additional 10 million mouths will demand food. But where will they find it?

Malawi’s responsibility to conserve its wildlife grinds uncomfortably against a reality in which the backbone of the environment is buckling under the pressure to meet people’s basic needs. Sadly, 20% of the population lives on what the UN deems “severely” degraded land. Malawi boasts five national parks and four wildlife reserves, covering just over a tenth of its land. Yet, people are desperate for more farmland. Many view conservation areas as the last remaining places to chop down trees for charcoal and to kill wild animals to cook on it.

When half a country’s children are malnourished, it’s easy to say that the needs of the people should come before wildlife. Yet abandoning the parks to be resettled by the high-density villages surrounding them would be a short-lived stopgap against an escalating resource crunch. Clearly, Malawi must move away from its heavy reliance on the land and develop other avenues of income.

Tourism is one possibility, and international visitors, most of whom want an African safari experience, expect thriving parks. Combining “big five” safaris with Lake Malawi’s beach charm would give the country a unique offering. (For what it’s worth, the Huffington Post crowned Lake Malawi the number one emerging travel destination for 2015.)




A change of fates for Majete

Back in Majete, Jimmy Chikombe, a talented safari guide who left his guiding job in Kasungu National Park for better opportunities at Majete, clamoured up a rocky hill jutting out from the otherwise flat savanna. His ward for the afternoon—a single tourist*—clamoured more clumsily behind him, and an armed ranger observantly brought up the rear. Over a few weeks together and despite the thirsty conditions, Chikombe had skilfully presented a drama showcasing the beauty, excitement, and occasional violence of the bush. A fiery sunset over the distant hills and the full moon rising over the legendary Shire river, Malawi’s largest, would make a fitting finale.

As they crested the hill, a crashing sound sprang from the bushes nearby. They cautiously rock hopped towards the noise to find, luckily not an angry leopard, but a whole clan of startled hyenas hurtling down the hill. The hyena, with their comical, loping gaits, scattered through the woodlands, surprising other animals as they ran—warthogs, kudu, impala, and even a majestic sable antelope darted out from their path.

A decade ago, the hyena would have been so much lonelier. Not only were there no tourists, spotted hyena were the only large carnivores still clinging to existence in Majete. Lion, leopard, and African wild dog had been extirpated. In 2003, the population of large mammals was less than 4% of what it is today. A few of the more elusive species, like bushbuck and duiker, persisted in small numbers, and the banks of the Shire supported just a few hippo, and crocodile. Poachers had exterminated Majete’s elephant, black rhino, buffalo, eland, sable, and hartebeest, and others were on their way out.


Poaching was a major problem in Majete up to 2003



Tizola Moyo is a statuesque man who speaks with a calm voice and pleasant smile discordant with his immaculate uniform, beret, and high-powered rifle. As Majete’s head of security, Moyo leads a team that conducts 3,000 patrols annually, keeps tabs on each rhino daily (Moyo can recognize individuals by their footprints), monitors the whereabouts of the lions so they don’t eat the rhino trackers, and escorts tourists in the bush. He also conducts “behind the scenes tours” for guests that want to learn about Majete’s history.

“Poaching was a major problem in Majete up to 2003”, Moyo explained, dragging an armload of confiscated guns out of a vault filled with hundreds more amid mounds of tangled snares and vicious-toothed gin traps. He highlighted the components of the homemade muzzleloaders—slapped together scraps of pipe and wood, rusted and splintery.

Refugees from the civil war in neighbouring Mozambique had poured into Malawi in the late 1980s and found asylum in camps neighbouring Majete. By 1990, refugees made up 40% of the population of Mwanza and 21% of Chikwawa, two districts bordering the reserve. The refugees intensified environmental degradation in an already resource-stressed region, and they brought a hunger that the camps couldn’t sate. They also brought automatic weapons and the knowhow to quickly craft crude muzzleloaders like the guns in Moyo’s vault.

Moyo held up a makeshift bullet—a hacked off section of construction rebar. “They used these for elephants”.

The influx of firearms totally changed the playing field. Towards the end of October 1995, Moyo, then just a ranger, lost his best friend in a gun battle. They had located a group of poachers encamped in the bush. Upon confrontation, the poachers immediately attacked with AK-47s. The rangers’ pair of bolt-action rifles and total of 10 rounds proved useless, and they fled but not fast enough. The poachers shot and killed Lennox Mabocas before escaping.

Such grave danger, coupled with lack of supplies, inadequate pay, and terrible living standards, zapped the morale and efficacy of Majete’s staff. The animals of Majete didn’t stand a chance. Besides the poaching, people had also begun encroaching on the reserve’s land. They cultivated fields inside the boundary and chopped down trees for timber and charcoal.

Majete’s value for conservation had been hamstrung. There were barely any animals, 10 employees, no tourists, and no income.

2003 marked a turning point. Malawi’s Department of National Parks and Wildlife (DNPW) awarded a Johannesburg-based non-profit, African Parks, the management mandate for Majete. The agreement marked the first privatization of a wildlife area in Malawi. African Parks brought management expertise as well as ample resources, new equipment, and training for the rangers. In their first year, they confiscated hundreds of illegal guns during an amnesty period in which people could surrender weapons without punishment.

African Parks also started building a fence, at first, just a small sanctuary to hold reintroduced wildlife. By 2007, they had fenced the whole reserve. They reintroduced upwards of 2,500 animals of 14 species to re-establish most that had been lost. Notably, black rhino, elephant, buffalo, lion, and leopard (the tourist attracting “big five”) now thrive in Majete. African Parks also built 330km of new roads and a suite of tourist facilities. In 2014, Majete attracted more than 8,000 visitors, and next year management aims to recoup at least half of the reserve’s operational budget ($930,000) through tourism revenue.


If we win the young ones and they grow with a mind for conservation, we will succeed



In a program described passionately by Samuel Kamoto, Majete’s community extension manager, as “building a constituency for conservation”, African Parks does its best to support the communities surrounding the park too—some 140,000 people distributed among 85 villages. They allow people to legally collect renewable resources, like thatch grass, from the reserve at certain times. A new heritage centre sells community-produced crafts and honey to visitors.

Kamoto said, “If we win the young ones,” many of whom, despite living on Majete’s boundary, have never seen wildlife, “and they grow with a mind for conservation, we will succeed.” Besides hosting school field trips and visiting local classrooms to distribute educational material, African Parks provides scholarships for deserving high school and university students.




Are public–private partnerships the future?

Unfortunately, most of Malawi’s parks and reserves resemble Majete prior to African Parks’ involvement. Rampant poaching, illegal timber collection, and encroachment threaten their future. Paul Taylor, head of the Wildlife and Environmental Society of Malawi (WESM), explained that the authorities lack leadership, financial resources, and priorities, leaving their rangers without uniforms, boots, tents, water bottles, radios, vehicles, and often, pay checks. Demoralized park staff are unmotivated, and they too are sometimes driven to poaching. Taylor asserts, “WESM and other wildlife experts consider that what is called public–private partnership (PPP) is the only hope for Malawi’s wildlife areas and Majete is a perfect example.”

While searching for a lioness in Majete in need of a new GPS collar, Dr Amanda Salb, the DNPW’s American-born veterinarian, explained that her job should focus on supporting research and monitoring disease. However, she had been forced to reschedule the lion collaring several times because her work with the Wildlife Emergency Response Unit (WERU) sees her frenetically traveling all over the country rescuing animals—often valuable black rhino and elephant nastily entangled in snares.

WERU itself is a public–private partnership; it’s a joint initiative between DNPW and the Lilongwe Wildlife Trust, an NGO that among other things, secures donations to support Salb’s work and provides medical supplies to make emergency response callouts free of charge.

Malawi’s government agrees with Taylor and WERU that public–private partnerships are the only way forward. Director of DNPW, Brighton Kumchedwa, speaking at Majete’s December stakeholders’ meeting said: “Government is trying to make parks socially and economically relevant. In order to make parks successful, we need to follow the model of Majete. We’re proud of our decision to work with the private sector to manage parks more effectively, and we’re proud of the success story. Government is very grateful for African Parks for coming to Malawi.”


Government is very grateful for African Parks for coming to Malawi



Kumchedwa also explained that the DNPW would soon open Liwonde National Park and Nkhotakota Wildlife Reserve for tenders for public–private partnerships, with African Parks the most likely partner.

Speaking about Liwonde, Taylor cautions, “If they do not, then that park will be wiped out within a year.”

African Parks is also eager to expand their portfolio in Malawi. In December, they promoted Patricio Ndadzela from manager of Majete to the newly created post of country director for African Parks in Malawi. Ndadzela assures, “The Majete story and its success [is] a model we want to replicate for Nkhotakota and Liwonde.” For both parks, Ndadzela highlights plans for restoration and tourism development and suggested for Nkhotakota “creation of a national elephant sanctuary for Malawi”.




Cautious optimism

However, the public–private partnership model isn’t perfect. In 2007, Project African Wilderness (PAW) signed an agreement with the DNPW to manage Mwabvi Wildlife Reserve. The project made great strides building infrastructure and working with communities. However, the partnership is no more; PAW’s funding dried up in 2011.

Taylor explained the unfortunate reason, “Its chief fundraiser in England suddenly died.” The manager at Mwabvi kept things going for a while, but he soon ran into personal troubles of his own. “He stripped Mwabvi of its moveable assets which he was legally entitled to do and returned to South Africa with his lions”, five animals he had been breeding in a large enclosure. Mwabvi’s future remains uncertain.

In December Malawi’s rains finally arrived—torrential downpours across much of the country that drowned already stressed crops and displaced a few hundred thousand people. The Shire burst its banks. The president declared half of Malawi a disaster zone. Some experts blamed unbridled deforestation for the extent of the damage. Food shortages will be even worse this year, and it is ever more apparent that wholesale reliance on degraded land is untenable for the growing population. Until the government can solve its resource problem, a private sector bailout seems to be the only hope for conservation.

In Majete, death of the animals unable to hold out for the rains, though sad, is just part of nature’s ebb and flow. By contrast, vultures, hyenas, and other scavengers had a field day. The rains broke the dry spell without major damage, and with the rains, the warthog and waterbuck populations will boom once more. The reintroduced lions and leopards will hunt them. The tourists will shell out money to watch in awe.

Just like people, wildlife populations respond according to the resources available to them. So do conservation areas. Maybe Malawi’s will be rescued by private–public partnerships.

That tourist was me. I spent two weeks on a volunteer photographic assignment to refresh the African Parks image library for Majete, which they depend on to promote tourism and garner donor support from around the world for their conservation projects across Africa. African Parks provided my transport and accommodation.







What's the BIG idea?


What if we were all given money, instead of earning it?


Natasha Salant

The term "basic income grant" (BIG) represents a number of different proposals that have in common the idea that everyone in a given political community should, on a regular basis, receive an income as a matter of right. Every recipient is entitled to an identical amount, regardless of their living environment, how many people in their household, the means they have at their disposal and whether or not they are employed. The grant is paid in cash (as opposed to food stamps or vouchers) and there is ideally no restriction on how the money is spent or saved.


Turning on its head the fundamentally capitalist ideal that we should earn our money, at the heart of the BIG proposal is the view that a basic sum of money should be something to which everyone is entitled.



Most economists investigating the possibility of a BIG in South Africa have suggested adjustments to the tax structure and many have sketched out inexpensive and feasible proposals to finance the grant. There are different suggestions as to how the grant ought to be funded, though, and each depends on the socioeconomic and political contexts in which it is proposed.

In Indonesia, for instance, an income top-up scheme has recently been introduced using funds that the government has decided to pull from fuel subsidies. I won’t go into specifics regarding implementation here; the thing to keep in mind is that the BIG can take on many different forms with many different scopes of application.

Turning on its head the fundamentally capitalist ideal that we should earn our money, at the heart of the BIG proposal is the view that a basic sum of money should be something to which everyone is entitled. Despite appearing quite unorthodox to some, the idea has legitimacy in the eyes of both left- and right-leaning economists, philosophers and public intellectuals.

If you are a lefty, then you are probably interested in reducing poverty and inequality. So you might like Erik Olin Wright’s approach, focusing on the way the BIG would effectively redistribute money while at the same time weaken the force of class fragmentation. On a similar line, Philippe van Parijs talks about the way in which the BIG would make people truly free in society.

In contrast, if you lean more to the right, then you might be interested in the way the BIG would contribute to the market; the grant reduces poverty in a way that assigns recipients financial responsibility and provides more people with the means to participate in the economy. As Steve Randy Waldman puts it: "It is among the most neoliberal, market-oriented, social welfare policies imaginable."

The basic argument for BIG is particularly persuasive because we know that the poor have far more to gain from some extra cash than the rich stand to lose from forgoing that same amount. However, what makes it so elegant is that it has the potential to influence an intentional and meaningful transformation. An unrestricted free market does not have the capacity to pursue things like justice and equality, simply because business operations always have to favour profit maximisation.

The state, however, has the potential (and so, I reckon, the duty) to direct its interests towards building social structures that address peoples’ vulnerabilities and improve situations of inequality, class division and economic instability. Despite the (deservedly) praised Constitution of South Africa’s commitment to progressively realise everyone’s right to social security, the pervasiveness of poverty and inequality continues to threaten its actualisation. Our government needs to discuss urgent and meaningful steps towards realising its commitments, and I think there are many reasons for the BIG to be at the forefront of this discussion

1. Poverty relief

As we know from the booming microcredit industry, poor people can change their lives with the availability of small amounts of money. In South Africa, we currently have eight social welfare grants, all of which are conditional on some or other state of affairs relevant to the specific grant; most of them also require a means test.

Unlike these grants, BIG recipients would not have to provide proof of their eligibility for the grant by producing a humiliating payslip. The BIG, in its really unique unconditionality, has the potential to relieve poverty, while avoiding degrading bureaucratic processes that force people to identify as members of a class low enough to receive a state grant.

2. Work incentive

Opponents of social welfare proposals often claim that giving people the money they need, rather than money they’ve earned, will reduce the incentive to work. Whether or not that claim is founded is up to economists to decide. However, there are certainly economists like Ed Dolan who have shown that on a theoretical level, the BIG would comprehensively increase the rate of employment at a far greater rate than other means-tested welfare. The difference between the BIG and other grants is that the BIG is reliable even if one’s employment circumstances change. With a BIG, there is no need to trade off additional work and additional earned income.

3. A robust equality between labour and capital

In any essentially capitalist economy, the lives of labourers are dependent on their ability to sell human power. This is because the economy demands human power to thrive. The problem with this dynamic is that workers will regularly do work that they’d prefer not to do. In fact, labourers will accept most working conditions, no matter how bad they are.

As long as the demand for capital outweighs the demand for labour, the employer’s bargaining power will force workers and unemployed people into a disempowered position in which they are exploited and alienated. This kind of class structure would lose force, however, if the workers had the freedom to resist exploitation. The idea is that the BIG would give workers a viable exit option from bad employment relations. Money buys time to look for more suitable working conditions and so it places pressure on employers to improve working conditions for their workers.

Further, in the same way that the BIG increases the bargaining power of the individual worker, it naturally increases the collective strength of workers. This means that labour unions will have a more meaningful role to play in protecting their members.

4. Cross-class mobilisation

The idea is that if the vulnerabilities of people in lower-income groups are protected by the same institution that protects those in the middle class, it is likely that such an institution would be better financed (it serves the interests of the better-off, whom as a result would be less resistant to taxation) as well as better administered (the system will be more resilient to corruption and mismanagement if there is cross-class mobilisation) than other targeted forms of redistribution.

Whether or not theory would easily translate into empirical success is, of course, a separate question. But it is an important one. As far as I know, there has only been one pilot study of the introduction of a BIG in a developing country. Despite some really positive findings, the transition from means-tested welfare into a universal welfare institution on a larger scale would be both lengthy and risky.

While I certainly am under no illusion that the BIG idea is a flawless one, I maintain that at the very least, we should consider the challenge it poses to the insidious misconception that our socio-economic position in society is something other than mere luck.





A month of protest for Palestine - from London to Beirut

Nayla 

“It’s never really a good time to go to that part of the world, but now it’s especially bad,” a friend of a friend tells me, when I say I will be flying to Beirut soon.

She could have made this statement - which seems to belong in a London pub, over after-work drinks, and half-hearted political discussion – several times in the last ten years. The 2006 Israel–Hezbollah war, the internal Lebanese conflicts of 2008, the 2009 and 2012 Gaza-Israel conflicts - are but a few occasions when it was “especially bad”.

This time it’s July 2014, Israeli bombs are hitting Gaza (again), and I am tied to any immediate source of information. When Operation Protective Edge begins, a cousin of mine simply posts the word “Gaza” on Facebook. Other relatives and friends , living in western and Arab countries, share links to news stories and freshly formed opinion articles. The screen in front of me is a tidy collage, documenting the trauma that is taking place.

This need to speak out, cocktail of guilt, anger, and futility, as it so often is, was what moved many of us towards political protest that summer. In the space of three weeks, I attended demonstrations in both London, where I was born and brought up, and Beirut, on a long-planned trip to visit family for the first time in five years.

The willingness of the British left to show solidarity with the Arab world is something that has fascinated me since one million marched in protest of the Iraq war. Nearly a decade later, tens of thousands arrive in keffiyehs, Palestinian flags, and Stop the War badges, condemning Britain’s support of the Israeli government. Almost as loud as a festival - with stage and speakers to boot – a mess of green, black and red begins to march across London.

Being Ramadan, many Muslim protesters are fasting. It's hot outside the Houses of Parliament, a group of young men give me most of a large bottle of water they have purchased to pour over their heads. I know the rise in islamophobia over recent years has further polarised British politics. I know this summer anti-Semitic attacks have worryingly increased throughout Europe. I consider that there is no such thing as an isolated conflict in the Middle East, not really, and that it is the same with discrimination in Britain. I see an anti-Israel banner that says ‘Holocaust 2.0’. My stomach turns.

Days later, having become obsessed with the civilian death count - in August the UN estimated that almost a third of Palestinian civilians killed were children - I am outside the Israeli embassy on High Street Kensington. Protestors move towards Marks & Spencer and McDonald’s. Police officers barricade entrances, momentarily the road is closed, and traffic stops. I watch, perched on the rail in front of the tube station, and wrestle with the idea of BDS (Boycott Divestments Sanctions) - a campaign encouraging economic and political action against the Israeli occupation of Palestine. Apparently Marks and Spencer and McDonald’s are on the boycott list, but lefty Jewish friends and acquaintances call images of various brands being shared on social media inherently anti-Semitic. Pro-Palestinian activists say they will “call anything anti-Semitic.” At this point no one seems to properly understand how to implement BDS on an individual level; the division surrounds whether or not the campaign targets the Israeli government or Jewish business. Confused, I stop drinking Coca Cola, eating McDonald’s and shopping at my local Sainsbury’s - I give up fairly quickly.

In the same week, between frequenting the living rooms of relatives, I find myself at a protest on the Beirut Corniche. It’s hotter, we’re opposite a beach, and people are mostly speaking Arabic. Despite all this, I am mainly struck by the numbers; we are hundreds, rather than tens of thousands. It is immediately easy to spot several people I know within the crowd.

The second Beirut demonstration I attend, about half a mile north along the beach, is even smaller – only a hundred of us at most. Everyone listens as the names of dead civilians are read out with their ages. There are several speakers; it takes time. I am told some people are reading the names of their recently killed relatives. Whole families are announced in clusters, too many of them are children. I think I hear some who have the same surname as me.

There is a moment of silence. Then half a dozen people step forward to throw roses into the sea. My mind recalls the noise of London crowds: “Gaza, Gaza don’t you cry, we will never let you die!” I never can bring myself to join in for that one. I consider that Britain won’t ever really understand the full extent of what happens in this part of the world. For a moment the keffiyehs, face paint and heated discussions, within progressive circles, amongst progressive people, seem like an odd sort of superhero costume being worn to the political guilt party.

I wonder, cynically, if my relationship with Palestinian politics is also formed entirely from this sense of guilt: In Britain we try to prevent Gaza from dying - as though what has been lost can be resuscitated - the public take to the streets loudly. In Beirut we count the names of the dead and listen for their ghosts.

I am left watching the sun come down on the Mediterranean Sea. The demonstrators start to sing songs in Palestinian Arabic.





Stop thinking so much


Why anxiety is more than just worrying


Nimita Bhatt

I’m the girl who has always wanted to climb Mount Kilimanjaro, the girl who loves to travel all around the world, who wants to cliff dive in Hawaii and climb Sydney Harbour Bridge. But then one day something happened that changed the adventure seeker in me and made me very afraid of even going outside.

I was sitting in a conference in London when I started feeling quite light-headed. Everything was spinning. I was getting quite hot and uneasy and thought I might faint. A rush of feelings filled my entire body and my heart began to beat out of my chest. My breathing became faster, I became dizzy and unaware of my surroundings and all that was going on in my head was, ‘I’m having a heart attack, I’m going to die.’

Being raced to accident and emergency I was in a state. Tears were running down my face, I was shaking, but all I could do is wait. At this point I didn’t know I was exaggerating, I really thought I was in trouble and that my body was failing me, but it wasn’t. It was a panic attack. Over the next couple of days I was experiencing panic attacks several times a day and had no idea what was happening to me. My parents would tell me to breathe and to distract myself, but that didn’t seem to work at all, in fact it made my sensations become more intense.

Anxiety isn’t just worry

Everybody experiences anxiety from time to time. Having an anxiety disorder is so much more than someone just worrying too much; it affects every part of that person’s life. I went from working in one of the busiest cities in the world, having a great social life to losing my job and being scared of even going out of my house in case I had a panic attack.

When you have a panic attack it feels like your body is filling up with lava ready to erupt and there’s nothing you can do about it. You want to pray, cry and get out of your body, but the more you wish it’d stop the worse the sensations get because ultimately you’re just putting more fuel into the fire. You struggle to get up in the morning because you’re mentally and physically exhausted. Your mind is in constant overdrive thinking all day in a perpetual state of fear.


What if somebody thinks I’m crazy and I get locked up in a mental institution?



We live in a world where there is a stigma attached to mental health, therefore people who suffer from an anxiety disorder tend to keep it to themselves. We don’t want to be told we’re crazy by the doctor and we don’t want to talk about it because people who haven’t suffered it just don’t understand. The Mental Health Foundation estimate that one in four people in the UK will experience a mental health problem each year, whilst one in six experience a neurotic disorder such as anxiety or depression.* But this number is probably higher as a lot of sufferers go undiagnosed and untreated.

Acceptance is key

When you panic your body goes into the flight or fight response. That means that adrenaline rushes through your body getting you to either run away or fight what is at threat. We need this response in our body because it keeps us safe. If there were a fire, we’d run. If there were a tiger in front of us, we’d run. During a panic attack your body thinks it’s under threat and releases adrenaline through your body. The reason you think you’re going to faint is because the blood rushes to your legs and arms for fighting or running – because that’s what you need when you’re under attack.

From suffering from anxiety and panic attacks I’ve learned that you don’t have to live with it. It’s not permanent. You can get through it; you’ve just got to face it. When you’re scared of heights, what do you do? You can either stay on the ground and look up at the skyscraper or you can get up there and face your fear. When you’re anxious or going into a state of panic, what do you do? You usually tell yourself, ‘oh crap, I’m going to have a panic attack, I’m having a heart attack, I’m going to die, go away, go away, go away!’ These catastrophic thoughts are normal in this situation because of all the sensations that you’re feeling. But what you should do is observe, accept and demand more of what you’re feeling. Feel every sensation and accept being uncomfortable.

Now this is easier said than done, but there’s one program that really helped me and now I’m back on my feet without an anxiety disorder. The Panic Away program teaches you that you’ve got to accept the sensations you’re feeling and not resist them, because what you resist persists. Once you accept the thoughts and sensations then your body will automatically calm down and return to normal.

Barry McDonagh, the creator of the Panic Away program suffered from panic and general anxiety. It got to the point where he never felt safe except at home in case he’d have a panic attack in public. Barry eventually had to reach out and find help and with research he found that the only solution was to take anti-anxiety medication or to try therapy that would help him ‘cope’ with the panic. But he didn’t want to just ‘cope’.

Nearly all the books out there for panic and anxiety aren’t written by somebody who has suffered them. Breathing and distracting yourself doesn’t help, but only a person who has an anxiety disorder would know that. One day Barry did the opposite of what the books were telling him to do, he faced his panic, and by not fighting it, he freed himself from it. He created the Panic Away program and created the 21-7 Technique to reduce panic rapidly and then to reduce general anxiety within a short period of time. The Panic Away program has been purchased by over 70,000 people globally and has helped so many people to get their life back.

I was lucky to find this program within a few months of my anxiety surfacing and in addition to this program I have incorporated daily meditation and yoga into my life. Meditation trains your mind to take a moment out of your day to find calm and clarity wherever you are. Andy Puddicombe, creator of Headspace is a meditation and mindfulness expert and is the voice of the Headspace app that guides you through daily meditation, from 10 minutes a day right up to 60 minutes. If you meditate once or twice it won’t automatically make you feel 100% better, meditation is a process that you carry on throughout your life and with time your mind learns new techniques on how to deal with stress, anxiety and overthinking.

Anxiety isn’t something you have to live with forever - even if you’ve suffered for 15 years. So many people out there including myself are living proof that you don’t just have to cope. It takes time to recover, but when you do you’ll feel like an even better version of yourself and you’ll feel free.

The Panic Away program - www.panicaway.com

Headspace meditation - www.headspace.com

www.mentalhealth.org.uk/help-information/mental-health-statistics/anxiety-statistics/





Can we have our ball back please?


Modern football might be a glitzy international product awash with money, but supporters are having to fight to have their voice heard like never before.


Olly Ricketts

The second chapter of Lord Justice Taylor’s final report into the Hillsborough Stadium disaster, published in January 1990, is entitled ‘A better future for football’. In it, Lord Taylor speaks of the need for “more welcoming attitudes” and, crucially, “more consultation with the supporters”.

The decade which preceded the publication of Lord Taylor’s report was arguably the darkest in the sport’s history. As well as tragic events at Bradford, Heysel and Hillsborough which saw some 191 supporters killed, crowds were regularly treated as animals, literally caged in to stop them invading the pitch or their rivals’ area. For some, such as then-Chelsea owner Ken Bates, the caging of supporters was not (degrading) enough; he therefore campaigned in 1985 to install an electric fence at Stamford Bridge in order to deter troublemakers. This proved unsuccessful, but the very fact that it seemed vaguely possible is horrifying. Margaret Thatcher’s government – which seemed to view all of football’s troubles as being self-contained rather than a reflection of a society (or lack thereof) they were creating – were intent on forcing supporters to carry ID cards. The idea was only dropped following events at Hillsborough.

Few can argue, therefore, that football did not need to change. Supporters should not die going to watch their club, nor should they be treated as inhuman in decrepit old stadiums no longer fit for purpose, by police that had often pre-judged them as guilty before an offence had been committed.

The most important result of the Taylor Report was that all-seater stadiums became compulsory in the English top flight for the start of the 1994-95 season.

These have often been blamed for a perceived lack of atmosphere in the modern game compared to the densely packed (and far cheaper) terraces which pre-dated them. But another event in 1990 arguably set in motion an even more seismic change to the way in which the game is consumed. A clandestine meeting took place between the ‘Big 5’ clubs – Arsenal, Everton, Liverpool, Manchester United and Tottenham Hotspur – to discuss a potential for a breakaway league. These clubs had long resented the fact that television money had been distributed evenly between all 92 clubs across English football’s four leagues ever since the BBC first screened Match of the Day in 1964.

The big clubs inevitably got their way. Sky paid £305m for the rights to show the new FA Carling Premiership for 5 years from September 1992, and the 22 clubs that formed it did not have to share a penny with the other 70 clubs.

Fast forward 23 years. The grounds are undoubtedly safer, and crowd trouble is much rarer, yet the disconnect between club and supporter has never felt greater. Players earn eye-watering sums, yet few look like they are actually enjoy it. And what covers the ridiculous transfer fees and wages? Well, by rights it should be Sky, who have just (along with BT Sport) paid a scarcely believable £5.136 billion to show just 3 seasons of live Premier League football from 2016-17. The sport is swimming in money. Yet in 2012-13, Premier League clubs made a collective loss of some £291 million. Since 1992 nearly half of all clubs in the Football and Premier League have experienced a formal insolvency procedure.

Between 1989 and 2013 ticket prices rose by a staggering 716%. With the national average wage rising by just 186% in the same period it is easy to see why so many supporters believe that they are being priced out of attending matches.

Earlier this year, the (in)famous Manchester United fanzine Red Issue announced that it was ceasing publication after 295 editions. In typically forthright manner, the supporters behind Red Issue pulled no punches when asked why they were stopping:

“The game we’ve been clinging onto is gone. Football now is happy-clappy families, half-and-half scarves, tourists and selfie sticks; there’s no point trying to fight that.”

Red Issue is not the only fanzine to have had enough. After nearly 16 years of publication, Dave Usher will be ending The Liverpool Way with its 100th issue, due to coincide with the end of the current season. Whereas Red Issue maintains that its sales remained strong, Usher is clear that falling sales figures have played a major part in his decision.

“[T]he bottom line is that if I was selling as many as I used to then I wouldn’t be shutting it down”, Usher says, as he confirms that recent issues have sold just a third of the copies of the fanzine’s early years. Perhaps more surprisingly, he also explains that he was selling double the volume just three years ago.

Sales aside, Usher shares Red Issue’s contempt for the modern game in general, and for his own club in particular.

“They don’t care [about the supporters]. They obviously pretend they do, but actions speak louder than words and Liverpool are like every big club. They’re pricing out the kind of fans who have always created the famous Anfield atmosphere. Many of those fans are in the pubs and living rooms now, as it’s simply become too expensive.”

It is clear that football supporters’ feelings of resentment towards a common enemy - those running football, from the television companies to the clubs themselves - transcends even the fiercest of local rivalries. The longest running Liverpool fanzine, Red All Over The Land, issued a statement in response to the Red Issue news, praising the United publication for standing “against the tidal wave of modernism in football”.

Many football supporters have simply had enough of being treated with contempt by those in the upper echelons of the game. Online forums enable supporters to pool and communicate ideas quickly and efficiently, and this has led to several highly successful campaigns in recent years. Liverpool supporters campaigned vociferously and effectively against reviled former owners Tom Hicks and George Gillett., while Cardiff City fans recently celebrated a victory in their protracted battle with the club’s owner Vincent Tan to see the club’s home strip revert to its traditional blue colour (Tan changed it to red in 2012, purportedly in order to increase the club’s international appeal).

In addition, supporters are beginning to band together regardless of allegiance in order to make their voices heard. The Football Supporters’ Federation (FSF) has over 500,000 members across England and Wales and, following a highly visible campaign to prevent the Premier League’s idea for a 39th league game, to be played abroad, the organisation launched ’Twenty’s Plenty for Away Tickets’ in January 2013, which is seeking to persuade football clubs to agree to a cap on away match tickets of £20.

The FSF is not fighting the battle alone. Stand is a cross-club fanzine which launched in 2012, and which publishes articles which are frequently critical of the state of the modern game.

Bill Biss, Stand’s current editor and a contributor from the beginning, explains that the response to the fanzine was instantaneous:

“[T]hey printed 1000 copies that sold out and then printed 1000 more that did the same. That initial wave was kind of a release for everyone – we packed in all the moans that are common amongst those who fall under the ‘AMF’ [Against Modern Football] bracket and found an audience out there who’d had enough of the ever-increasing ticket prices, the policing and stewarding of games, the billionaire owners ruining our football clubs and all the rest of it.“

Broadcasters and those that run the sport often refer to the Premier League as a product. English football is sold around the world largely off the back of the passion of both players and supporters alike. If stadiums begin to have noticeable numbers of empty seats, the product loses much of its sheen, and it becomes more difficult to sell. Several recent articles have alluded to numbers of away supporters beginning to dwindle, and Biss feels that non-attendance is a powerful weapon that some supporters are beginning to use:

“I believe that fans are mobilising, they are withholding that investment in their clubs – emotionally and financially.”

Biss supports the enforcement of some level of supporter-ownership similar to the 50+1 rule operated in Germany’s Bundesliga, which would “automatically give more say to supporters who would of course, improve the way in which their fellow fans are treated on match day and elsewhere – the ticket office, the club shop and all the rest”. Biss also backs the introduction of safe-standing areas into grounds, though given the emotiveness of this issue he does not advocate this being compulsory. As well as improving the atmosphere inside the ground, Biss states that this is a “a proven method of reducing ticket prices and increasing revenue for clubs”.

Keeping attendances high feels like something of a house of cards. On one hand, it makes financial sense for clubs to see a revolving door of different supporters each week, who are more likely to arrive early at the ground and buy overpriced lager (and not complain about the fact they are not allowed to drink it within sight of the pitch) and official merchandise. Yet at the same time, the game relies on those that attend every week to create the atmosphere the English game is famed for.

For now, the clubs are mostly succeeding. For every supporter that walks away, there are significantly more that are unable to break the emotional bond they feel with their club, no matter how poorly they are treated. Dave Usher speaks of how “refreshing” the likes of FC United and AFC Liverpool are, but is unsure whether he could ever follow another team:

“If Liverpool hit hard times and ended up playing in the Conference, I’d still watch because they’re my team. I’ve watched them since I was a kid, maybe if I’d also watched the likes of Marine or someone it would be easier to walk away from LFC, but they’re all I know really.”

Although the loyalty of existing fans can still largely be relied upon (though Usher admits he can see a time where his hand might be forced by the sheer expense of attending), an issue which those that run the game will not be able to ignore forever is how to attract the next generation of supporters.

In David Conn’s The Beautiful Game, an excellent 2005 investigation into the state of modern football, Conn speaks at length about the ageing fanbases at football clubs, stating that by 2003 a mere 7% of season tickets were aged 16-24. Conn argues that this is down to a combination of ticket cost plus the fact that teenagers have significantly more ways in which to spend their leisure time than previous generations. If those that run the game do not act fast – either by finding ways to reduce prices, engaging with increasingly marginalised and disillusioned supporters or by enacting measures to improve the entire matchday experience, the next generation of season ticket holders simply won’t exist, and no amount of satellite television razzmatazz will be able to mask it.





Gay in Cyprus: being pushed back into the closet


When marriage is all that matters, women must be married off quickly. Pennie Varvarides recounts the frustrations of a month spent in Cyprus.


Pennie Varvarides

“Have you found a nice Cypriot boy to marry, yet? Don’t worry, we’ll find you one.”

This was the first thing all new people said to me during my month in Cyprus. And sometimes was repeated each time I saw a person.

This was frustrating for a number of reasons; now, apart from the fact that a woman’s worth shouldn’t be tied up to whether or not she’s found someone to marry her, I’m also gay and have no interest in marrying a boy at all – Cypriot or not.

Coming out to an Orthodox family was as dramatic as you can imagine and included threats of (God forbid) moving to Cyprus; but years on and it’s not really an issue anymore.

Luckily, since coming out to my parents seven years ago, the TV has occasionally starting showing that gays exist, which I think helped them realise it wasn’t actually a big deal.

Cyprus hasn’t quite come this far, however. Marriage is everything. The whole game is about getting hitched and reproducing, and nothing else much matters.

This quote from an article on Red Cactus says it perfectly: “My parents would never be able to recover from the shame of having a lesbian as a daughter, I know this for a fact. I also have two younger (straight) sisters, they would also be affected by me coming out; the family would be gossiped about and lose respect. Also, my sisters will lose the chance to marry well. It’s a mess, but it’s a mess that’s not going to change for us here.”

Pushed back into the closet 

The first time the neighbour said it, the thing about finding me a husband, I let it go. It didn’t bother me, I didn’t care.

The second time she said it, I let it go again. My Greek isn’t great and I couldn’t be bothered to try and explain gay. I shouldn’t have to explain myself to strangers. Besides, I tick all those blasted stereotypes: vegetarian, Doc Martens, shaved head. You know what I’m talking about. The next step would be walking around with a sign, for clarity.

But here I am, in a tiny village in Cyprus, somehow pushed back into the closet.

The next time the neighbour joked about finding me a husband, my gran laughed. This made me feel particularly uncomfortable, because my gran knows I’m gay. I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want to embarrass her, but I think me not saying anything fuelled the joke a little.

I told my cousin about this first sentence phenomenon and she laughed at me. Soon after, I met her (our) uncle. Guess what the very first thing he said to me was when I was introduced…

Being young and gay in Cyprus

The thing is, I’m a fairly strong individual who can generally shrug most things off, but as the month went by the “find Pennie a husband” theme really started to grate. And to be honest, dramatically less stable teenage Pennie wouldn’t have been able to handle it at all. Which leaves me wondering about Cyprus’ teen gays. How on Earth do they cope?

I went to investigate a gay club in Limassol recommended to me by one of my cousins. I was surprised that such athing existed, to be honest, and I wanted to meet some gays and ask them some questions. But when I got there I felt way too uncomfortable. There were only two other people in there, sitting on stools having a silent drink against a backdrop of loud disco music. I couldn’t do it – I ran away.

As the month drew to a close, my gran took me to see some of her friends in the mountains. Again, the very first thing the husband said to me was about finding a Cypriot to marry, so I could move to Cyprus. I politely told them I didn’t want to marry a Cypriot boy or move to Cyprus, and his wife quickly responded with: “What you need is to marry a Greek man. A real Greek, from Greece.”


I snapped and told them I had an English girl waiting for me back home.



This comment really offended me. Mostly because it implied that Greeks are better than Cypriots, but also because in reinforced this confused idea of Greece’s ownership and herodom that I’d learnt so much about on my trip.

So I snapped. I told them I had an English girl waiting for me back home. They corrected my Greek and said “English boy”.

“No,” I said. “English girl.”

This exchange looped about three of four times, before I cut her off. “Girl, female, woman,” I said.

There was this awkward pause, broken moments later by my gran saying: “This one hasn’t wanted to get married since she was a little girl.”

The conversation then switched to how the youth of today don’t want to get married anymore and how they don’t know what they’re doing.

I took myself for a walk.

Interestingly, it wasn’t all bad. In Dali, my dad’s village, I sat in my aunt’s house having a coffee and showing them pictures of my sister and her baby on my laptop. I scrolled past a picture of my girlfriend sitting on my bed holding up a book.

She stopped me and asked me to show her a photo of my girlfriend. I looked at her, a little confused, and then complied.

Me and my aunt have never had the gay chat before, because it hasn’t really come up. What she did next was very cute. She gave me a little speech about how things are changing in Cyprus. How nobody really cares if you’re gay anymore, that there is actually a lesbian couple living in the village and people are a lot more relaxed. She told me not to worry what people think and that so long as you’re happy then nothing else matters.

That said, same-sex couples still don’t have the same legal rights as straight couples. Luckily, the island’s membership in the EU meant it had to update its human rights legislation, which included laws regarding sexual orientation and gender identity, so it’s not as bad as it used to be.

Fear not, though, readers. At least I managed to escape unmarried.





Turning coffee grounds into mushrooms

RM

Mushrooms. They are nature’s great recyclers – fungus releases enzymes that can help break down organic matter, plastic and wood. They are also, quite possibly, the material of the future. Ecovative is a New York-based company turning biowaste into packaging. It sells a grow-it-yourself kit that interior designers are using to fashion a range of objects, including lampshades. Meanwhile fashion designers like Suzanne Lee are fermenting textiles in vats of bacteria.

As resourceful as they appear to be out of the edible world, they are playing a role in making food chains circular, with a little help from coffee beans.

Around 200,000 tonnes of ground coffee waste are wasted in London alone each year, according to research published last year. And now a number of start-ups are using waste coffee, collected from local cafes and restaurants, to grow oyster mushrooms. In the UK, there is the Espresso Mushroom Company and Fungi Futures. On the other side of the pond there is Back to the Roots. Its founders say their “mission is to make food personal again through the passionate development of tools that educate and inspire, one family at a time”.

It’s not a relatively new concept. People have been at it for several years. But it is becoming an increasingly field to invest in as debate rages over the unsustainable future of our food and how it’s sourced. The utopian of going hyperlocal and growing all the food we need in the comfort of our own homes is being continuously touted as a real possibility.

So how does it work? The process can be quite technical, but in layman’s terms it’s rather simple. The waste coffee collected from generous establishments is mixed with a sort of paper (recycled, of course) mulch to form a fertiliser. The concoction is left in bags to incubate, and after a few weeks’ growth, white mycelium should be spawn. The mycelium feeds on the waste for its nutrients and, hey presto, eventually small mushrooms begin to emerge.

A kit to start growing your own would cost around £15-20; that’s roughly the same price as a kilo of Fairtrade coffee in some shops. Each kit provides the user with several life cycles. That’s a lot of mushrooms. For those who suffer from mycophobia (the fear of mushrooms), research shows that coffee beans can also be used to grow other vegetables such as tomatoes.

It may sound like something that belongs firmly in the Jetsons’ kitchen, but when we imagine the future of our own kitchens, filled with urban aquaponics systems and machines that convert waste into edible treats, the notion of having pots of coffee beans sprouting into mushrooms our window sills is a perfect addition.





Down and out in Tin Can Town


Established as temporary emergency housing in 2007, Blikkiesdorp is where Cape Town's human flotsam and jetsam washes up - and for most of its residents their only other option would be to live on the streets


Raymond Joseph

Standing in the middle of a rutted sand road, oblivious to the rivulets of foul-smelling sewage water running down the middle, Sarah Jones points to a block of corrugated iron shacks where a group of people are gathered outside in the hot morning sun.

“That’s P Block,” she says. “It’s where the Woodstock people stay. Next door are the Salt River people and over there is where the Wynberg people live,” she says, pointing to yet another block of square, one-roomed, match-box sized and corrugated-iron homes.

She continues pointing animatedly in different directions, rattling off a list of Cape Town suburbs – and behind each is a story of human tragedy, lives destroyed and communities torn apart. They include families who are victims of creeping gentrification, as once down-at-heel suburbs become trendy and long-time residents forced out after landlords raise rents beyond their means. Then there are the families whose lives have been turned upside down after breadwinners were left unemployed when their jobs evaporated, victims of South Africa’s shrinking economy.

Yet others are desperate land invaders who moved to Cape Town from poverty-stricken rural areas in search of work. And refugees, who fled violence in their home countries, only to be attacked and forced to flee the waves of xenophobia that are South Africa’s shame.

All have washed up in Blikkiesdorp, a fenced-off dormitory settlement consisting of 1,750 one-roomed corrugated iron houses. It lies 30 km from Cape Town, hidden from sight behind a sand dune at the end of one of Cape Town International Airport’s runways.

It’s worlds apart from the “other” Cape Town, with an iconic mountain range running down its spine, bracketed by azure seas and sparkling white beaches, with fine wines, art galleries and excellent restaurants, and which regularly features in lists of the world’s best cites to live, work, play and holiday. Jones, 52, and her family are part of this community of down-and-out people who call Blikkiesdorp – Tin Can Town – home. All are united by poverty and desperation and most would be living on the streets if they had not ended up in here.

In official jargon, Blikkiesdorp is a Temporary Resettlement Area (TRA) that was set up in 2007 as “emergency housing” for people with nowhere else to go. But eight years later it has an air of permanence and most residents do not believe they will ever be able to escape.

“The Delft Symphony Way TRA (Blikkiesdorp’s official name) will remain a temporary relocation area for the immediate future,” says Councillor Benedicta van Minnen, Cape Town’s Mayoral Committee Member for Human Settlements. “It could, however, benefit in a future improvement and upgrading project”, she says, adding that while the area does not have “a ring-fenced budget, funding is made available as and when needed”.

Signs of this growing permanence can be seen in recently built play areas for the settlement’s children, a council-provided crèche and several social workers. A non-denominational church, in a large circus-like tent that leaks through holes in the roof when it rains, offers Sunday services, after-school and weekend activities to distract youngsters from joining one of the area’s gangs and partaking in the cheap, easily available drugs. It also provides a space for children to do their homework after school and have a simple meal, sometimes the only real nutrition some will get that day. It is one of three churches and a mosque, also in a tent, in the settlement. The vast majority of the more than 20,000 people living in Blikkiesdorp are black or (mixed race) coloureds, with a handful of whites sprinkled among them.

Human dumping ground

Critics describe it as “a human dumping ground” ravaged by poverty, illness, addiction and drug-induced crime. Author and academic Johnny Steinberg, in his recently-published book A Man of Good Hope, is far more graphic in his description of Blikkiesdorp. “It’s Cape Town’s asshole, the muscle through which the city shits out the parts it does not want,” he writes. This crude analogy is reinforced by the all-pervading stench of sewage in the air that makes outsiders gag, even though residents seem oblivious to it.

As we wander through the camp, I am struck by the large number of children dressed in ragged hand-me-downs, playing in the dusty streets oblivious to the vile-smelling rivulets of water seeping from overflowing manholes. And the high number of skinny dogs, many of them puppies or bitches, their teats heavy with milk. At Q Block a group of foreign refugees from various African countries is gathered on a street corner, listlessly watching the world go by.

Like many in this group, Mohamed Madodi, was living rough under a bridge in Woodstock when municipal officials swooped, put them and their meagre possessions on the back of a truck and transported them to Blikkiesdorp.

“They said it was temporary, but that was in 2009 and we are still here. I came to South Africa looking for a better life, but I would go home tomorrow if I could afford to,” he says.

Ali Mohamed, who came to South Africa from Zanzibar in 2009 looking for work, says he just wants to go home, but cannot afford the bus fare. “I wish I never came here because now I am trapped in Blikkiesdorp,” he says.

Sarah Jones’ son Yippie, 34, keeps up a running commentary as he guides us around the area. Outside a tiny shop housed in a converted shipping container, he points out three attractive teenage girls dressed in skimpy spaghetti tops and tight-fitting, low-riding jeans.

“They do business with men between the shacks,” he whispers. I ask what they charge and when I do a quick conversion in my head, I’m shocked to realise that it equates to a mere 50 pence. “It’s all their customers can afford and people here, like these young girls, do what they must to survive,” he says.


These houses are boiling hot in summer and damp and freezing cold in winter, so our children are always sick



Single mother Mareena de Koter was living in a shack in a backyard in the suburb of Kuilsriver and struggled to survive on the ZAR1,100 (about £65) child grant she receives, with more than two-thirds of it going on rent.

“It is better here because I do not pay rent and water is free. I get some free electricity and only need to pay for a little bit more. Gift of the Givers [an NGO] used to bring us food and that helped us feed our kids. But that has stopped and now you will often see children scratching in bins looking for something to eat,” she says.

Her friend Charlene Europa butts in. “We must move because this place is not right for us. It’s very dangerous for women and girls, the street lights are often broken and it is not safe to be outside after dark. We have had cases of children being taken and there was even an incident when a baby was raped,” she says.

Sharon Coleridge, who was part of a community evicted from shacks illegally built on the pavements along a major road as part of a protest to force the authorities to house them, says: “I hate this place and I felt a lot safer when I was living in a shack next to the road. Here I’ve been robbed twice. Even if you lock the door, thieves just cut holes in the corrugated iron. These houses are boiling hot in summer and damp and freezing cold in winter, so our children are always sick.”

Xenophobia

Mohamed Ali Sayed, 65, fled the war in Somalia and for his first few years in Cape Town he ran a successful container shop in nearby Delft, until he was forced to flee for his life after his business was burned to the ground during a xenophobic attack in 2007. After spending a few years in a refugee camp set up by the UN, he opened another business in Khayelitsha township. But it was looted and burned down in a new wave of xenophobia and he was moved to Blikkiesdorp by the UN, having lost everything.

He produces a plastic folder filled with a pathetic collection of crumpled, well-thumbed official documents: his refugee status papers, copies of police reports he made about the attacks and a copy of a letter he wrote to the UN appealing for help.

“I do not like this place, but I have no choice. I can’t afford to set up a new shop and I can’t go home because I will be killed,” he says, speaking through an interpreter. “I can’t see that I will ever leave this place … I feel helpless.”

Achmad Ali, 22, from Mogadishu, says he fled to South Africa in 2009 to escape the war in his own country. “I was still at school and if I stayed I would have been forced to fight for Al Shabaab, or be killed if I refused.”

Michael Matthee and his wife Marianna are two of a handful of whites living in Blikkiesdorp. “I lost my job five years ago when the security company I was working for closed down and I could no longer afford to pay my rent on the flat in which we lived. The council gave us a place here and we are grateful to have a roof over our heads,” he says. “I was very nervous at first, but we are used to it now and we get on well with all our neighbours. People do not see colour here, we are all just poor and trying to make ends meet.”

And then it strikes me: everyone I have spoken to has a different story to tell, yet like Matthee’s they are depressingly similar, with a central theme of poverty and desperation and lives that have crashed and burned.

A few hours later my photographer and video journalist colleagues and I say our farewells and head back to our homes in the leafy suburbs of Cape Town.

But for most of Blikkiesdorp’s residents leaving is not an option open to them.





The religious stranglehold of the DUP in Northern Ireland


The fight for equality for the LGBT community has lasted 40 years but now faces a terrifying setback


Rod McCance 


What is proposed is not a conscience clause, it is a discrimination clause.

Amnesty International’s Patrick Corrigan thus described Paul Givan’s proposed "Conscience Clause", which would effectively let people with "strongly held" religious beliefs actively discriminate against the gay, lesbian, trans and bi population of Northern Ireland. DUP MLA Paul Givan formed the idea for the bill and sought to introduce it after Ashers Baking Co. refused customers who wished to have a cake made with a slogan that supported gay marriage.

The cake, which was to be made for an event supporting International Day Against Homophobia and Transphobia, was “at odds” with their Christian beliefs. If The Lagan Valley MLA’s private member’s bill (or to give it its full title, Consultation on the Northern Ireland Freedom of Conscience Amendment Bill) goes through then it will enable discrimination, intolerance and a momentous step backwards.

The DUP has a long history of action against homosexuality dating back to the early days of the Troubles in Northern Ireland, when Ian Paisley led his party on a campaign to "save Ulster from sodomy", claiming homosexual acts were "a crime against God and man and its practice is a terrible step to the total demoralisation of any country", which was intended to prevent the decriminalisation of homosexuality in Northern Ireland.

In reality, the demoralisation is of a deflated society tired of moralising, fundamentalist politicians fighting for their own rights, when others so desperately need equality. It has been a 40-year struggle for equality and the proposed legislation by Paul Givan is a terrifying step towards inequality for the country and a step back to those days of Ian Paisley and his beliefs that the bible claimed homosexuality was a sin.

It is only the first issue in a long line of intolerance, discrimination and bullying from the Democratic Unionist Party in Northern Ireland.

The DUP is one of the reasons for Northern Ireland lagging behind the rest of the UK in terms of equality. Gay men still cannot give blood, despite being able to in England, Scotland and Wales and the party is actively against same-sex marriage.

It seems that inequality in Northern Ireland is not only tolerated, but rewarded. Maurice Mills was given an MBE despite his outrageously homophobic views and his aggressive and forceful "Christian" viewpoint. Mills' comments are a disgrace to any honest human being. His MBE for services to local government seems like a mockery to the LBGT activists and campaigners who were also awarded honours by the Queen.

It isn’t the first time members of the DUP have outwardly expressed homophobic views. The party has a long and storied history of slander, hatred and discrimination against the homosexual community. In 2008, then DUP MLA and First Lady, Iris Robinson, claimed that homosexuality could be cured and that it was an "abomination".

The defence of Christianity seems to entitle members of government in this country to say horrible things and actively promote their bigotry towards members of society, whether it is because of their homosexuality, their nationality of their religious beliefs. The DUP seems to have no tolerance and members feel free to attack homosexuals, but once somebody calls them out on their hatred it suddenly is an attack on their old-fashioned, "Christian" beliefs. It is a horrendous double standard.

It would seem that a belief in God, or self-styled "Christian" beliefs, entitles you to do whatever you want and discriminate freely against whomever you want, be it gays, Irish, Muslims, or just about anyone who doesn’t fit the fundamentalist Christian mindset. In a country so deeply wounded by religious conflict, we need to develop a freedom that allows any man, woman and child to hold whatever beliefs or sexuality they have to be free.


We desperately need a culture of tolerance because our society is based on difference.



We have a society separated by religion and class and it should be up to our government to bring people closer together, to promote tolerance and respect for other cultures.

“Our religious beliefs are being ignored,” claims Givan, but when he says ignored he means that the DUP simply isn’t able to force them on the public. Major celebrities such as Stephen Fry and Ellen Page rang in on the debate. Fry claimed that “once again the religious right twisting truth to present themselves as victims”, as the DUP promoted its bill and interacted negatively with Fry himself, to which he responded “to be slammed by the bigots of the DUP is to be bathed in light and kissed by angels. I am content”.

Page responded to Mills: “The Queen honoured a politician who blamed Hurricane Katrina and Aids on LGBT people… fuck that.”

The responses and attention that is being drawn to the issues are a rallying cry for people in Northern Ireland to say that this is not right.

On Saturday 21 January, more than 1,000 people attended a rally in Belfast to protest against the conscience clause, while other events were held in Newry and Derry/Londonderry, at which speakers from the Green Party, Sinn Féin and members of Amnesty International all spoke out against the proposed clause. A public consultation on the bill closes on 27 February, while in just over 48 hours a petition on All Out amassed more than 100,000 signatures against the bill. The petition states: “Please remove this amendment from consideration. Throw it out and send a strong message that Northern Ireland stands for equality.”

The DUP is a blight on Northern Ireland and its religious stranglehold on the country as well as its medieval religious views are against basic human rights for everyone that lives in Northern Ireland. Democracy can’t exist if unjust discrimination is at the forefront of a nation. The lack of morality and humanity in the conscience clause is astounding; rights are equal no matter what religion, sexual orientation, or lack thereof. Christian rights are the same as gay rights.







The LGBTI community scared into silence


South Africa's LGBTI community has been scared into silence, despite liberal and protective laws


Roxanne Joseph

It was just after midnight when David* left a bar on Yeoville’s (a suburb in Johannesburg’s city centre) busy Rockey Street to make a phone call. He left his friends inside and walked out onto the street alone.

A 28-year-old Congolese man, David has been living openly as a gay man in Yeoville for nearly a decade. So when a group of men silently walked towards him, he knew what was about to happen.

The men quickly had him on the ground, kicking him in the ribs, face, groin and back. The blows stung. Helpless, he curled up into a ball, waiting for it to be over.

Around him, the air was thick with each blow, his lungs felt heavier and his breathing slowed. Hopeless, he gave up almost immediately on trying to shield his body as their black boots struck him, crunching and cracking.

“I decided not to fight back, that just isn’t me. I hate violence. I just prayed for them to stop and, eventually, I guess they’d had enough and they just walked away, laughing and talking loudly.”

He heard voices in the distance and the steady beat of loud music from the club above him. He started to cry, suddenly afraid that his tears would spur his attackers on, causing them to inflict even more pain on his already broken body.

“Every day I live in fear that I will be attacked again,” said David, months later from the safety of a coffee shop in another area, away from the city centre. His decision to live openly as a gay man was not an easy one. And it has come at a high cost.

It was the physical attack, and its brutality, that changed him the most, forcing him for the first time to try and hide his sexuality from the homophobic gaze of his neighbours and to spend more time away from Yeoville.


I’m scared, nervous. I worry about what will happen if I’m too open.



Once home to a thriving lesbian and gay community, Yeoville and other areas like it are now filled with homophobic attitudes and hatred, effectively cutting out a significant part of their communities- their LGBTIs. With little to no structural support in these areas, people are forced to either rely on one another and face possible condemnation, or struggle in silence.

They cannot rely on the police for assistance, as many of them are illegal immigrants and believe that regardless of their nationality, they would not be helped.

South Africa, are we really ahead of the rest?

Set against the backdrop of the most liberal of African countries when it comes to LGBTIs, South Africa has a complex and diverse history and relationship with LGBTI rights.

On the surface, South Africa has been a leading nation in advancing LGBTI rights. It was the first country in the world to recognise LGBTI rights as human rights in its Constitution, and one of the first to recognise gay marriage.

However, despite this, the attitudes of many South Africans are deeply homophobic. Gay people, in poorer areas in particular, suffer from a lack of support from the authorities and their families.

Nthanthla* has not yet come out to her family because she is scared of what they will think of her. She says the only support the Yeoville gay community has is each other but “even that is limited”. Many people are not willing to be openly gay and even fewer are prepared to come out as lesbian.


They’re afraid of corrective rape and of being killed



Corrective rape is a hate crime in which someone is raped because of their sexual orientation or gender identity. Its intended consequence is to “fix” someone to conform with heterosexuality or gender stereotypes. Although South Africa has laws against any type of rape corrective rape is often overlooked, especially in the country’s poorer areas.

Sarah*, a lesbian woman and a black South African, has lived in Yeoville for five years and said the fear of being “found to be gay or lesbian” is very real, especially for women. Last year she was raped by three men who told her they were trying to “fix” her.

“Men I believed were harmless, but actually, they’re monsters.”

She was walking home one night carrying a plastic shopping bag in her hand when a group of men grabbed her. They took her to an empty park where they shoved her to the ground. One of them held her hands above her head, the other pinned her feet to the ground, the third raped her. Then they swapped places and swapped again before they were done.

All eyes on SA

Although it regularly supports and even mediates an end to conflicts and wars throughout the continent, South Africa has remained reluctant to publicly condemn the string of anti-LGBTI laws that have popped up around it. These include Uganda, Nigeria and Gambia.

But is it really our responsibility to defend the rest of the continent when we can’t even get it right here? Perhaps, in areas like Yeoville, Melville and Hillbrow, which are all at the centre of Johannesburg.

Gabriel Kahn, the youth director of Gay and Lesbian Memory in Action (Gala), says this changed when the city “began to fragment” in the 1990s. The white population moved out and African immigrants moved in. The city neglected the CBD and surrounding areas, leading to damage and decay in some parts.

Today, Yeoville and its surrounds are filled with migrants and refugees, mostly from Africa, who have come to South Africa for a number of different reasons, including fleeing homophobic laws and attitudes in their home countries.

“A small minority come because of their sexual orientation and the belief that our progressive laws can protect them,” says Kahn. “But when they arrive here, they often have to stay with people from their home countries and then they don’t really get to escape the homophobia … they might have been experiencing back home.”

Even though South Africa has laws which are meant to protect people based on their sexual orientation, Kahn says this is not always put into practice by authorities who may also be xenophobic in addition to being homophobic.

“When people arrive here they have a double whammy of prejudice,” Kahn says.

Speaking at the release of Human Rights Watch’s World Report 2015, South Africa was chastised for its silence on the issue of LGBTI-rights. Graeme Reid, the director of the LGBT programme said that the country’s “diplomacy does not need to be so quiet that no one can hear it”.

This comes at a time when South Africa is being scrutinised for its every move. From allowing the police into parliament and forcibly removing members of parliament, all while jamming cell phone reception and signal, to leaking hundreds of intelligence documents from spy agencies around the world, all eyes are on us.

So, what lies ahead for South Africa’s LGBTI community? The government has remained silent, as its LGBTIs continue to be regularly harassed and viciously attacked for their (personal) sexual preferences and orientation. It may just be up to the youth, who have been the only ones to speak out against ill-treatment and discrimination of members of the LGBTI community. There are a number of organisations, including Gala, that are working towards changing policy, but it is up to the public to ensure an attitude change.

**Names have been changed due to the sensitive nature of the subject.*

Note: A version of this article first appeared on Yeoville Now, as part of an in-depth investigation into the area’s lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender and intersex (LGBTI) community.





Rugby World Cup 2015: What it means for England and the sport


In six months time England will kick off versus Fiji in the first match of RWC 2015, but will it capture the imagination of a nation?


Sam Jermy

Walking up those concrete steps for the first time and seeing the stadium awash with white shirts must be a beautiful moment. Pulling on that same shirt adorned with the red rose, and then running out of the tunnel onto the pristine grass pitch, to be greeted by an 80,000-strong passionate home support must be something else entirely.

You only have to look back at six-year old mascot Harry Westlake before the England v Italy Six Nations match, where he was pictured alongside the players with hand on chest belting out the national anthem at Twickenham, to see how patriotic followers of the sport can be.

Although rugby hasn’t traditionally had the razzmatazz and commercial glitz which premier league football specialises in, it is worth remembering the oval balled game only turned professional in 1995; a whole three years after England’s Premiership division was formed. So with that in mind, is rugby finally coming of age on the cusp of the 2015 World Cup?

To understand what position rugby in England finds itself in, it is appropriate to go back to 1991 and see how things looked when we were first involved in being a host nation.

Rory Underwood played on the wing for England throughout the tournament, and to this day still holds the record of being England’s all-time top tryscorer. When asked for his thoughts, he said: “I’m really looking forward to the RWC in England this year and I remember in ’91 what an experience it was playing in a home World Cup.

“However, it wasn’t until after the tournament had finished I realised how big it had been. Whilst we were together during the tournament we were actually quite cosseted from the outside world.

“We were aware there was a growing interest from the general public and the media but had no idea how big it had become. For months after the tournament had finished, I was repeatedly stopped by strangers who recognised me and told me that although they were not rugby supporters they were glued to the TV, cheering us on.

“Still to this day, people talk to me about the ’91 World Cup and debate whether the David Campese ‘deliberate knock on’ should have been a penalty try!”

So it is clear to see England’s number two sport has the ability to grab the attention of the general public during during major international tournaments. But what about lasting foundations, to build on the initial sparks of interest? Underwood added: “There is no doubt that our performance in that home World Cup was a catalyst for a generation of new rugby players. The increase in kids going to mini rugby was huge and from visiting various rugby clubs around the country I hear how well their mini rugby section has blossomed since that time.

“Legacy takes many forms and although I’m proud of all the various influences the ’91 World Cup had…a personal favourite is hearing from parents who’d come up and tell me they’d named their son after me!”

Aside from having children named Rory, it is important to back up the time, energy and finances invested by delivering tangible results. This does not just mean results on the pitch; but heightened attendance and participation figures coupled with monetary return on investment are key concerns.

According to financial firm Ernst & Young, the 2015 Rugby World Cup could add £1 billion to GDP, generating a total output of £2.2 billion partly thanks to an estimated record 470,000 visiting fans from across the globe.

Paul Morgan, Communications Director at Premiership Rugby, said: “While Premiership Rugby regards the World Cup as a golden opportunity for the game in England we simply don’t know if this will lead to an increase in attendances. Legacy from Rugby World Cup and the RFU has focused on participation rather than increasing the supporter base but all clubs in Aviva Premiership will be engaging in many and varied activities before, during and after the tournament so they will be in the perfect position to capitalise on increased interest in rugby during and after the event.

“There are no guarantees with this and we cannot afford to presume, so it will take a lot of hard work from our clubs to translate the interest into new spectators. Even increasing attendances by 1-2 percent takes a huge amount of hard work. Saracens, Sale Sharks and Wasps have recently moved into new, magnificent stadiums while Exeter Chiefs and Bath Rugby have just increased their capacity and both Leicester Tigers and Northampton Saints will do the same in the summer. So clubs in the Aviva Premiership are perfectly placed to make the most of it. The recent 4.2 percent increase in attendances show what an attractive product the 12 clubs are producing on a week by week basis.

“Both Gloucester Rugby and Exeter Chiefs are two of the most vibrant clubs in world rugby, so they’ll see a particular added benefit of being match venues. They both have deep roots in their local community, strong fan bases and wonderful commercial support from their cities.

“We would expect them to put on Rugby World Cup matches that will live long in the memory. They are the heartlands of rugby union in England.”

Those majestic moments, such as the Jonny Wilkinson winning drop goal for England in the 2003 final, or the sight of Jonah Lomu running over Mike Catt and others on the way to scoring four tries in the 1995 semi-final, can define a tournament. But for those who manage to play in the Rugby World Cup, albeit not in the later stages, they have different and more personal abiding memories.

Dave Tiueti is a former Tongan international who got 21 caps for his country, and that included three 1999 Rugby World Cup appearances. It was also partly held in England, and Twickenham holds special relevance for Tiueti. He said: “My best rugby experience without a doubt was not just making the squad for the world cup, but to then go on to score against England at the home of rugby, it was unbelievable. Some of the other players were really taken aback and surprised by how massive the stadium was.

“I had a feeling I was going to make it into the squad because I had been playing well at Bristol and had a couple of good games for Tonga the season before, but when I received the phone call from the chairman telling me the news I was made up.

“Our players back then were enjoying the atmosphere, probably a bit more than playing, because for some of them it was the first time they had travelled to England. We only had a small amount of Tonga fans here compared to the likes of England or France because it is so far away, so we mixed with our fans a lot more by bringing them into the hotel and soaking up the tournament fever.

“Just think of what the London 2012 Olympics was like for the country when it was taking place; hopefully the World Cup will have the same affect. It will be a massive opportunity for English rugby, especially for grassroots participation and for getting new fans and players into pro clubs. They can take advantage of the exposure and possibly attract new signings off the back of the tournament.”

Morgan agreed with Tiueti’s sentiments by stating that Aviva Premiership clubs work tirelessly to bring the best talent from around the world to England while developing many players who are ready to play for England at test level. “As a result, we have seen this season that Aviva Premiership rugby has never been more vibrant, exciting and competitive.” he added.

In terms of which country will physically lift the Webb Ellis trophy on 31 October and be crowned world champions, Tiueti’s beloved Tonga side have their work cut out. “We beat France in 2011 and we all know they made it to the final against the All Blacks, so anything could happen.” he quipped.

The former Ospreys player of the season said: “I still have the big three of New Zealand, South Africa and Australia from the southern hemisphere as front runners in my book.

“If England win it even better…they should be right there at the end stages anyway but because it is at home they have that added dimension”

Walking back down those concrete steps knowing England are rugby world champions would be sweet enough, but you sense the tournament could capture the imagination of the nation regardless.





A citizens' senate

Scott

British democracy is in need of reform. There is no need to rehearse the multitude of indiscretions, scandals, and lies emerging from the public sphere, but we cannot ignore the undemocratic behaviour of our government. The government oversteps what many of us regard to be its rightful limits all too often. The government may fail to adhere to its manifesto, rendering our vaunted first-past-the-post system a farcical display of elective oligarchy rather than true democracy.

Some of us regard the austerity measures while bankers still earn bonuses to be an example of rank hypocrisy. Some of us consider benefit cheats to be antithetical to the vaunted ideals of Britishness and personal responsibility. Thankfully, it is not necessary to take a stance on this.

What this problem boils down to, though, is the unchecked use of power within the British political system. Power emanates from the people. We cast our votes and grant a mandate to such and such party. Beyond that, we have very little power to ensure that the government actually represents our interests, besides our retroactive sanctioning potential in voting a government out.

What I want to suggest here, instead, is that it is possible to let our government to go about the business of governing us, providing us with the basic framework we require to lead our lives, and taking decisions that most of us are either unqualified or unable to take. But, while they may undertake an unenviable task, that does not mean that they should be beyond popular scrutiny.

We live in a democracy. The decisions undertaken should reflect the will of the British people. Short of reducing democracy to an Athenian agora model, there are few ways that we can ensure that it is always the people’s will which is decisive over action.

Nonetheless, the most useful, and easily entrenchable change concerns the role and make-up of our upper house, the House of Lords.

We need not consider here the many ways in which the Lords is unrepresentative of a modern society, or that the members are selected by the lower house (sometimes in exchange for campaign funds), or even that many of them abuse the system and claim allowances while doing no work.[1]

Regardless of the ineptitude of the current House, we should want to reform it for the simple reason that it does not represent the will of the British public. How many of us are law lords, bishops, or millionaire political donors? Not many, I’d guess. What are the chances that these people, who are supposed to provide a check on our lower house, will ever actually act in the interests of the British public when they’re so horribly divorced from the average person’s experience of life?

Why not construct an upper house which doesn’t seek to safeguard existing interests, but which ensures that our relatively unfettered lower house has a genuine obstacle to overcome when it attempts to legislate?

Who would fill our hypothetical upper house? All of us. If we are competent enough to determine the outcome of criminal cases when we sit on juries, why aren’t we competent enough to provide a check on public policy?

My preference for determining the composition of the upper house is through a process of sortition, selection by lot. Randomised selection of British people who will decide whether the British government is acting in British interests.

There are obvious concerns with this approach. Some potential issues include who is most likely to fill the upper house and whether the work carried out is too complex for the average person.

On the face of it, it seems likely that it will be those with the time and resources to commit to public work who would flock to a reconstituted upper house. But, it is possible to implement mechanisms to enable participation by anyone, including: financial remuneration; safeguarding someone’s job until their public service is finished; and providing childcare for those who need it.

The work being carried out on deliberative democracy has come a long way in showing that the average person is able to make the kind of decisions currently being taken by the Lords. There is much research that suggests that the average person, granted the time and information, can come to the same decisions as our Lords.[2] Indeed, James Fishkin has emphasised that the average person can make important decisions when situated in the right context, and granted the right resources and support. The Center for Deliberative Democracy has produced much research showing this to be the case.[3]

We had one of the world’s first democracies: we should be one of the first to reform our democracy in light of the changing circumstances of life. An aristocracy looking after our best interests is archaic. We can do better than that.

[1] http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-25411182

[2] Alex Zakaras, ‘Lot and Democratic Representation: A Modest Proposal,’ Constellations 17 (Oxford: Blackwell Publishing, 2010). [3] http://cdd.stanford.edu/polls/





Theorising the non-ideal society

Scott

We all make assumptions to different extents and in different situations. We try to predict how other people will act in certain situations based on what we know about them. Often we are wrong.

Teachers assume certain techniques will work with their students. Journalists assume that their readership will have an interest in their work. In politics, parties and officials make assumptions about the electorate and how they’re likely to behave in a given situation, or the likely outcomes of policies

Underlying practical political activity, are theoretical claims which provide a framework for discussion. In the aftermath of the Charlie Hebdo attacks, much of the discussion has focused on rights of free expression, to freedom of thought, and religious freedoms. Not many people understand the nature of rights, the way they conflict with democracy, or their historic development. Nonetheless, they invoke them uncritically.

Part of the reason for this is what can be called an intellectual division of labour. Not everyone has the time or inclination to analyse every idea or concept that they discuss. It is the job of political theorists to perform the task of clarifying concepts, ideas, and theories, which then pass into the public lexicon.

But, the problem with this intellectual task is that even though academics are entrusted with improving the public fund of knowledge, even their claims are built on shaky foundations, and this passes into public minds.

Some people may scoff at the suggestion that philosophers really inform public debate, but we only have to consider Philip Pettit’s theory of neo-republicanism and how it impacted upon Spanish legislation, or Cass Sunstein’s role as former administrator of the White House Office of Information and Regulatory Affairs.

So, we have two ways in which these ideas can pass into the public sphere: the dissemination of ideas to the wider public who then take them up and use them; and the direct inclusion of theorists and philosophers within governments.

All well and good, except academic theories are far from uncontroversial and, while intellectually stimulating, can be practically dangerous. The reason for this is that in political theory, as in the real world, assumptions have to be made. We have to make claims about how people act, or what they want, or what they deserve etc. The assumptions here, though, are not quite the same as the probabilistic ones adopted in real life. While we may dispute whether people are wholly or solely self-interested, theorists often use much narrower, and much more idealised assumptions.

In 2004, Zapatero in Spain used Pettit’s Republicanism: A Theory of Freedom to inform some of his legislative proposals, and later invited him back to audit the government’s record. But, Pettit’s work is not without its own problems, and we should be wary of the ways in which it is used to inform political decision-making.

In brief, Pettit builds on the Roman republican conception of a free person in order to offer an account of how contemporary societies might be designed to enable people to live freely. But, in order to be able to offer an account of the free person, he has to utilise a conception of people in order to describe what would make them free. Pettit’s conceptualisation of individuals involves making a distinction between their role in society as a citizen and their role as a particular person. We are both citizens of our societies, and individual persons with our own particular interests, and these two aspects of people may conflict. As a theoretical citizen, we might have an interest in a criminal justice system, but as particular people, we might break laws. Our hypothetical interests justify and legitimise our legal and institutional system, and we therefore theoretically agree to be subject to certain laws, even though we may break them.

It is an stimulating account of how we might reconcile freedom and subjection to laws, but it is built on an idealised conception of individuals which is highly problematic.

As a result of his distinction between citizens and particular persons, Pettit’s ideal society is heavily constitutionalised. Citizens are assumed to have an interest in a contestatory democracy, rather than a directly participatory one, and they have a few other loosely specified interests which it is not necessary to consider here. The upshot of this is that our hypothetical interests in a certain kind of society may conflict with our actual interests.

As an intellectual exercise, this isn’t too much of a problem, since other academics can critique the theory and suggest improvements.

But, when political theorists and philosophers become involved in government, we have to be wary, just as we have to be wary not to decontextualise academic ideas and uncritically import them into public decision-making.

What it boils down to, then, is the way in which we apply ideal concepts and types to the non-ideal world. We have seen how Marxist thought was perverted in its implementation Communist societies. We can see in the UK how personal responsibility becomes embedded in the public consciousness and is used to berate welfare dependency.

We all have our favoured political preferences, but we need to dig deeper and ask what ideals our opinions are premised on. Do socialists or Marxists question the underlying, and extremely controversial, assumptions which ground their ideas? Do they understand the ontological and epistemological claims that Marx makes? Do neo-liberals or libertarians understand the conception of humanity which underlie their emphasis on protecting property rights? The answer, sadly, is probably not.

Nonetheless, ideas pass from academia into real world politics, and are taken up and defended by people who do not understand the implications of their views.

Very rarely do people question these things, but they need to. We should all have an interest in questioning the basic assumptions which underlie our worldviews, and which come to structure our ways of thinking.

Philip Pettit, Republicanism: A Theory of Freedom and Government (Oxford University Press: Oxford, 1997).





A Happy Union Grammar Nerd, #5


“There Is No Way to Be As Graphic,” Or, WORDS THAT PUNCH & BITE & CLAW & DRAW BLOOD


Spindoctorjimbo

“There Is No Way to Be As Graphic,” Or,

WORDS THAT PUNCH & BITE & CLAW & DRAW BLOOD

‘ONCE MORE, DEAR FRIENDS, INTO THE BREECH!’

Every item in this series has noted the ultimate purpose of our work as scribes. We write to communicated sensations, ideas, perspectives, inclinations, intuitions, and more. This capacity distinguishes humanity as much as does any other ‘character trait’ of our kind. Arguably, its fruition is important to our survival, not to mention to our more routine well-being; thus, ‘every item in this series’ bears witness in this regard.

Most of what has transpired in the first four pieces in this episodic expression has been about how our communicative choices affect the substance of what we create. Today, however, the focus shifts to the methods that we deploy to make an experience of marks-on-pages most nearly correspond to the feeling of bullets flying, kisses sighing, children squalling, traffic stalling, and so on and so forth.

Not to say that the Spindoctor is expert in such matters, on the contrary he acknowledges his propensity to density and complexity, clunkiness and loopiness. However, he does assert the ability both to recognize and, upon command, to produce such textualization. In spite of his admitted tyro-status—his attempts at literary flight are very much those of a fledgling—in direct-and-absolutely-clear-and-simple expressive endeavors, the Spindoctor’s work here on Contributoria does contain many samples of such ways of conveying text.

Last month’s installation defined and exemplified this way of writing. In brief it occurs, first of all, in predicate-nominative sentences that use “There is” or “There are” to begin a complete thought that inverts the standard subject-verb relationship takes. The exemplification shows up in very definite instances of linking-verb predicate sentences, which always begin with a wholly unattributed “It is,” followed by either an adjective or noun—the latter the ‘nominative’ just above—and an either explicitly stated, perhaps just implied, “that” clause, or an infinitive phrase, which forms the actual sentence subject.

For review purposes, here are some samples.

*There is only one error, a substantial one, in that assessment.

*There are hundreds of campers who descend on the mountainside encampment every April first.

*It is undeniably accurate that I doubt his qualifications.

** *It is hopeless, and hence very like insane, to try to pin down a bureaucrat.** Further specimens of this species of sentence appear at the end of this essay, in line with what the current episode presents.

In that vein, for the balance of today’s installment in this Happy Union Grammar Nerd series, readers will encounter a couple of concepts about what I’ve called Indirect Construction. The first deals with how this style-choice presents the pieces of the world, the events of our times, and all the other material that writing seeks to contextualize. The second shows how more direct, sensory-enriched descriptions might at least frequently do an outstanding job in this same realm.

INDIRECT WRITING, AGAIN: “THERE IS A LOT TO SAY HERE”

Anyone who can write every sentence as if it were a canvas is either an utter genius or a cheap show-off. Nevertheless, the injunction to “show, don’t tell,” with its requirements of appealing to students’ senses, of calling on pupils’ innate proclivities to create and deploy images in any process of narrative comprehension, definitely counts as a useful tool for all writers to employ, whether genius is out of reach or showiness seems tawdry or worse.

What follows is a miniscule sample of Indirect Construction, in its typical telling mode, and direct alternatives that, reasonably, a reader might experience as more graphic, more likely to permit inducing sensual responses that include images or other sense impressions.

**There were undoubtedly many emotions that Premier Putin and President Obama experienced in their hour-long session together.*

****One can almost imagine the sweat—stinking both of fear and aggression—that these two leaders engendered in each other over the clock’s sixty ticking minutes.**

**There was simply no time for the goalie to do anything except flail wildly and ineffectually at the rocket headed for the back of the net.*

****As the striker’s kick rocketed the ball toward the back of the net, the goalie could only windmill like a man who has slipped and started to freefall.**

**It is worthy of condemnation that the news agency failed completely to check the factual or rational basis for the government’s assertions of ignorance.*

****With no more compunction than a flashy poker player running a bluff, the newscaster, without having so much as read the administration’s press release carefully, blandly reported the crafty pols’ handwringing protestations of ignorance.**

**It is clearly the truth that Genetically Modified Organisms, if used indiscriminately and without regard to protocols, can lead to superbugs or super-weeds that the original gene-splicing legerdemain was meant to disable or destroy.*

****The desperate drive to plow fields whose yields burst all the harried farmer’s bushels can lead to the choice to overlook the GMO seed-pack’s clear warning about overuse, so that fiendish choking weeds and relentless chomping bugs again choke and devour entire crops.**

These prose duos do their dances in different ways. While the more directly-imaged partner in the pair does not state exactly the indirectly composed complete thought’s idea, in each case, it closely resembles the facts and assessment there. Moreover, the point of this session of grammar-nerdiness is precisely to explore how journalistic or other non-fiction prose might help readers to see and feel what they are seeking to understand through their reading. More about this follows anon.

CAUSING PICTURES TO FORM IN READERS’ HEADS

Above, we have seen substitute phrasing for typical cases of Indirect Construction. Here, we will speak a bit more about the whole notion of relating to readers through their senses. We will also give a handful of examples of such usage, hopefully in such a fashion as to recommend this kind of practice.

To place such compositional moves in perspective, one might pose a set of questions. What is the aroma of decline and despair? What is the sound of approaching death? What does touching a last-second championship victory feel like? What tastes describe a toxic-waste disaster? What sights express an epic drought? The following five sentences attempt to portray, or otherwise make literally sensible, answers to these interrogatories, which in relation to different factual scenarios can conceivably address every narrative moment in existence.

*The acrid bite of urine’s bouquet stung every breath as I looked amid tangled heaps of rubble for my contact’s squat.

The twenty corpses and scores of bleeding wounded probably cocked their ears to the same one-and-a-half to two seconds of fierce, jet-engine whoosh* before the Hellfire’s ordnance ripped and blasted and burned the assembled throng, killing a third and maiming or brutalizing the remainder.

*The bleeding and battered defender’s counterpunch, a hook that had broken plenty of heavy bags, let fingers know of a broken rib, from the feeling of which a left cross emerged that snapped the champion’s jaw toward a light’s-out miracle to end the final round.

*As the tendrils of the dying reactor’s generally invisible plumes followed the breeze blowing to the West, downwinders gagged as something like iron or lead or aluminum-foil washed their teeth and tongues, a precursor to the bitter bile that they would vomit for a week or so, till they either expired or, more commonly, lived through the meltdown despite its sickening impact.

*Every parking lot filled with cars that cried, “Wash me!” from layers of unrequited dust; the tongues of stray dogs and cats lolled in desultory gratitude at their uniformed executioner’s-assistants’ provision of water; every riverbed more than twenty miles from the looming mountains, still snow-clad in threadbare grey and white, gave up its ghoulish secrets—inundated sedans, the corpses of horses and cattle and deer, random rusted springs that had not felt a mattress since well before a half-century of box springs took hold.

Such writing cannot ever constitute the entirety of prose. Exposition must form a part of the word count. However, both to document reasoning colorfully and to instruct those readers whose learning best happens, at least in part, through their sense organs, reporters of one sort or another can usefully intersperse these kinds of constructions among the unruly ‘seas of words’ that, to some extent, every story ends up being.

ANOTHER EXIT

Once more, readers approach an exit point. We’ve pondered English language usage in ways that many observers probably haven’t thought about. We’ve seen the Spindoctor’s development of an argument in favor of particular patterns of manifesting prose.

As usual, and even more so in this case than in relation to passive voice or second-person, all such ‘matters of style’ come down to choice. No definitive right or wrong methodology could possibly exist; to suggest otherwise is, at best, at once impossibly optimistic and presumptively officious. However, if one intends one’s inscriptions to occur as a result of reasonable selection and informed opinion, then one at least must have a willingness to converse respectively and attentively about these issues.

Hence, voila! Here we are. And thus we will persist. Next month, so long as backing remains possible and all, we will briefly wrap up this little unit, on both style generally and Indirect Construction specifically, and we will delve the first of at least three—possibly four, or even five—chapters on pronouns.

English’s diverse and powerful pronoun possibilities permit precision and concision at the same time; they also introduce many chances to go astray or even more or less grievously to err. Our initial half-an-episode on this topic will provide an overview of the types of pronouns that English purveys: as well, it will review at least one or two common overall errors in utilizing this ubiquitous part-of-speech.

The Spindoctor welcomes and hopes for audience engagement and participation. On the other hand, he also appreciates every possible manifestation of ‘silent involvement.’ As such, he prays that folks will ‘stay tuned,’ come what may.

As always, before our final departure, we will list some recent instances in which more or less accomplished writers took Indirect Construction as their starting point for a sentence or a paragraph. Below, we may view the original harvest of “there is,” “there are,” and “it is (adjective) that,” which have shown up on the Spindoctor monitor over the past period of time. Then, with as much aplomb and panache as he can command, the Spindoctor offers alternative ways to proceed.

If nothing else, these exercises in editing offer an option for scribes to wonder over. As a friend in High School once stated the case, “Try it. You’ll like it!”

YET ONE MORE ‘WEBBISH’ PARAGRAPH

“In 2002, there were seven different secret services in Romania fighting among themselves. I think there have been considerable changes … in 2002 it was inconceivable that top-level politicians would be investigated and prosecuted for corruption. This is what is taking place now. At the same time, at a broader level, there is the same corruption.“

Nothing is incorrect here. However, a more descriptive language might be possible with more direct writing, to wit:

‘In 2002, Romania’s spycraft had split into seven pieces, with suited analysts fighting field operatives in bubble coats and athletic attire for the same resources. The considerable changes have included the funeral of at least two ‘suicides,’ one of whom had three shots to his head.

Thirteen years back, even the freshest-face in politics, rosy-cheeked and clear-eyed, would not have imagined skulking about looking for evidence against their pot-bellied and lethal superiors. On the other hand, despite this apparent doggedness and determination to put those who accept bags of money behind bars, actors at every level still have their hands out.”

JUST A COUPLE WEB-BASED SENTENCES

First: “Measles itself is unpleasant but there are rarely complications unless you consider diarrhea and ear infections (both side effects of the vaccine) ‘complications.’”

‘Measles means simmering with at least a moderate fever, but only rarely do ‘complications’ show up, such as explosive diarrhea and suppurating ear infections, both of which also affect those who take a needle in the arm.’

Second: “In the latter wars there were between nine and 14 million deaths in Afghanistan, Angola, Democratic Republic of the Congo, East Timor, Guatemala, Indonesia, Pakistan and Sudan.”

‘In these various bloody fights, plus-or-minus ten million corpses resulted—variously eviscerated, incinerated, blown into pieces, or shot full of holes to bleed out life’s essence, in Afghanistan, Angola, Democratic Republic of the Congo, East Timor, Guatemala, Indonesia, Pakistan and Sudan.’

Of course, in grammar nerdish fashion, we might continue. But not today.
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Penury, Peonage, Unemployment, & Lots & Lots of Student Loans: Political-Economic Consequences & Context of the Current Student-Debt Debacle

OVERTURE

Whether one examines the Federal Reserve’s notions, the reportage of the likes of the Wall Street Journal, the insights of progressive media outlets, or the perspectives of student and former-student activists—or for that matter half a hundred other sources of thinking on the matter—such as various items from Guardian Media, student indebtedness is a critical issue for the current moment. Nevertheless, what is, essentially, universally missing, even when a complete affirmation emerges of how crucial these matters are, is a deeper delving and more thorough explication of how and why these developments have developed as they have with such consistency and pernicious persistence.

Even less likely are assessments that stipulate a plan for dealing with these conceivably critical difficulties. As a recent call to action put the case, “Young People, Especially Those Considering Post-Baccalaureate Studies, Might Take Note:

A Student Loan Debt-Dollar Exists for Every $12-15 of Production Today; One Out of Every Four Student Loans Is in Some Sort of Default Status; The Average Payout for Every $1,000 of Loans is $3,800 or More; Advanced Degrees Necessitate Such Financial Leverage for Wage-Earning Students; Such Data Implies That Debt Peonage Threatens Those Who Want More Learning; Few If Any National Advocacy Organisations Have Credible Plans About the Crisis. … This lack of conversation and action is especially lamentable on campuses themselves, which are the laboratories, so to speak, where this massive experiment in indenturing-the-future unfolds.”

Today, the Spindoctor examines what many have termed a debacle, a scam, a hoax, a fraud, the next bubble, and so forth, the looming multi-trillion dollar indebtedness of young working people as a result of their having relied on a system of loans to finance their post-secondary education. In terms of its economic origins, however, today’s operating system began as rationally chosen policy; in terms of its political initiation, as well, calculated choices have ruled the roost; and in social terms too, clearly articulated underlying rationale suggest that the ‘debacles’ and ‘scams’ and ‘frauds’ and such were nothing if not the conscious elective decisions of those in charge.

Looking at these economic and political and social underpinnings, therefore, one can only conclude that anything other than a systemic, and systematic, approach to solving the monstrosities of the ‘student loan crisis’ cannot grapple successfully with the systemic, and systematic, roots of what has befallen us. We must, in other words, do more than just struggle for piecemeal reforms: we must imagine a different education system that people control, or all of our reforms will merely deflect, for at best a short respite, the difficulties that pupils and parents and teachers and citizens face in this sphere. This is a lesson that we have yet to learn: unless citizens take charge of matters for themselves, money and corporate interests will always turn ‘change’ to their own nefarious purposes, leaving the vast majority of us at risk, in debt, and under the gun.

This initial overview deals with data, key concepts, and indispensable elements of understanding this realm of contemporary social cataclysm. To a much greater extent than with other Spindoctor essays, the imbroglio that societies confront in relation to student debt becomes easier to understand merely by examining the matter chronologically, empirically, and anecdotally. Although like any socioeconomic phenomenon, it is inherently complex and multifaceted, it is not such a morass as the political, economic, and social situation in Ukraine; the origins and performance of U.S. electoral politics; the fascist, U.S.-backed 1973 coup in Chile; the hideous crimes against humanity that the so-called ‘War-on-Drugs’ has elicited; or the convoluted beginnings of the altogether arcane Modern Nuclear Project—all topics that Spindoctor has covered of late.

CHRONOLOGIES

Multiple sources offer readers and researchers avenues to traverse so as to gain a fuller vista, so to speak, about this important matter. For instance, even seemingly abstruse component of the subject, such as interest rates, may be something that one can examine step-by-step.

A recent blog from Nerd Wallet did just this, providing a briefing about present interest rates vis-à-vis a twenty-two year comparative timeline of student loans’ compounding of ‘pounds-of-flesh,’ so to say. Nor is such a venture merely mundane.

“The history of student loan interest rates is characterized by bipartisan indecision, delayed legislation and temporary solutions. Understanding the events leading to today’s low rates is key to analyzing their current (substantially accelerating) trajectory.”

Government publications locate the key benchmarks in the process differently. One Department of Education portal examines fifteen critical eventualities and then provides interactive access to background and other abstracts of these dates. Though only current through 2005, it does start with the G.I. Bill’s initiation of a grassroots expansion of upper echelon educational options.

Sallie Mae, the now thoroughly private and allegedly profiteering private firm, began life as a Government-Sponsored-Enterprise called the Student Loan Marketing Association, which operated as a quasi-public agency for its first quarter century, till 1997. Though accusations of predation now predominate against the company in many spheres at this time, the now corporate financial conglomerate does make accessible an up to the moment listing of at least the superficially key dates in its history.

A New America Foundation study explicates a key turn at the initiation of the lending program, from direct financing to guaranteed offerings. While more was at stake than a merely budgetary issue—for what ‘profiteth a bank’ when the government extends the cash—this was a central element of at least the pretense for a more ‘privatized’ approach close to the beginning.

“Under then-prevailing budget rules, a direct loan would have to show up in the budget as a total loss in the year it was made, even though most of it would be paid back with interest in future years. In contrast, a guaranteed loan, which placed the full faith and credit of the United States behind a private bank loan, would appear to have no up front budget cost at all — because the government’s payments for defaults and interest subsidies would not occur until later years. This raised concerns among economists, who worried that the government was making financial commitments without accounting for the ultimate costs.”

Universities and colleges also chip in to this golden cache of necessary knowledge. La Guardia Community College gives readers a thorough legislative history overview and timeline, again from FDR’s championing soldier-access in 1944 to the College Cost Reduction and Access Act of 2007. This tool assists thinkers in organizing the entire manifestation of government financing of higher ed, in order to, as the school phrases the point, “develop skills needed by the country” and “provide increased access to post-secondary education across multiple income groups.”

Although such erstwhile salutary goals were the primary stated rationale, and a definite actual basis, for starting this method for paying for everything from Associate Degrees to Ph. D’s, results have devolved into less salubrious outcomes than promulgated when Sputnik helped to induce the National Defense Education Act of 1958. Not surprisingly, groups of students and former students who insist on some combination of equity and the fulfillment of originally stated intentions for lending young people money to study have provided the best combination of chronology and analysis in regard to these issues.

The narratives that appear subsequently, in both this section and later portions of this account, all flow from and fit into the ‘order-of-battle’ that these and multiple other timelines make available. Chronology is decidedly not the story, but the tale is not present to tell except inasmuch as it fits the dates of what actually came down the pike, a useful addition that multiple other such instruments also hand out.

CRUCIAL DATA

One might, as Congressional Research Service recently did, go on at great length about only a small portion of the empirical aspects of this topic. Understandably, when the family or pupil in question stands to lose or gain what seems like it might be a core capacity to improve a young person’s life, these extremely narrow queries—“Family Education Loan Program” versus “Direct Loans”—become very fraught with tension and confrontation.

Other sources examine those attributes of the present puzzle that express much, if not most, of the ‘acceptable’ statements of the current pass, for example in relation to ’loan forgiveness.’ Such focused attention, as already noted, often enough involves federal investigations that are paradoxically both thorough and not readily accessible to citizens.

Other informational troves convey a truly gargantuan array of statistical information. FinAid.org, a case in point, presents readers with a list of well over a hundred portals to massive data collections. The search, < “student loans” OR “student debt” statistics OR data OR facts compile OR compilation collect OR collection >, yielded over one and three-quarter million results. Awash in data, solutions are at best tired and altogether similar to what created the mess to begin with, at worst blame-the-victims exercises in reducing expectations, not to mention also cutting back on skill and critical-thinking acquisition.

Wildly diverse thinkers with widely different perspectives agree on elements that define something at least akin to a crisis in the collegiate-financing arena. In any other set of loans that exhibited the tendencies of present student indebtedness, default might well appear unavoidable.

“That is why the latest figures from the Education Department that show steady increases in forbearances are so alarming. Loan balances in forbearance were about 12.5% of those in repayment in 2006. In 2013, they were 13.3%. Today they are 16%, or $125 billion of the $778 billion in repayment.

If student-loan defaults exhibited that kind of growth it would make national headlines. Forbearance growth goes unmentioned, yet it looks a lot like a default given that the borrower isn’t making payments.

These trends are troubling because the U.S. economy has been improving for some time. Yet fewer and fewer borrowers are repaying their federal student loans. For those who do make payments, more of them are paying too little to retire the debt they took on.” This frequent tendency either to focus on institutional expressions of the matter—laws, regulations, programs, legislative battles, and so forth—or to investigate statistical trends as if they were the story by themselves only very rarely elicits rich contextualisation of the matters at hand. This lack of synthesis is what today’s overview begins to address.

This could be especially useful because almost all attempts that at this juncture do synthesise and delve into the explication of the data accept the system as not only given but also both irreplaceable and creditable. One purportedly liberal ‘think tank,’ for example, argues that the loan instruments as such are tools to accomplish great things. It acknowledges—its focus is tax policy—that the debtor’s way of financing college amounts to a tithe against the young that pays for U.S. universities. Yet the limit of its critique of the here-and-now revolves around the need for further nuance in how pauperised youth feel about their situation, on the one hand, and how an average of fifteen-to-twenty years of repayment actually work in terms of newly graduated folks’ lives.

The Federal Reserve has not been so cautious in describing effects of the system. Various recent publications from different Reserve Districts point out that indentured former matriculants can’t buy houses, cars, or even appliances in many cases. Nearly one in five respondents who did not complete a degree program had to “cut back by a lot,” for example, in order to service college debt, while roughly another two-fifths had to “cut back a little.”

The Fed’s estimate is that those who find education under current conditions a worthwhile investment barely surpasses those who believe their expenditures have hurt their lives. “Respondents appear to be split on whether the financial benefits they have received from their education outweigh the cost of that education. Forty- two percent of respondents with education debt for themselves felt that the lifetime financial benefits from their education outweighed the costs, while 37 percent said that the financial costs outweighed the benefits. Those who did not complete their program of study were far more likely than others to say that the financial benefits of their education were much smaller than the cost.”

Alan Collinge, about whom readers will hear more a bit further on, has more closely approached a thoroughgoing call for reform than any other widely cited thinker. Recently, in this vein, he wrote for Tikkun magazine, which itself has promoted the concept of a “debt jubilee” for students and other debtors drowning in red ink.

Collinge made clear, “Lenders’ financial motivations explain a wide and deep array of systemic defects, conflicts, and corruptions in the student loan system. For example, Sallie Mae and other lenders defaulted student loans en masse without even attempting to contact the borrowers. And colleges routinely mislead students about the true default rates of the loans they are about to take out—they instead doggedly promote their reasonable-sounding ‘cohort default rates.’”

Overwhelmingly, even among the odd exceptions that promulgate a radical ‘jubilee’ or something similar, the belief in ‘free markets’ and the ‘sanctity of property’ continue to prevail. For the most part, reactionaries and conservatives want to punish the poor, who ‘don’t really belong in school anyhow,’ or find ways to amplify penalties for non-payment, whereas those who style themselves liberal or progressive focus on one-time balance-due write-offs or legislative fixes like the dozens of bills since 1944 that have yielded the contemporary swamp, which at its worst is a mire of misery and destitution and at best is a sucking, muddy drag on economic well being.

THE PRESENT PASS

All manner of outlets currently note the tension and close-to-catastrophic difficulties that attend the use of loans to finance collegiate instruction. What follows, more or less, merely represents an ad hoc group of obviously central or pertinent developments that amount to a portion of what is evolving in this arena now.

One might assess a just-released article from New Yorker, which essentially forecasts a rebellion among at least some sectors of ever-more-deeply-indentured scholars. The piece focuses on private, for-profit institutions, which have garnered stern rebukes from such diverse observers as numerous U.S. Senators, all manner of experts in government operations, and tens-of-thousands of their former students.

The story combines rough, almost spooky characterizations of how today’s youth have to live after electing to educate themselves, with an uplifting message of ‘enough is enough.’ The former pupils are banding together and organizing to act directly to redress their dire straits. “Heiney and fourteen other people who took out loans to attend Corinthian announced that they are going on a ‘debt strike,’ and will stop repaying their loans. They believe that they have both ethical and legal grounds for what appears to be an unprecedented collective action against the debt charged to students who attended Corinthian schools, and they are also making a broader statement about the trillion dollars of student debt owed throughout the country.”

Just as applicable to an evaluation of crisis, a recent item from The Guardian, despite its adoption of a ‘let’s-blame-the-idiots-who-can’t-count-to-ten’ point of view, ends up pointing out the hideous inequities and draconian social and economic consequences of the current system’s natural operation. “There are indications, however, that ignorance of debt burdens extends past graduation. By September 2013, about 174,800 borrowers who had defaulted on their federal student loans were having their paychecks garnished, according to the Wall Street Journal. That’s 45% more people than 10 years ago.

Once borrowers are considered for wage garnishment, the Department of Education can take as much as 15% of their after-tax income. The government does not need court approval to start garnishing a person’s wages.

The majority of borrowers who had their wages garnished, at 72%, had their income garnished for longer than a year. Many remain in garnishment for as long as five to 10 years, Mark Kantrowitz, senior vice-president at Edvisors.com, told the Wall Street Journal. According to Edvisors.com, which tracks student-loan debt, by March 2014, 2.5 million borrowers were in default on their federal student loans.”

Another take on the problem-set of student loans, from Columbia University’s respected and staunchly neutral Hechinger Report, portrays with growing alarm how the most skilled and highly trained members of the work force, graduate and professional-degree students, both are accounting for more and more of the student-loan total—plus-or-minus two fifths now—and are finding themselves, in the parlance of the housing crisis, “upside down” in the relationship between their incomes and their arrears.

“Graduate students now collectively owe as much as 40 percent of the estimated $1.2 trillion in outstanding student debt, according to the independent think tank the New America Foundation, even though they make up only 14 percent of all university enrollment. This lopsided situation has gotten so little attention that the National Association of Graduate and Professional Students’ Facebook campaign about it is plaintively titled ‘Grads Have Debt 2.’ …

This indifference…helps graduate programs get away with continually increasing their prices. ‘They can charge whatever they want and say to themselves that they don’t need to worry about it, the students can get loans,’. …

It has also freed lawmakers to raise interest rates on graduate and professional students, who are being charged rates nearly half again as much as undergrads. In 2012, to save about $1.8 billion a year, Congress also stopped subsidizing the interest that accumulates on federal student loans taken out by graduate students while they’re in school and for six months after they finish. And a proposal to streamline existing federal tax credits would reduce the deductions they will be able to take for educational expenses.“

One more instance shows indubitably how the Department of Education “feathers its own bed” while harming, occasionally devastating, student debtors. The basis for this choice, according to Yves Smith at Naked Capitalism, is precisely twofold: protecting cronies and political pals, number one, and getting “its cut” from the bleeding of pupils, number two.

“So just like homeowners who served to foam the runway for banks, students continue to be cannon-fodder for predatory lenders, with the Department of Education taking its cut for protecting Corinthian Colleges’ allies from suffering the full consequences of being in bed with such a persistent bad actor. There seems to be no limit to the willingness of this Administration to grind down what it apparently regards as little people to do damage control for itself and its powerful allies.”

A final examination, for now, emanates from a radical group that truly wants to overturn the status quo altogether. Though this deeply analyzed and punctiliously documented contemplation makes a case for revolutionary change, its sort is exceedingly uncommon in the ether of the Internet. We might listen without prejudgment to what the author of this lengthy essay has to say.

“In the early 1970s, one could attend a public university at a modest out-of-pocket cost, largely paid by grants, work-study and summer jobs. Most students could graduate with no debt. Where then did the student loan industry come from? This can be answered simply. Since the 1970s, the burden of college costs has shifted dramatically from the government to the student. Eric Dillon’s Leading Lady: Sallie Mae and the Origin of Today’s Student Loan Controversy states: ‘In 1977, it is estimated that students and their families borrowed about $1.8 billion … to attend college. By 1989, this amount had increased to $12 billion. By 1996, it had soared to $30 billion.’”

Today, this overall indebtedness is well beyond the trillion-dollar mark. Moreover, critically, “Nor can this huge social issue be in any way addressed by pressuring Congress and the Democratic Party. … The Democratic Party, wholly subservient to the financial oligarchy, is not considering a single measure to challenge the ability of the banks to profit handsomely on the cost of higher education.”

Literally thousands of this kind of articulation has come to the fore in the last year, or even in the previous few months. What are citizens and community members and those who dream of a decent human existence to do? This installment of Spindoctor reporting develops an initial attempt to place the entire matter of student indebtedness in a much wider context of human development to the present point of capital’s hegemony, finishing with some thoughts about what—just conceivably—could lead in a healthy direction.

In any event, in essence, then, at least arguably, chronological reports suggest that what is happening in the student-loan realm appears as an orchestrated set of institutional policies and choices. In addition, statistical and other factual, as well as contemporary argumentative assessments point to a similar confluence of governmental, educational, and commercial bureaucracies in bringing this element of educational finance to a troubled, some would say a disastrous, pass.

The remainder of this profferal from the Spindoctor will follow a fairly straightforward path. First comes a look at the evolution of human practices generally, in terms of inculcating knowledge and habits and values among youngsters, a précis that also examines the feudal and religious origins, as well as more recent philosophical conceptualization, of university education in particular. Second is a focus on the historical aspects of this higher, or collegiate, learning in the United States, up to the conjunction at which student loans came into the picture. Third follows a summation, mainly bibliographic, of the history of the student-loan-process as such. Fourth comes a set of tentative deductions about these things. Finally, a set of plausible upcoming offshoots of the present situation appear, from which readers may have occasion to ponder both the import and possibilities-for-change of what has gone on before.

Prefatory Matters

The absolute necessity for an ‘instructional nexus’ for the young has biological roots that manifest on multiple fronts. First and foremost, the long latency between a difficult birth and a none-too-easy transition to ‘adult’ possibilities incontrovertibly requires social standards or organizational protocols that most young people follow en route to maturity and all the problems and prospects that accompany that phase of life. A recent Spindoctor effort on the criminally vicious ‘War on Drugs’ contextualized this essential aspect of the human condition: its occurrence shows up in each and every mythological, historical, and scientific approach to considering Homo Sapiens.

What we take away from university or other ‘Higher Education’ therefore exemplifies this outcome of our humanity. This is so despite what Sting notes about the importance of “things we do not learn in college.”

Nevertheless, the specific historical and relational intertwinings, which have induced a feudal and fundamentally religious institution’s evolution into what we experience today, have transpired in anything but inevitable fashion. Thus, what appears here are various ways of examining and making sense of the course that ‘Higher Education’ has in fact followed.

Not really even a complete brief, let alone a complete accounting—which would be at least multiple volumes—it still seeks to give a briefing of a few key junctures, critical elements, and hypothetically useful categorizations that can help us grapple with this realm of life. Though primarily historical, it also in some ways connects readers more or less to the present pass.

The origins of modern universities lie in the cloisters of monks and other ecclesiastical ‘knowledge workers.’ Thus a foundation of certain types of hierarchy and an orientation to particular ways of organizing knowledge continue to accompany higher education.

In England, these patterns spread further than in many parts of the continent, as nobles and gentry sought to guarantee their sons’ fungibility, so to say, by inculcating Latin in schools. The Norman conquest in turn pushed English itself away from center stage, as French became the vernacular for such instruction.

Moreover, as one chronicler of this pathway to the predecessor institutions to modern academia put the matter, “But new schools were springing up, not all of them provided by the churches: ’On the contrary, in every town of considerable population there was a demand for, and consequently a supply of schools.’”

And the absolute imprimatur of rote declined as well. “However, the school curriculum was beginning to change. For younger pupils rhetoric became as important as grammar, while for older students the increasing availability of Aristotle’s works led to a greater emphasis on logic.

Perhaps most importantly, while education was still seen as a Christian enterprise, the concept of a liberal education - a preparation for the specialised study of law, medicine, or theology - began to develop.”

In the event, the burgeoning of trade and technique and Enlightenment in Europe went hand in glove. And the capacitation that resulted led in turn to longer distance forays, to colonies, and to the seamy choices of extinction and enslavement that completely characterised the European encounter with the ‘New World.’

And on new soil, additional embodiments of this nascent academe mushroomed, especially in British North America. Of course, soon enough a project of uniting states took place, and Ivy League and governmental academies also had their start.

Though one can find scattered through the thoughts of ‘enlightened’ philosophers on both sides of the Atlantic a vision of the university as a democratising, even a democratic, institution, this idea never became reality prior to the past half century or so. What did happen in similar ways as current practice was the integration of college with commerce and industry, and this—much more than the beliefs of a Jefferson or a Voltaire—did bring ‘new blood’ into the classroom.

Some aspects of this process appear in last month’s Spindoctor report. For now, we will move forward to a more detailed—though still inevitably abbreviated—recounting of more recent outgrowths of the upper reaches of academic enterprise.

By Way of Introduction

Having taken a sort of whirlwind tour of the European, and especially Anglo, origins of the University experience, a couple of related points might inform the reader’s attention to these issues of college financing and working class student indenture. They serve quite well to contextualize this introductory section.

Thus, today’s underlying components also encompass developments that flowed out of the growth of engineering and other highly specialized technical fields and professions, in pursuing which one might look long and hard for a better overview for workers and trade-unionists than that provided by Harry Braverman in Labor & Monopoly Capital: the Degradation of Work in the Twentieth Century; though Braverman’s magnificent work provides a range and depth that take it well beyond any focused look at ‘higher education,’ he does devote an entire chapter to how the United States followed the German administrative and academic models in relation to higher education.

This elevation of the pragmatic to the highest level, in so doing promoting a world view in which no understanding that failed to support manifest machinations of production, domination, and control could possibly serve as actual knowledge, perfectly dovetailed with the evolution of the American academy. Braverman develops this point at length, demonstrating repeatedly the aphorism that “Machines were, it may be said, the weapon employed by the capitalist to quell the revolt of specialized labor.”

The intersection with schooling-as-escape, and the traps that sprang shut despite attempts to break free, is everywhere apparent, as in this monograph, devoted to ’rereading’ Braverman’s work: “We tried every bad job we could get and they were all just as bad as we’d hoped they wouldn’t be. The better jobs … .seemed somehow to be beyond our grasp. What we learned later, of course, was that the better ones-or at least the ones that weren’t too boring or too deadly or too low-paying-were beyond our educational credentials.” And gaining those credentials required big debts for workers, and then even those jobs themselves began to look like they too would, in the author’s vernacular, “suck.”

A second further subset of the U.S path toward collegiate constructs appears in the way that empire and its soldiers came to intersect with these matters. The Taylor-time-and-motion engineers and the appropriately ‘schooled’ industrial army, in line with the well-drilled Teutonic model, won the world by force; and, after all of the sacrifice and glorious technique—from the Manhattan Project to entire aircraft carriers completed in months—though conservative Democrats and Republicans in various ways undermined and on occasion sought to destroy the ‘G.I Bill,’ FDR’s swan song in some ways was the passage of the “Servicemen’s Readjustment Act of 1944”—originally intended to apply to a much broader swath of the population—which laid the foundation for the superstructure to come, of loans and debts that have threatened to inaugurate a new epoch of peonage and servility.

In light of these and similar evidences of America’s vaunted ‘supremacy,’ elites in the United States pride themselves on what those in command have termed the ‘exceptional’ ways that this nation has conducted itself. That such ideation consists of always fatuous and all-too-often treacherous viewpoints in some ways—in the sense that hegemony requires not rectitude so much as political potency and the acquiescence of the victimized—matters not at all.

Analytical accuracy and descriptive completeness need not manifest themselves so much as a capacity to integrate viably with the economy, on the one hand, and an ability to narrate an account that tantalizes the young, would-be scholars and success stories who seem at once the beneficiaries and the willing accomplices of a methodology that at once pushes them forward and puts a yoke around their necks. As matters have worked out, three main mechanisms have operated to accomplish this trick.

ECONOMIC UNDERPINNINGS

The economic rationale for student loans in the United States is a many-tentacled beast. Just a few observations ought to serve to outline key portions of lending’s essential role in contemporary education policy. First, in various ways, student loans substitute debt for taxes, always a hit with those who have enough money and wealth to face a tax burden.

Unfortunately for much of the rest of the planet, nations everywhere have, in the end, followed this Yankee format. Exceptions exist—some that are strictly technocratic, some that are gently social democratic, a few that are essentially socialist or communistic in their design and fulfillment. But from Chile to England, from Egypt to South Africa, from Taiwan to India, the loans-as-financing mechanisms have become common if not primary in their utilization to ‘send a child to college.’

John K. Galbraith spoke in detail about this tendency to avoid taxation by putting debt in its place in in his Money: Whence It Came, Where It Went. He describes this whole mechanism to bait ‘middle class’ society members about taxes and switch fiscal machination toward indebtedness as a cultural benchmark of the sturdy gentry here in the U.S. In this vein, that colleges like Berkeley were free or low-cost as recently as 1970—now costing six figures for a full four years—makes perfect sense. Government policy has transferred the burden of funding the university to the backs of working-class students.

Second, billed as generosity, the programmatic core of funding college through loans is a gigantic exercise in transferring wealth in a direction opposite from generous, from those who have little but might make money in the future to those who own most of everything and want to keep it that way. Milton Friedman was frank in expressing this element of the idea when he first propounded a model of loaning funds to prospective college bound youngsters. This troubling aspect of the system in particular manifests more strongly as private loans have come to predominate, and privatization of Sallie Mae and other institutions have accelerated.

Alan Collinge, one of the aforementioned grassroots heroes in this struggle, has written a book about the situation powerful enough to discomfit practically the entire media, political, and cultural establishment. The Student Loan Scam: the Most Oppressive Debt in U.S. History and How We Can Fight Back offers copious data, both quantitative and qualitative, the latter dozens and dozens of tales of young people’s lives crushed by the weight of ever-increasing compound interest, penalties, and fees that only make sense as a gouging of the already vulnerable.

Collinge’s own story is prototypical in some ways. Tired of paying 20% of his income to cover roughly $40,000 in loans, which were his only path to obtaining his aerospace engineering degree—leading he hoped to a job that wouldn’t “suck”—he had the temerity to ask his first employer, Cal-Tech, for a raise. Subsequently unemployed and unable to continue ‘servicing’ his indenture, within a year or so, he found himself the proud owner of over a hundred thousand dollars in liabilities, much of it visited on him through duplicitous or barely legitimate means. Again, the transfer of wealth from have-nots to plutocrats, in the most inequitable possible fashion, was a part of the fundamental operation of the entire system.

Third, the classically inflationary outcomes of the dynamic in play were so foreseeable that the results—tuition hikes for decades at double the rise of the Consumer Price Index—could only represent planning and policy. Those who own the world simply cannot be such idiots as to have failed to notice. Lots of easy money for young people desperate to have a chance at non-“sucking” jobs, who also undoubtedly liked the idea of parties and plenty of other fun, led to soaring administrative salaries, tons of spending on collegiate programs at best ancillary to education, and year after year of higher fees, more charges for room-and-board, and ballooning tuition.

Finally, though additional insidious concomitants of the loans would be easy enough to detail, throwing money and debt at youth seeking a way out and a way up also resulted in the development of a massive—estimated at over $50 billion per year now—for-profit alternate higher education realm. Overwhelmingly, these ‘institutions’ target poor pupils, minorities, and other economically and academically disadvantaged populations. Despite all manner of data, since the late 1940’s, showing that such institutions elicited much higher rates of default on loans, much lower rates of employment in students’ fields of study, and so on, these shadow-schools grew and prospered, seeded by wealthy individuals and financial institutions who were able to recognize a sure thing—getting guaranteed loans for providing a never-needing-to-be-proven set of products and services.

As always, additional analysis and documentation would be a simple matter. For now, perhaps we will simply move ahead and see what else is percolating in this arena.

POLITICAL-ECONOMIC CONFLUENCES

The political economy of the decision to finance education through pauperizing students led to reactionary developments that favored militarism and empire. This showed up in several ways. First, supporting militarism and imperial programs became more likely in threefold fashion. The universities got buckets of money for ‘defense research’ that might have financed general education had student loan cash not been available for that purpose.

Moreover, a campus culture of accepting the war machine was easier to inculcate in students who were, in essence if not in name, peons. And in the wider realm of foreign relations, instead of funding anything stinking of ‘liberal education,’ government outreach invited foreign military and police officers, and engineers and scientists devoted to martial applications, to come and study in the U.S.A.

Second, evisceration of planning and programs to achieve social equality or economic democracy has stamped the system. Grants and scholarships fell as the portion of costs stemming from loans grew inexorably. Agencies that did not fit into the ‘Great-God-Market’ paradigm diminished and withered on the vine, or faced summary execution of one sort or other.

Third, in place of any potential for community-based or community-led reform efforts, the student-loan-bubble-machine also intersected with the non-governmental-organization sector’s increased control of educational policy and development. Teach for America represents merely the best known and most easily documented such case, with loan reductions or dismissal offered as bait for buying-in to anti-labor and anti-democratic projects.

Fourth, the promulgation of fatuous ‘cliques of experts,’ with the resulting upshot a culture that worships authority, flowed ineluctably from ‘easy-terms’ for financing professional or post-baccalaureate degrees in increasingly specialized ‘disciplines.’ Instead of the interdisciplinary and community-oriented knowledge and debate that is essential to our survival, student loans for such great spirits as Alan Collinge—who ‘escaped’ his fate because the system squeezed too hard for more lucre—have more often than not fostered tunnel-visioned imperial cheerleaders and apologists for capital’s feeding frenzies.

One might go on, at great length, about how these wellsprings of student-loans, contractual peonage in the guise of friendly lending, have induced political detriments. This quick listing of origins and related costly detractions ought to serve as a decent starting point, however.

OPPORTUNISTIC SOCIAL RELATIONS OF DIVIDE-&-CONQUER

The social sources of the predilection to use student-loans as a primary educational financing technique also demonstrate that such program’s beggaring of equitable and amicable social relations has been no accident. First, essentially divisive mechanisms accompanied the system from the outset. Milton Friendman’s works, mentioned above, articulately advance such an agenda quite openly.

Even prior to one of capital’s more recent ‘godfathers-of-the-market,’ the Congressional debates from 1944, in relation to the so-called ‘G.I. Bill of Rights,’ make this clear as well, as non-veterans did not ‘make the cut,’ so to speak. Similarly, gay soldiers had all access stripped from them, in any case where a discharge occurred due to ‘homosexual tendencies.’ Situations at once similar and disparate came to pass in regard to women and ethnic minorities. A paradoxical dialectic appears in such cases: one source of the advocacy of loans-for-democracy-and-freedom, and so forth, was often certain sorts of social inequities or issues; at the same time, the programs furthered and deepened these very problems.

Second, growing inequality, beginning in the 1970’s and worsening in later decades, served to increase boosterism for loans. A legislative history of the system makes such an assessment clear. At the same time, as aforementioned economic and political machinations took hold, the expansion of the level of indebtedness and the number of debtors absolutely guaranteed that the student-loan-project as such would cause further deviation from equitable distribution of income, wealth, and so on and so forth.

Third, emiseration among poor people—especially among communities of color, such as Native Americans, African Americans, and others—justified growing mechanisms for debt-financing of schooling. This led to counterproductive results, however, in relation to the purported objectives of increasing affluence and social comfort.

For example, hideous employment prospects practically insured that schooling-debts would serve as millstones rather than life-preservers to young working class and minority folks drowning in obligation and unable to find ‘professional’ work, i.e., jobs that did not “suck” to ‘service’ their mortgaged futures. Moreover, negative feedback loops developed, disinclining youth of color from pursuing higher education in the debt-financed context, leading to a classic ‘no-exit’ dilemma from penury and squalor.

Fourth, bread and circuses—or alcohol and football games—have always lured youngsters to collegiate environs. In this context, student loans became palatable in part because of the non-educational plusses of being at a major campus confluence of fun and action. The cashola from the loans then served to ante-up or seed more focus on fraternities, sororities, and ‘Roll-Tide’ fantasies of one sort or another throughout the land.

As above, an interested investigator might continue to lengthen this list. Again, though, perhaps the limited delineation here can serve as a basis for further discussion and amplification of what has been transpiring.

Once more, the Spindoctor hopes that a stage, set for consideration of central components, appears more or less ready for drama in the reader’s mind. While not altogether comprehensive, hopefully enough information is present to allow observers to comprehend the nature of this setting.

What follows, then, consists of key resources to further perfect the description and assessment of university finance under the aegis of the U.S.A. Given time and tide, these links could serve as the basis for a deepened and even more detailed narrative arc.

Core Components

The arrival of ‘An American Century’ in the context and aftermath of World War Two in many ways may in retrospect appear to have been an inevitable outgrowth of what that conflict elicited. The only other nation with close to the potency of the U.S., seven thousand miles away in Soviet Russia, had just bled twenty-million lives in defeating fascism.

A critical issue in this time of American imprimatur—as the writings of Vannevar Bush and others last month made supremely clear—was the method by which Yankee hegemony could continue on the technical, scientific, and administrative fronts. Understanding the vision, strategy, and plan that in fact emerged would be an outstanding narrative to create.

Today’s materials here, however, proffer a precursor step to such an extensive White Paper, in the form of an annotated bibliographic brief of useful citations in categories that are vital to apprehend in considering these things.

In this realm of ours, where paradox retains its remorseless grip, so that one can barely discern whether one is arriving or departing half the time, we find ourselves simultaneously awash in oceans of information and galaxies of data at exactly the same time that pinning down the central facts can be about as easy as finding a green contact lens in freshly mown grass. What follows seeks to present as many resources as possible that contain the really relevant pieces of this financing puzzle, along with useful ancillary data, without overwhelming readers with what they confront.

At the same time, as with any conflictual aspect of existence, coming to terms with that which is critical, while not leaving out varying perspectives and analyses, is often easier said than done. In that vein, however, for the most part, the monopoly financial institutions and dauntless reactionaries that own most of life’s playing fields openly disparage and oppose the existence of such organizations as Contributoria as often as not.

Therefore, eliminating—at least for the most part—their points-of-view from these lists is conscious. Nonetheless, the Spindoctor would certainly thank any and all readers who suggested additions to the categories below from the inevitable plethora of overlooked material that any such effort as this misses.

What follows appears in sets. These organizational categories, while unavoidably arbitrary, will hopefully allow onlookers more easily to navigate the rich veins of data that show up here. The general rubric that follows includes historical, political-economic, and social analyses and data, followed by groups that deal with specific issues or problems apparent in the evolution of the issue in the real world. In any event, here we go.

HISTORICAL & CHRONOLOGICAL ANNALS

Neither the future nor the present can cause the past. A first step in orienting ourselves thus has to be a general awareness of the order in which things have taken place. Here are some gateways to historical analysis on the web, followed by very rudimentary benchmarks for readers to note in any circumstance that involves a conversation concerning student loans.

nerdwallet This briefing about present interest rates provides a twenty-two year comparative timeline of student loan interest rates.

Sallie Mae This excellent Sallie Mae timeline is the most thorough that This Humble Correspondent could find.

New America This article analyzes student loan history background generally, but also provides a short timeline that illustrates the tension between subsidized loans and direct loans, the latter of which is now SOP.

FinancialAid This piece from FinancialAid.org includes a fairly comprehensive look at the way that student loans have intersected with bankruptcy protection, of key interest in these matters.

LaGuardia College The Senior Director of La Guardia College’s Financial Aid Office proffers this material, a thorough look at legislation, amendments, and impact from 1944-2007.

Federal Student Aid The Department of Education here gives visitors fifteen in-depth portals for looking at key dates and developments in the history of student loans.

NHHeaf This very accessible, well-organized timeline focuses on New Hampshire but does an excellent job at locating Federal developments in time and space too.

StudentLoanTruth A very readable advocacy-organization look at highlights in student loans from 1963-2010.

Ed.gov This 1995 piece makes an excellent 1944-1995 explication, in addition to providing background from earlier operational methods in the U.S., failing for the most part to anticipate the meltdown that many others by that time were beginning to see.

Federal Student Aid A New York University Sociology of Education Thesis demonstrates convincingly that the erstwhile pretenses of improving society through policy had much less impact on the shaping and developing student loans than did financier profiteering and other monopolistic motivations.

MORE GENERAL HISTORICAL ASSESSMENTS

Plenty of scholarly and public analysis is in the marketplace that nods in the direction of history. Recently, however, an upsurge of critical examination has happened. A teeny bit of this shows up here.

Columbia Tribune This article by Mary Paulsell, who oversees an entrepreneurial program at the University of Missouri, though it makes all sorts of assumptions that require close scrutiny, does make the case for public investment in human capital, based on historical assessments of loans to students.

John Wiley John Thelin’s and Marybeth Gasman’s “Historical Overview of American Higher Education” places the acceleration of student loans in the interesting historical context of a Federal response to student protests of the 1960’s.

Internet Archive An absolutely essential read—at the same time that it has many bleak and likely bigoted notions of one sort or another—for anyone concerned about declining standards, increasing oppression, and bleak futures, John Taylor Gatto’s text, An Underground History of American Education, is a ‘from-the-trenches’ analysis no less trenchant for being completely radical in its outlook and conclusions.

Schooling Capitalist America Already mentioned above, Schooling in Capitalist America establishes key practical and theoretical foundations for understanding phenomena such as a student loan meltdown, trap, scam, and so forth—systematic, systemic explanation must replace blame games, in other words.

IRIS Lib This dissertation, from Northeastern University in Boston, approaches understanding present options in the only way that either makes sense or might lead to practical solutions, in other words through the lens of history.

Tennessee Another dissertation, which examines the Vietnam War as a launching pad for what was the first phase of the modern student loan agenda, with loads of problems and predation from the outset.

GCC This straightforward and workmanlike assessment of the original G.I. Bill’s effects offers a fine introduction to this present-day-student-loan prehistory.

UTexas Milton Friedman’s “Government and Education” in many ways cast the die for what has transpired.

EconPapers A chapter by chapter guide to Friedman’s earlier work, at the National Bureau of Economic Research in 1945, Income From Independent Professional Practice, which underlay much of his thinking in developing the student loan models that predominate in one way or another to the present day.

GAO A forty page GAO report from 1992, the beginning of the direct loan period, that examines the ‘crisis’ then and the promulgation of the protocols that have elicited the crisis now.

Ed.gov A Department of Education brief, from 1995, that examines the history and background of the debates which were then occurring in Congress and elsewhere.

Gutenberg John Dewey’s Democracy and Education remains a seminal text for discussions such as those that must take place in regard to student loans if we are to avert continuing and deepening catastrophe.

ADVOCACY ORGANIZATIONS THAT FOCUS ON STUDENT LOANS

While undoubtedly many additional groups have formed over the years, and many additional general youth or education or social struggle organizations also support student-loan reform, these advocates are all ‘fighting the good fight’ on a daily basis.

StudentLoanJustice Alan Collinge’s impressive work sets a standard here; perhaps since he couldn’t pursue aerospace engineering, he settled for building something more utilitarian and magnificent.

ReformstudentLoan Amanda Brown, who collaborates with Collinge and others, has recently established this site as an additional portal that focuses on consumer protection reforms, backing favorable Federal legislation, and networking with legal aid providers and other counselors to assist debtors in distress.

Student Debt Crisis is the brainchild and gift to humanity of attorney Robert Applebaum, the nation’s premier lawyer for programs and protocols to assist indentured students through legal process.

A Blogger’s 2012 peek at the loads of groups and individuals who say that they are helping, or want to help, to relieve the massive distress that the current period is experiencing.

ProjectStudentDebt A relatively ‘neutral’ but nonetheless extremely insightful organization that seeks to navigate the treacherous waters of higher-education financing in the context of mushrooming debt and diminishing career opportunities.

Student Loan Borrower Assistance is another ‘middle-of-the-road’ group that is nonetheless strongly condemnatory of government and corporate profiteering in the name of human enhancement.

EXPLORATIONS IN THE POLITICAL ECONOMY OF HIGHER EDUCATION FINANCE

All too often, those to whom the present occurs like a load of bricks falling from the sky fail to consider issues such as this. Here’s some help, in that regard. At some point, of course, we should all be talking about what we mean by, and what we know about, the parameters of political economy, without which the discipline of economics is arguably fatuous fantasy.

Web of Debt An expert assessment from attorney and public banking advocate Ellen Brown, this essay explicates the overall development of student loans as a form of “corporate socialism” that 2010 Student Aid and Fiscal Responsibility Act attenuated to some degree.

WatchDog This essay presents the background and current reality of the Student Loan Marketplace, Sallie Mae, as a “protection racket” that is prospering amidst the crushing of lives due to unsupportable and undischargeable debts.

This National Consumer Law Center study, “The Sallie Mae Saga: a Government Created Profit Machine,” reveals the seamy guts of a scheme that enriches exclusively private interests—since 2004—at the cost of impoverishing tens of millions of working class poor people.

SLM Corporation For those who find balance sheets interesting, here is the goods on the SLM Corporation, better known as Sallie Mae.

USA Today This news article details elements of New York’s Andrew Cuomo’s investigation of and successful law suit against Sallie Mae, described at the time as a ‘widening investigation’ of student loan fraud and corruption.

FireDogLake This deeply analytical and detailed Firedog Lake report portrays the $100 billion-plus bailout of student loan private bankers.

GAO.gov A 2010 report from the Government Accountability Office about widespread fraud and deceptive practices in For-Profit college recruiting, a sector that derives plus-or-minus 80% of its income from student loans.

University of Michigan A legal analysis by University of Michigan’s John Pottow, of the shortcomings of present attempts to justify the nondischargeability in bankruptcy of student loans, and ways that legal ‘fixes’ might be available to make such practice reasonable, or to change the rules.

An English researcher , Johnna Montgomerie, here argues that debt has replaced taxation in the provision of such safety nets as student loans.

Omar Rahman’s masters thesis makes a compelling case for being wary of present student loan practice for macro as well as microeconomic reasons, as a result of inevitable ‘paying-the-piper’ upheaval overall, even as individual cases end up as crushing burdens for the particular citizens involved.

This Congressional Budget Office study, highly technical and detailed, proffers a foundation from which to view the entire student loan edifice as a substitution of debt on students for taxes on taxpayers.

A Swiss White Paper that advances the notion that “Optimum Dynamic Taxation” may occur in the use of income-contingent student loans.

GPO.gov The complete Senate Report from the Committee on Health, Labor, Education, & Pensions, that investigates for-profit colleges’ loan driven expansion and finds multiple harms and deficiencies in the process.

career.org A response from the Association of Private Sector Colleges and Universities, in which the group admits, ”94% of PSCU students are eligible for Title IV funding (compared to 70% of private non-profit and 49% of public students). PSCUs offer predominantly non-traditional students a means to improve their financial situation for themselves and their families. About a third of these students are single parents; over 60 percent women; over 40 percent African American or Hispanic/Latino; and 152,000 of them are veterans.“

Center American Progress A powerful brief in favor of bankruptcy protection, this Center for American Progress study presents grotesque anecdotes of the hardships that result from the programmatic choice to disallow student debtors bankruptcy protections.

Susan Robertson’s research profile of globalization in the university sphere, subtitled “Toward a Critical Political Economy,” closely articulates “Assymetries of Globalising Higher Education,” in such a fashion as to show the blood and sweat extracted from students in enforced-student loans-programs, cost-sharing, higher fees, and so forth.

STUDENT LOANS & SOCIAL RELATIONS

Here, where the terrain is especially complicated and difficult to tease out without immersing ourselves, links might deal with multiple subtopics. This matter—concerning all manner of culture, class, color, and conflict pointers, would be well worth a colloquium and more, however.

Web of Debt A depth-analysis of how student loans and social security cutbacks, attacks on the young and the old, go hand in hand, this article comes from one of the people’s experts in the arenas of banking and finance.

Congressional testimony from the Wounded Warrior Project that impugns the for-profit education sector and its practices of ‘recruiting’ damaged, poor, or otherwise needful veterans who receive inadequate support after they go deeply in debt to attend school.

Senator Tom Harkin’s staff’s graphic presentation of the lopsided results and expenditures on for-profit higher education—the profit-sector graduating less and costing more—and the impact that this has on veterans, especially those who are poor or from different ethnic backgrounds.

This George Washington Law Review article proves that, despite the already very ‘friendly-to-profit’ 90/10 rule that only requires for-profit colleges and universities to obtain ten per cent of their income from non-Federal—i.e., loan—sources, in the aftermath of 9/11, loopholes permit skirting even that generous standard, with troubling results for working class and ethnic students least able to afford a giant loan burden.

Congressional testimony from Young Invincibles to the effect that policies have driven ‘less credit-worthy’ students to for-profit enrollment, much to the detriment of their educational and fiscal futures.

This executive summary of a two year Senate investigation puts the matter in mild terms that are nonetheless stark: “(F)or-profit colleges also ask students with modest financial resources to take a big risk by enrolling in high-tuition schools. As a result of high tuition, students must take on significant student loan debt to attend school. When students withdraw, as hundreds of thousands do each year, they are left with high monthly payments but without a commensurate increase in earning power from new training and skills.”

Tom Harkin’s Senate narrative overview, concluding that “debt without diplomas” is the lot of poor and minority students.

Department of Education’s Advisory Committee on Student Financial Assistance prepared this chilling report, which projects dire social consequences from continuing programs that saddle poor and minority populations with debt while offering little tangible in the way of educational and career benefits.

GENERAL ANALYSES OF THE FAILINGS OF STANDARD OPERATING PROCEDURE

Even the most hallowed experts are often enough decrying the SOP and bemoaning ‘unintended consequences’ that quite logically are part of the purpose of the system. In any event, a few such authoritative critiques emerge below.

This Atlantic article demonstrates the truly astronomical increases in student debt over the past fifteen years, noting the ‘irony’ flowing from this, that this purported boost to economic output and capacity could collapse the entire system.

A Kresge Foundation report that strongly critiques current practices, especially in regard to for-profit protocols and standards, plus or minus 80% funded by student loans.

Save2LimitDebt This report, from the University of Kansan School of Social Welfare, joins a chorus of dozens, or even hundreds, of such accounts that indicate the need for complete overhaul, truly radical reformulation, despite the fact that most such scrutiny comes from agencies of the status quo.

This study, from the National Consumer Law Center, bears the title, No Way Out, again concluding that fundamental reform is essential to relieve financial distress and social dislocation.

This College Board monograph, The Effectiveness of Student Aid Policies: What the Research Tells Us, does not draw conclusions so dire as most other investigations, but it is highly critical nevertheless and commends different international practices as models likely to yield superior results.

Michael Renisch, in the Catholic Social Science Review, continues the powerful social and economic and political indictment of “the student loan crisis,” the solution to which has to rank among the top priorities for American society.

BBC “U.S. Student Loans—the Trillion Dollar Debt Trap” serves up a British Broadcasting Corporation in-depth report and case study of the disastrous mean expectation of present-day college-financing circumstances.

This Al Jazeera opinion essay, “Of Banksters and Debtors Prison,” shows as well as many other assessments the depths of predation that characterize established contemporary procedure.

NY Yimes This New York Times blog, “College: the Great Unleveller,” notes the perversity of a system in which more education results in greater inequality.

Rolling Stone Matt Taibbi’s regular column in Rolling Stone, per his usual methods, simply eviscerates the present SOP, calling the “College Loan Scandal” a case of “Ripping Off Young America.”

GOVERNMENT & N.G.O. REPORTS THAT EXPLICATE THE SYSTEM

Full of descriptive and empirical data, such materials as these represent stepping stones to being able to show the path of the development of this issue. A tremendously helpful adjunct would be a comprehensive legislative history of all of the bills, since 1944, that have dealt with these things. Hundreds, or even thousands, more titles and entries than show up here would be possible to list—whether such an exhaustive effort would be practical is anybody’s guess, but at some point, someone ought to pay attention and see what all is in the arena, so to speak.

Ed.gov This portal for press releases provides rich basic data about student loans, default rates, investigations, reports, and more.

NewYorkFed This year old report from the Federal Reserve Bank of New York is one of many Federal Reserve analyses of this issue over the past few years.

Consumer Finance A lengthy Consumer Financial Protection Bureau report that examines issues, background, and data in a balanced way.

The National Association of College Admissions Counselors , through the Project on Student Debt, prepared this White Paper, which examines the “Balancing Act” that guidance counselors must perform in directing students toward higher education in an environment of high-interest loans and prospects of lifelong debt.

UpJohn Abstracts of presentations to a national conference on student loan problems and prospects funded and organized by the Upjohn Institute.

An American Association of State Colleges and Universities brief on “Student Loan Forgiveness Programs” as a way of ameliorating workplace difficulties and assisting those least able to bear the costs of current approaches.

A Kansas City Federal Reserve research update about issues and prospects for student loans in relation to defaults, economic performance, employment, and more.

A Congressional Research Service brief about student debtors’ inability to discharge their debts in bankruptcy, almost no matter the hardships, this paper is only available through intervenors, since the CRS library, despite its existence as the research arm of the U.S. Congress, is generally inaccessible to citizens.

Another CRS report only visible as a result of ‘extraordinary rendition’ by the Federation of American Scientists, this lengthy update gives the best-practices summary of terms and expectations as of 2013 under the Federal Family Education Loan Program and in the case of direct loans as well.

EdWorkForce This is the testimony from a year ago of Jason Delisle, Director of the New American Foundation’s Federal Education Budget Project, which makes the case for reforming student loan programs and then lists state-of-the-art reforms that ought to happen.

RADICAL REFORMERS, FREE-FOR-ALL HIGHER ED ADVOCATES, & OTHER ALLIES

Plenty of help is available to our union to assist in fomenting positive change, to foster creative and empowering alliances, to develop strategic programming and action. But we will probably never reach most of these potential ‘fellow travelers’ unless we’re willing to climb out of the ‘we’re-just-writers-interested-in-writerly-things’ corner that the likes of us often enough find ourselves presently occupying.

The People’s Movement Assembly holds an annual conference that is promoting a Student’s Bill of Rights, clearly a reasonable demand in light of prospects of lifelong peonage amid an economy and a system both broken and predatory.

Free Minds/Free People holds a biannual conference, from the 2013 meeting of which this booklet comes—providing detailed calls to action and strategic thinking about joining student, parent, and teacher needs, a dandy set of models for a National Writers Union’s attention.

WebofDebt A call for student loan forgiveness as ‘Qualitative Easing’ round four, this article by Ellen Brown combines the technical acuity that Brown’s detailed knowledge of finance permits with a creative openness to grassroots initiatives and community empowerment.

A Solari book review of Alan Collinge’s Student Loan Debt Scam, that heralds the appearance of this manifestation of struggle as possibly indicative of new and powerful expansion of grassroots demands, this article both contextualizes and adds information to what Collinge himself makes available.

This World Futurist Society blog entitles itself, “Portrait of a New Radical: Hyper Transparency and the Coming Radicalization of America:” and so it goes.

POPULAR EDUCATION, MARXISM, SOCIAL DEMOCRACY

A variety of ideological methods contain useful ways of thinking as we writers struggle to make sense of things and find ways to participate in and facilitate a transformation of this morass of pain that is the way things happen now among a huge cohort of future collaborators and adherents.

LibCom A quarter century old analysis of one in a string of ‘debt crises’ over the past half century, Harry Cleaver’s article, from Capital & Class, reads as if it were published yesterday, the explication of patterns and revelation of relations as exact as the prediction of dawn.

This New York University Masters Thesis , Social Policy or Big Business: Federal Financial Aid for Higher Education, applies Marxist and radical critical social theory to the deconstruction of established machinations to beggar the poor and enrich the wealthy.

“The University of Finance” analyzes the dynamics of history and money that have yielded a college and university experience, increasingly everywhere on earth, that is dependent on indebtedness and lifelong indenture.

IJOC “Product Undergraduate and Critical Visioning in Communications Studies” playfully pulls apart the hideous constructs of servility and indebtedness that underpin both the educational experience, in that they finance it, and then follow graduates into their lives.

“Critical Pedagogy in and Against Globalised Education: a British Perspective” brings Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed and Popular Education theories into a discourse about the depredations of enforced loans and other extractive attempts to make students into lifelong profit and interest sectors.

WSWS This review essay from the World Socialist WebSite also calls on Alan Collinge in making its case that the current system amounts to “The American Student Loan Racket.”

INTERNATIONAL ORGANIZATIONS & RESPONSES

Chile, England, and dozens of other nations, and international groups, have also been examining the issues in play here, a sampling of which collectives appears here.

Sean Looney’s Master’s Thesis, from Erasmus University in the Netherlands, The State, the Market, & Higher Education: Policy Convergence Across Comparative Capitalisms, looks at the initiation of the ‘neoliberal’ profiteering agenda in the U.S. and traces its expansion to other nations.

The International Association of Universities , in addition to making available the wide variety of presentations at its annual conferences—dealing directly and contextually with issues of financing and debt—also makes available this eleven-times-annually update of international publications on higher education, again addressing directly and environmentally matters of loans and cashola and more.

A University of Georgia dissertation, this monograph examines the changing face of higher education in Finnland, where, until 2010, tuition was free for all students, from wherever they originated, but which openhanded protocols have been under pressure and have changed.

This monograph , Quality and Equity in Higher Education: International Experiences and Comparisons, only briefly touches on loans as a source of financing, but provides a rich contextualization of higher education in the international context.

Nelly Stromquist’s strategic brief, “Internationalization as a Response to Globalization,” examines the increasing need for campuses to recruit students and faculty from around the world, in the process of which students saddled with debt simply have little place beyond the most rudimentary involvement.

Federation “Loans for Higher Education: Does the Dream Come True” is a statistical examination of the situation in Chile, and the answer, like here, is ‘not so much.’

The Student Loans company of Great Britain’s Annual Report for several years has shown the immense pressures under which regimes that are not completely predatory are operating, in the process both showing the effects of the hegemonic U.S. approaches and offering alternative models for those people here who imagine the possibility of socially responsible and equitable financial arrangements.

A World Bank look at “loan schemes” in Korea once again reveals different models and modalities from what one might expect here in the U.S.

This UNESCO forum publication looks at overall development of university financing issues, placing student loans in the context of both cost-sharing and the necessity of supporting research at the same time that “increasing austerity” is manifest in arenas of extensive ideological contest.

UNESCO’s World Education Report 2000, which called for a worldwide right to lifelong education, seems like a long lost echo in the aftermath of Patriot Acts and bubbles galore, but it provides both analysis and models that are still useful to ponder.

PHILOSOPHY, DEEP-ANALYSIS, & EXPERTS WHO ARE HONEST BROKERS

Useful materials are present that grapple with our problems in innovative and unanticipated ways. We just have to do some downloading, find ways to lay our hands on e-readers that make engagement palatable, and start reading

Ellen Brown’s decades of work in populist economics makes her a ‘voice from the wilderness’ who advocates fundamental reforms that reduce citizen indebtedness and increase the notion of a democracy of, by, and for the people.

Robert Applebaum , another vox populi, has a simple proposal: instead of bailing out thugs and racketeers, perhaps we should consider forgiving student debt.

Having arrived once more at a resting point, Spindoctor must as usual apologize. So much shows up above. How can one possibly digest it all? The short answer is that one cannot. Still, we must try. The times and our human nature demand it. Of course, at the end of a long night, or a long shift, ‘to hell with all that’ seems all too often an apt response. Nevertheless, the Spindoctor must demur and beg to differ.

While a chronicler might imagine additional groupings, different ways to categorize, or more extensive citations than appear above, the Spindoctor might legitimately hope that what does come to the fore in this section seems useful in relation to the tasks at hand in the event of creating the larger report, or manifesting the useful monograph on this topic. Whether that actually results from these fingers’ flying over a keyboard is not so much the point as the setting down in tangible type the ideas and connections that could serve that larger purpose.

Conclusions to Consider

As always transpires at this juncture, the Spindoctor must admit that these ‘final’ assessments have emerged from the process of creating this report. Always, they are provisional and hypothetical, rather than any sort of expression or definition of certainty.

That said, the penultimate statements that have typified these reports have manifested as protocols for improving things as much as they have as any sort of simple summarizing of stipulations and ideas that the data and analysis have revealed. So the pattern continues today. While this is not the type of thicket that has instantaneously lethal thorns of the sort that are so easily discernible in Ukraine, or in relation to matters nuclear, unimpeded amplification of the inequities and inefficiencies and fraud that have so clearly been part and parcel of student-loans-as-fiscal-policy will have profound deleterious social and economic consequences. The purpose of what comes now, though only the proverbial ‘drop in the bucket’ of what realistically we ought to do of consider achieving, is to ameliorate such potentially devastating impacts.

AN INITIAL DEDUCTION

A student Bill of Rights, which young pupils themselves organize to struggle and win, could well prove to be a sine qua non in achieving something like an equitable resolution to crippling both society and economy by burdening youth obviously less able to pay with crushing debt burdens.

For many people, this conclusion would be counterintuitive. ‘It’s not a rights question; it’s an economic reform issue.’ However, such a POV, at the very least, ignores what Frederick Douglass pointed out repeatedly, that people get the level of oppression that they permit their ‘governors’ to impose on them.

Without a single doubt, such imposition comes from standing in an unequal position to begin with. The ‘gift’ of such a manifesto would not be its words, but the battle to plan and emerge victorious with these ‘truths that we hold to be self-evident,’ which in accomplishing for themselves pupils would thereby lay the basis for more profound political engagement and social leadership.

A SECOND DEDUCTION

A student-instructor-worker alliance that had bargaining power about classes and curricula would also establish connections that would redound to the empowerment of students in their more prosaic skirmishes over the costs of their educations and the expenditures that their administrative ‘superiors’ were making.

Once again, the notion would likely be commonplace that this objective had little or nothing to do with student loans. ‘It’s a process issue, not a substantively academic matter.’ Nevertheless, in the disempowerment of young workers and students, multiple threads make up a crazy quilt of weakness and despair.

Again, whether directly or indirectly, matriculants’ managing to array themselves in alliance with their elders and their teachers so as to gain, as a matter of standard practice, input into classes and instruction, might very readily contribute to the capacitation that would be an essential component of writing off or writing down or reconfiguring what will soon enough be a trillion-and-a-half dollar bill. To imagine organizing for separate matters as if they were all distinct is a recipe for defeat on every front.

A THIRD DEDUCTION

A student-instructor-worker alliance that had a stakeholder’s position in regard to institutional policies would even more obviously contribute to the engagement and potency of pupils to stick up for themselves, a process that arguably would never be possible except in such a position of institutional power, and an evolutionary development that could serve as a springboard for taking control of the financial levers of control that are the basis for students’ current victimization.

Here, the logic of the desired end—administrative investiture among the actual participants in the academic enterprise—would appear more clear-cut. However, the opening of student positions on the board of trustees, or the appointment of a ‘student provost’ would never in and of themselves mean much.

Instead, the acts of alliance and organization with teachers and groundskeepers, with emeritus professors and cafeteria servers, would provide the basis for unshakeable imprimatur over protocols as controversial as how much the football program receives and as beneficial to pupils directly as the financial aspects of matriculation.

A FOURTH DEDUCTION

A community-student conjunction that could develop and present both programs and production opportunities, in the form of performances, virtual and actual course offerings, and one-time workshops or seminars, would also create a foundation from which the move to reduce or remove student indebtedness would be unshakeable.

One way to look at the logic of such recommendations is that everything connects more or less tangibly with everything else. In an institutional setting, the operational elements invariably have an impact on each other.

More in terms of how political power really shows up in a particular situation—which always, in the end, comes down to, for a particular population—arguably only by manifesting capacity in regard to alliances and service that are in keeping with their roles as students will youngsters gain the political traction that might permit their contending successfully about fiscal deals. No ‘gift’ in this realm will ever, in this view, end up more than chimerical till practice in exercising power takes place.

A FIFTH DEDUCTION

Along similar lines, students need to orchestrate teach-ins, and ‘New Colleges’ everywhere around them: in local public schools, with other colleges and universities, among themselves, so as further to establish their competency and right to have a say in anything that affects the.

This is another combination of ‘living to serve’ and ‘practicing for power’ that, although not immediately apparent on the surface, could prove crucial in laying another basis for struggling for the power of the purse. This could work both in terms of insuring strong ties of internal cohesion among themselves—no easy trick, and in terms of building multiple constituencies that depend on and insist on the involvement of the students.

A FINAL DEDUCTION

Having organized and allied and empowered themselves in the many ways that these deductions suggest, students would be ready for a true coup d’état in relation to collegiate governance, by asserting their right to substitute for all their debts different types of performance bonds, which would be project-based, student-and-community decided and operated efforts to deploy tangible student skills and learning to the solution of equally tangible community needs and developments.

While possibly a unique articulation of how students might write off their indebtedness, it is on the surface similar to such programs as ‘Teach-for-America’ or working on indigenous peoples’ schools or other methods for discharging loan obligations. A crucial difference is that these operations would be student-led and initiated, at least in part, along with community participants’ also playing roles in designing and implementing such projects.

Such an ambitious representation of mere students’ power would be unthinkable except in the context of something akin to the first five steps that these deductions suggest. At the least, seeking this sort of direct and fundamental impact on the central relations of finance and property would necessitate experience, alliance, and capacity, all of which would stem from what has appeared above this ‘final’ point.

Wherever a society ‘places’ its youth ends up as a locus for schooling. Vast numbers of the poor and working-class youngsters among us end up in prisons and jails or otherwise trapped in carceral environments. Among Black and Latino males, the proportions of those who spend time behind bars by a substantial margin exceeds half the populations in question. White children of wage-earners often fare little better.

What does our future learn in these instructional contexts? Whatever the lesson plan might be, one can certainly posit that superior social results—as tremendously more beneficial to the individuals and the collectives involved as embraces are more salubrious to a marriage than savage beatings—would attend the sociopolitical election to offer free higher education that leads at once to the acquisition of skills and the capacity both to reason about democratic and community conundrums and to participate in forums to discuss and act upon these issues.

If people are not active ‘matriculants’ in the processes of educating ourselves about our struggles, then doubtless those who do solve these problems will likely overlook equities and insights to which only those involved have access. More importantly, the potential for hypocrisy, fraud, and double-dealing skyrocket as afflicted populations find themselves at the margins of social action, excluded, alienated, and ready for all manner of upheaval and mayhem.

An advocate of higher education reform, the brilliant young documentarian who produced Listen, presented this idea in a digestible capsule. “Nothing about us without us is for us.” If this were the only nugget of knowledge that we imbibed from dissecting these issues, we would in so doing establish a basis for positive growth; if we fail to master this elementary tutorial, we might as well never have attended the academy at all.

AFTERWORD

Having arrived, by channels occasionally tortuous and generally exploratory and synthetic, at this final juncture, once more we may examine how and why this material is important, or even crucial. On the one hand, such a contention ought to be obvious.

Imprisoned children cannot operate even the gates of a concentration camp effectively. No matter what, without fundamental transformation in the finishing touches to consciousness that universities and colleges at their best can provide, such a brutal abattoir may very well end up the social nexus that we confront in our dotage, along with our resentful and understandably infuriated offspring and neighbors and strangers who share the cells along with us.

So we’ve come to this. One dollar out of fifteen in the economy has an analog in a young person’s debt. Students are avoiding the process of pursuing degrees in droves. Smaller, but still noticeable numbers, are fleeing the United States in order to avoid repaying their loans. In such a pass, obviously, dischargeability in Bankruptcy would be excellent; arguing with Income-Contingent repayment would be madness; and additional pro-consumer and pro-student reforms would be dandy.

However, only a more thorough than merely surgical intervention can cure the sickness of predation and pauperization that is the substrate of the entire contemporary schooling mechanism, indeed the foundation of present-day capitalism. For our purposes then, implanting educational systems actually of, by, and for the people must be our project, even as we strive for reform that lets us breathe instead of strangling on defaulted loans.

Traditional consumer protections, in other words, do not go nearly far enough. Universal jubilee, debtor-led community-service-performance bonds that replace—at decent wages—all debt, and other really radical efforts are necessary, not only to attempt but also to accomplish. In turn, such steps toward deep-rooted transformation require a social movement as the impetus for their occurrence. And no such social uprising has ever happened spontaneously. They have all begun from conversation, from mutual learning and teaching, the agreed purposes of which are both an accurate, comprehensive contemplation of what has happened and concerted action toward radical reformulation.

Thus, the Spindoctor calls for an equable if humble aggregation of writers—many of whom at present and in the future find themselves fitted with an apparently unbreakable harness of indentured fealty—to reach out to students’ rights groups, to parents, to teachers, to activists, to citizens for whom an eternal debt-servitude does not seem like a valid or viable future, so as to begin to meet and ponder these matters, with an eye to truly transformative action.

Specifically, to begin, something akin to a widespread series of meetings needs to take place, for which a recent confabulation in Oregon might serve as one excellent model. Various other recent gatherings have directed attention to these issues and resulted in reports or action-orientation that could effect much greater beneficence than anyone would ever expect from Congressional hearings, or the bleary arguments of administrators, or the hyper-sensationalize promises of instructional entrepreneurs.

In the event, the types of future learning experiences that characterize our lives depends on the pathways that we tread today. Technically and economically, we have at our command more tools than we need to come of age in a garden of growing, even almost comprehensive, comprehension. Socially and politically, however, we have slid backwards since the days of free speech protests at Berkeley and student occupations of Boston Commons. Whether we countenance a morrow of expansive manifestation or subsequent days of dire stress and fiery conflict is up to us, so long as we lend a hand in smoothing these troubled waters and ameliorating our present pass of tribulation and trial.

In any event, everyone needs to play a part in representing both the social body as a whole and social empowerment as a goal in the mire of misery and dissolution that college education is for the poor. Even the Spindoctor and his brilliant spouse have composed an outreach flyer that could, conceivably, serve to help in bringing people together. The day after tomorrow may be too late. The time has come to take a stand.





A fiery Yuletide test


How, with Contributoria's help, to manage and contextualise the unexpected


Spindoctorjimbo

We all do it. Or so I’d say. We all think, “Well tomorrow I’m going to the Post Office. I’m going to mail out those fucking presents and cards that I’ve been procrastinating doing.”

Or some similar forecast of the future occurs to us, and it simply is just so compelling that anything other than presuming its veracity seems like lunacy. Of course, such thoughts are generally—we might say, in the course of a lifetime, almost always—close enough to real to make us continue habitually to think them.

Only occasionally does something happen that upends everything, creating a topsy-turvy journey down a pathway one has never before seen. This sensation—of again and again not having expected what actually has transpired, what keeps transpiring—remains the primary impact that I feel of fire and destruction, escape and dislocation.

The settings for these scenarios vary, but for the most part, what appears in the coming paragraphs concerns Madison County, North Carolina, “bloody Madison” as some chroniclers state the case. When all of this happened, we lived in Marshall—or Mars Hall—right down the road from Mars Hill. Whatever narrative decision might compel a storyteller to view these occurrences as a battle, the place names of this land that the ancestors of present residents stole from the Cherokee fit right in.

The particular location around which this entire telling centres is a former U.S. highway retail stop that the present owner’s grandfather had operated. The intrepid desire for profit and income in return for long-ago labor had led this grandson—our ’landlord’—to carve out the muddy basement of this shack-for-commerce into a ‘house-in-a-hollow’ that served as an ideal, cheap, expansive, leaky, creaky nest for the Spindoctor and his paramour, Ms. Sol Invictus.

The following narration also concerns a definite period of time, from the days immediately prior to last December 23 to mid-February, more or less right now in other words. The oddities and savagery and everyday kneejerk reactions of what came to pass might easily fill a volume. Hopefully what follows, like the porridge that Goldilocks eventually tasted, will be close enough to “just right” to justify both its cooking and its consumption, as it were.

As everyone who seeks to use writing as a recording instrument soon realises, a ‘complete record’ of even a single minute, or of even the most rudimentary occurrence, is no more possible than the total telling of everything in the universe right now, or ten minutes ago, or twenty minutes hence. All-that-is intertwines it all, so comprehensive documentation is fatuous fantasy at best, at least so long as the yarnsmiths are the breed of inescapably limited scribes that, as mere mortals, we will always be.

What comes next, then, is a set of recollections, more or less chronological, of an evening’s Contributoria labor that fate or randomness or whatever interrupted about two months ago. Inherently abbreviated, these memories purvey scenes and sensations and feelings and thoughts as they happened. In the words of one of my favourite songwriters, “What a long, strange trip it’s been.”

Precursors

The afternoon before a blaze hungered to eat our home, grey and misty in the smoking mountains where we live, my wife and I had just managed to wrestle with dispatching a few gifts and greetings to family members. The balance of our offerings of Yulish good cheer would wait till the morrow, the eve of Christmas Eve.

As we rode the snaking curves of U.S. 25/70 West and North, just after we passed Madison County’s library, where I’d just last Friday retrieved a couple more volumes for my War-on-Drugs article, my wife chortled in the way that she does when she’s had an evil notion. “I hope the damned place hasn’t burned down.”

In the mile till our Riddle Farm Road turnoff, we talked about how we’d returned from every trek of more than a few hours duration with our fingers crossed. Bad wiring, plenty of combustibles, the smouldering or merely blackened husks of other homes hereabouts that had gone up in flames and smoke, all conspired to plant eerie ideas in our heads of a similar fate.

This had gone on for years. Some of the little details are chilling to recall, but so as to keep this report within manageable bounds, we’ll leave things as is for now, except to say that we were oddballs in this place—neither the funded interlopers who have bought out many locals nor the denizens of those who long ago ‘tamed’ these hills and rivers and forests of their natural and indigenous human ‘dangers.’

A Frightful Flight into a Dreary Night

Our lives, as mattes stood, for months had centred on Guardian Media anyhow, which miraculously was paying for most of our food and upkeep. Though an ocean away, ‘jolly England’ had served up the cultural sources of much of what Madison has made of itself. Such confluences may or may not interest the reader, but they uniformly fascinate this scribe.

The early dark of just a day past the Solstice, which this year and most others is my wife’s birthday—in her original Southern Hemisphere, she’d been the Queen of the Light and the Princess of Dark’s Return—ushered us into our cubbies, from which we had ventured forth to eat and kiss and bask in bliss. Yet by ten or so, we were churning text, begging for backing, researching matters both arcane and fascinating about contraband and the longstanding ways of our crazy world.

In this fashion, the early moments of December 23 unfolded in multi-mediated marvels that were our daily bread. I had just gone to Alicia to grapple with Twitter crap; we’d squabbled about when to fix it. Then, out of a ‘pregnant pause,’ this:

“I hear water dripping.”

“That’s impossible,” I said reflexively. “It’s not raining.” We were both thinking about the twenty times that whoever was upstairs had overflowed or flushed on our heads or otherwise inundated us.

My wife’s hearing detects moths in flight though, so we went to look, finding nothing in the bathroom and breathing easier till we came to our kitchen while water showered in sheets from the ceiling. I grabbed handy towels for just this eventuality but stopped before I put them down.

“Did you unplug the hotplate? I smell smoke.” My voice dripped disbelief.

Just then, as the downpour let up just a tiny tad, we both jumped a little in shock when a pounding—Drunken, furious fists? Demonic forces that demanded ingress?—caused the door nearly to leap from its hinges. Literally, it accorded with the beating that someone was giving it.

Outside in the 30-degree air, two completely unknown young men stood, breathing smoke, their unblinking, wide-eyed expressions a combination of consternation and stupefaction. “Mister, mister, mister,” blurted out the curlier, burlier, and blonder of the two, as his slender, darker companion’s stare pulsated with a mysterious light. “There’s a fire”—he pronounced it, with a mystical awe, as “fahr”—“upstairs!”

The next several hours blurred by. Over sixty, I’ve left behind my days of ready sprinting, but I moved spryly enough after I’d seen the mouth of hell just above my head shooting forth spouts of flame into the new Winter’s night.

Computers, cash, coats, and clothes: we’d worked out our little fire drill years ago, when we learned of the wrinkles that beset our modest working class hovel—locals called such structures trailer-trash housing. After we carried out the essentials through fearful gasps and coughs full of thickening smoke, Alicia had the presence of mind not only to take pictures on her pink-pad but also to grab our sturdy Canon EOS-D70 and command me to shoot.

But I couldn’t see a thing; my glasses misted in the moist and now tarry air; I considered the possibilities of explosive fiery expansion. The three exposures that I produced were laughable, except for the eternal fascination of a blackness that was juxtaposing fierce orange fireballs: I’d need tons of practice before I tried to pass myself off as a photojournalist.

Having despaired in this department, however, I did decide that I needed at least to attempt to do something useful. Some might say stupid.

I went back inside, deciding that the acrid air was still okay as I listened for sounds of any pendency of fiery collapse. Grabbing one of our five-gallon stewpots, I jerked it from the sink, full of dishwater, and slogged it up the steps to the deck where the doorway belched its inferno. I threw the water at the base of the flames, as someone long ago taught me—rightly or wrongly—and with a laughing hiss, the fire ate the fluid and kept on. I refilled the pot twice but only delivered one other dose of water, because the pros—as these ‘volunteer firemen’ clearly were—had arrived.

They shooed me and anyone else in the vicinity further away, though two of the fellows did acknowledge gratefully my information that a kerosene heater—likely with some fuel—was in the living room where the course of the blaze was headed. These guys risked their lives, spraying down what they soon diagnosed as an electrical fire without disabling the horrific fuse box; they didn’t want anyone suddenly without light, Alicia informed me, as smoke and water and possibly flaming debris cascaded down.

We availed ourselves of this luminance and retrieved a bit more technology, dodging the extinguishing liquids that fell and breathing as little as we had to in order to keep moving. When the stout heroes up above finally disengaged the power, we borrowed flashlight lanterns from a neighbouring Boy Scout and grabbed some books for the project that was due a few days after Christmas.

Baffled, throats raw from nasty air, barely sentient, we prepared to depart at two in the morning. Our only telephones depended on the web, which would never work for us here again. So we crossed our fingers as we figured that Alicia’s mom, an hour away, couldn’t turn us away and headed for Black Mountain.

A Bed and Our Work

Wild-eyed, clothing in shambles, exuding smoky sweat, our entire mien a wreckage of disaster and befuddlement, we entered the Waffle House in Swannanoa. The waitress looked askance when we asked to use her cell-phone.

“I hate to ask; our house just caught fire.”

She took a few seconds, realized we were serious, and came back a minute later with her decidedly ancient-flip-phone device. How apropos: to make a call at three with the aid of such a working class instrumentality.

Of course, several hours only from dawn, Monica didn’t answer at first, though she called back before a minute was up. After her first shock of disbelief, she welcomed us without reservation, praise be.

Till almost five, we three plotted our campaign over warm-and-creamy coffee. A sort of joint-priority one would be finding-backers and project-completion. Priority two would be negotiating with our rental insurance. Priority three would be clearing up and cleaning out whatever was salvageable or that we had the responsibility to bundle up or trundle off. Priority four would be getting our money back—paid in advance to earn a ten percent discount—from our landlords. Priority five would be a new place, somewhere, somehow.

And priorities six-through-’n’ would encompass additional shit that the universe might throw at us, along with our normal commitments. These included a five-times-per-week aggregation of media-and-intellectual-property eventualities, writers’ issues, progressive organisational links, current events, and historical matters. It also consisted of our weekly Solidarity Forever Internet radio show. Unanticipated difficulties worried us more than the things that we knew we had to accomplish.

As we lay in the little full-sized bed in Monica’s quilting room, surrounded by shadowy fabric frames, both Alicia and I recognised that one such issue was health. Her mom had just had the flu, and all sorts of new people would be hacking and wheezing in our vicinity now that the cosmos had flushed us from our lair.

Whatever else might transpire, or so we felt certain as astronomical twilight just began to dim the stars with dawn’s imminent blossoming, the miracle of our ten-year partnership had survived at least the first stages of our torrid tango with an accidental inferno and its chilly aftermath an hour East of our now defunct home. In the event, in no small part because of how miraculously punctilious and ethical USAA insurance turned out to be, we more or less proved able to stick to our checklist and create a decent transition instead of undergoing a disastrous transit as a result of this monumental, if tiny, encounter with the unexpected.

Writing, Begging, Cleaning up, Taking Stock, Moving on

Thus, except for interludes discussing options and protocols with insurance functionaries, the day that we began with just a few hours sleep—the day that a fire destroyed our home—ended up a period, for me, of getting everything ready for the posting of From Heroin to Ritalin on Guardian Media’s blessed Contributoria site.

Alicia, meanwhile, now had an additional talking point in seeking assistance. People wanted to do something, “to help,” and joining Contributoria was a free and tangible way to participate in making things a little easier and better for us. Not till late in the evening did we realise that our reconnoitering meeting with the fire-specialists that USAA was sending, which we had scheduled for noon on Christmas Eve, would necessarily entail our earlier arrival back at our former homestead.

We had a few precious items to spirit out before the official agreement on process points could take place. And we especially needed to get further volumes that I’d already set aside for our War-on-Drugs background expose, as well as the even more copious monographs that concerned what we were hoping would soon become our fifth backed investigation, on the origins of nuclear science as an overarching social priority.

A perfect day, gray and dripping and warm enough to smell of Winter’s inherent rot, ushered our return to an unilluminated, now mouldy, household where standing water awaited every footfall, and the scent of smoky chemical’s burning brushed every breath. The folks from PuroClean were punctual, at least for movers, which was their primary role.

They rued the damages and the bitter irony of such a gift yet basically handled everything as simply another business proposition. The woman supervisor suggested that she and her crew would prefer not to start that afternoon or to work Christmas, but they were at our beck and call for all that.

The day after Christmas, as matters worked out, would be when they took everything in the living quarters except the food from two refrigerators and those things obviously hopeless or otherwise irremediable. For two hours into the afternoon, they took photos, made lists, asked questions, and we for the first time fully confronted the absolutely and inescapably fundamental nature of what had just happened to us.

All of our artworks in progress; all but a couple hundred of our seven thousand books; all of Alicia’s J.M.W. Turner painting project, ninety oil-on-wood creations that someday we hoped to display at the Tate, no less; as well as every meagre piece of furniture; and copious older technology with which we worked—half a dozen hard-drives, multiple cameras, a desktop system, three additional laptops, all would go to Johnson City Tennessee. There, using state-of-the-art methods, PuroClean techies would scrub and seek to salvage almost everything but the clearly hopeless items such as our smoke-infused bedding and a few obviously waterlogged books.

PuroClean did not touch clothing, however. Around four, with darkness close at hand and not a hint of power forthcoming, the two man crew from Superior Cleaners, CDRN put in an appearance, and, stumbling in the dark for half their labours, this stalwart pair bagged two packed closets and chests-of-drawers and various bins and cubbyholes and spirited them into a van to convey our now-smoked fabrics to a laboratory where the magic and science of modern methods could recover what might in different, less sophisticated, circumstances never again be wearable.

Though the physical effort of these operations was miraculously not our responsibility—largesse which could easily have saved this writer’s life—the emotional impact of being in the presence of so much destruction drained energy and sapped vitality like a shorted circuit sucks up juice and shuts down operations in an electrical system. Nonetheless, we again drove an hour to Kurt and Monica’s little bungalow to the East where a Christmas Eve repast awaited, and a brief and somewhat somber Christmas celebration followed on the morrow.

After that, excepting a brief reconnaissance on Monday the twenty-ninth, once our last-minute compilation of December’s Contributoria materials had taken place, we didn’t even check in to the wreckage that was now officially our former home until 2015 had come to pass. We were too busy writing and begging to worry about the detritus of even the most personal fiery episode.

In any case, when we did first go back, we found a nasty note from the landlords, about which more will follow below. It was one of the punches to the gut in the whole affair that left us most breathless, beginning with the pounding on the door on the eve of Christmas Eve.

Over the next four weeks, with just a few exceptions that we’ll leave for a fuller spinning of the yarn, we spent fifteen to twenty hours a week gathering and discarding and consolidating and relocating our things that remained behind. The absolute integrity with which our insurance company, USAA, dealt with us was part of what made this particular twisted dance less noisome than it might have been in the hands of less upright merchants of such wares.

Equally so, the folks at PuroClean must deserve every award for decency, honesty, discretion, and attention to detail. Not only have their contacts offered the nicest balance of condolence and efficiency that one can possibly imagine, but they also searched for, discovered, and sent us in a priority package a ticket from our union trip to New York in November that we might have been unable to pay otherwise, with who knows what nasty or even dire consequences. More amazing still, these folks stumbled on two thousand dollars cash that I’d squirreled away years ago and let me know about it in just the way that made it merriest and most magnificent.

In the event, however, we did get about as sick as run-down, smoke infested, stretched-out people could possibly get. I pointed out to friends and contacts that I was thinking of writing a diet book—The Accidental House Fire & Bronchial Pneumonia Weight Loss Guide—inasmuch as I’d lost almost fifteen pounds in less than a month.

Yet, for all that, we somehow accomplished most of our clean-up commitments and responsibilities. We also got our money back, a fuller explanation of which follows.

Dealing With Power & Property

From local families with deep roots in the county, with a strong sense of privilege and ownership and property’s imprimatur, James and Sherry were wary of lawsuits, maybe, and apparently wondered if they might avoid repaying deposits and refunding unused rents in the bargain. Perhaps they reasoned that the best defense was to be offensive.

In any case, they insisted that we had to leave the house spotless, which as a result of the fire and the dousing still bore the look of a battered boxer after a losing fight, in addition to cleaning up the outside and garage, which the insurance had not touched. There, we had our firewood piled, ready to render into pieces apropos for our ancient but toasty woodstove; driftwood stock for the art that we had been making more or less fulltime before Contributoria came along; loads of speculative samples that we imagined could assist in creating found-art, installation-art, and sculptural-assemblage; miles of archival files from the Spindoctor’s four decades of scribbling, and from Alicia’s twenty-odd years of Sol Invictus meanderings; and accumulated random junk from our half a decade out in the wild.

Our erstwhile rentiers threatened to withhold all of the plus-or-minus two thousand dollars that they owed us unless we complied with their demands. Furthermore, they demurred paying us back no matter what unless they collected on their insurance claims.

This elicited a tad of legal research from the Spindoctor, whose background in law libraries has often helped to wrestle with such issues. I began like this: “We also freely agree that, between now and the 30-day deadline for the return of all moneys due, we will remove all of our personal property. These are things that we value and need.

In relation to everything else in your note, I would advise you to be cautious, both in terms of the demands that you make of us, and in terms of your assertion of how you will handle your obligations. We are well aware of rights and remedies and that would vastly expand your liability in these matters.

In an overall sense, the governing law stems from Title 42 of the North Carolina General Statutes. This is the portion of the State Code that deals with Landlord-Tenant issues.”

I then listed in some detail both the applicable law and a very reasonable factual interpretation of where things stood. The upshot of this assessment was their plausible liability much in excess of the paltry sums that we wanted back. I closed thus: “Despite plenty of reasons to feel otherwise, perhaps, I bear you all no ill will. I certainly don’t want you to incur any greater loss than you’ve already suffered. My current inclination, by a very small margin after your nasty note, is not to pursue any legal redress.

I would advise both that you consider carefully the arguments here stated, even though they only partially sum up our potentially compensable losses, and that you be very forthcoming with the funds that are due us. We would, under the right circumstances, be willing to sign a release from liability for timely cash payment.”

And has proved true in all but two instances over the years—lawsuits that I won, by the way—this communiqué worked like a magic charm. It arrived, via registered mail, Friday or Saturday a week after New Years Day. Monday, I got e-mails to the effect that I shouldn’t do anything rash, from Sherry, and that we could pick up a bank check for the amount that we demanded from both of them.

We had to meet what turned out to be a nasty, slanderous representative of this couple at the County Sheriff’s office. Such ‘neutral territory,’—which Alicia suggested might have intentionally baited a trap for the occasionally vociferous Spindoctor, albeit he followed his wife’s advice and kept his counsel in this case—included only officers who were ‘friendly acquaintances’ with our erstwhile landlords and betters, whose church in any event has long remained a repository of the propertied classes near the County Seat.

The interlocutor here, a waitress at Sherry’s home-cooking restaurant, as I signed the release that was at best a poorly-drafted attempt to let themselves off the hook, practically spit in my face with soto voce venom. “James told me to tell you that he was very unhappy with your letter, especially since it was excessive hoarding that cause that there fire.” She too used quite a reverential tone when she emphasized the holy yet devilish term, “fahr.”

Before I could go ghetto at this continued bullshit, my brilliant wife had spit back. “We’re through wasting our time with you losers. We got our money. Let’s go.”

This passed in the few seconds that a particularly beefy Sheriff’s Deputy, pistol at the ready on his hip, came along and asked, his eye arched at me, “Everything okay, Annie?”

She muttered something. “You doin’ all right sir?” Now I had his full attention.

“Oh I’m swell, officer. Just swell.”

Lest this seem a little overdramatic, almost exactly the same scene played out when the upstairs renters, who themselves even had legitimate claim to Madison roots, retrieved their deposit at the Sheriff’s office and signed a release the day after our interlude.

Lisa told us, “That woman from the restaurant was there. She always gave me the creeps.”

I demurred on that. I hadn’t sensed her disdain and duplicity as deeply. Lisa continued, “She told us the fire was all our fault, which is total horseshit. I just about went ballistic, let me tell you.” Luckily enough, the matronly Lisa’s young and sturdy sons, whom James and Sherry had insinuated purposely set the fire, though these paragons of ownership and real-estate could provide zero motivation and even less evidence to attest such speculation, pulled their mother away before any fireworks could ensue.

Sundry Well-Wishers, & Contributoria Appeals

My wife probably gets social media. For me, anything other than e-mail is toxic sludge. This observation impacted our decidedly divergent handling of these events.

Alicia instantly garnered a FaceBook buzz as a result of her posting photos and cryptic comments about our woes. Some of her ‘friends’ originate with our acquaintance, but for the most part, these are Chileans, folks from Oberlin, and longstanding pals from prior to our decade, as it were.

We had adopted the ‘Lemonade Gang’ approach to our travails, in that we figured that playing on folks’ natural sympathies, inasmuch as all we asked was for playing in the Contributoria sandbox and points, was completely kosher. And for the most part, loads of those who heard what was up agreed.

Some people, very unexpectedly, really bought in to the system, either because they thought it was cool, perhaps wanting to help a bit more, or both. On the other hand, a few of my love’s so-called comrades, mainly a handful from Madison County itself, utterly ignored what happened.

In this manner, we learned about altogether false friends who simply shrugged and said nothing, as well as about a small number of bullshit artists who pretended mortification and insisted that they’d do whatever they could to assist but couldn’t even find the time to click a hyperlink or two, and about the vast majority of good-hearted people who were willing, in the light of our exigent circumstances so to say, to extend at least this little gratuity to our cause.

All of this exemplified a positive potential of social media, in more ways than one. It could almost have acted as a case study, an academic exercise, or a marketing shtick.

I, on the other hand, kept grinding out the research and the text. I reached out to no one, with the exception of my long-suffering and now eighty-four year old mother, whom I notified in my Christmas communications with enough optimism that I’m hopeful she didn’t worry enough to do her harm. I sure as shit didn’t want to hear about it from someone else who might randomly have discovered the situation and let her in on it, like I was hiding things from her.

She’d have given me no end of grief for that decision. And she was fine, supportive and loving and hopeful, promising prayers and tangible assistance above and beyond any parental call of duty.

I didn’t tell my kids, my ex-wife, other family, or friends and colleagues. I just kept at my work and waited.

After writing January’s proposals, as is my wont, I sent out a note about the just-finished essays that Guardian Media was now hosting. Not till then did I say a word about smoke and flame and dousing inundation.

For my subject line, I selected the elliptical Salutations & New Material & House Fires. Not till the fifth paragraph did I let drop what we’d experienced.

“Our house burned down on December 22. The upstairs unit was the source of the flames, and we actually just suffered a fair amount of water and smoke damage, easily—knock on wood—escaping with our lives and a couple of computers.

We had insurance too, so even though it will unavoidably mean a huge pain in the ass and an inevitably substantial out-of-pocket expense, the whole situation could have been a thousand times—or infinitely—worse, obviously. We wanted to let you know.

Saying as much, we’re even more relying on friends and supporters to keep us going as we try to reestablish our lives up here in the hills. Life is random and cruel, yet strangely beautiful and full of love, eh?”

At the very least, this didn’t drive anyone away. A couple of people promised to up the ante for a few months; one or two others, who had been hit-or-miss in terms of being ‘regulars,’ swore undying fealty and then disappeared.

At least one of these has now reemerged. Life is strange, and then we die.

In the final analysis, one particular interaction just astonished us. Alicia once converted to Islam for about a month. I’ve played soccer with Muslim guys; we both have some friends who believe in the Koran and follow Allah’s wishes as much as they can find the way so to do.

Nonetheless, Appalachia is not exactly any sort of center of Koranic activity. Thus, when I heard from my dear friend Babar, who scurried to Toronto when he surmised that an Islamic background in the United States might become a more and more difficult burden, I hesitated to convey to him what had happened.

He must have sensed something, however, for he interrogated me with gentle tones, yet so persistently—“But Jimbo, you sound a little stressed; what’s up?”—that I soon enough told all. He not only joined Contributoria and became a Premium backer, but he also mailed instantaneously, with no fanfare or chest-thumping whatsoever, a check for two hundred dollars, because he just knew that what we had endured had been costly in every material and spiritual way that one might imagine.

A true friend no doubt he showed himself. Equally certain, however, is how he and his family embody what is most angelic and potent in the third Abrahamic faith.

These completely diverse responses to our plight—at times dispiriting but generally positive, even uplifting—could serve as fodder for many volumes on the human condition. To an extent, as old acquaintances come along to say hello after a lapse in contact, the amazement persists with a force that almost equals what we first encountered in Black Mountain, in the embrace of friendly family, in the first blush of having survived our fire.

Finding a New Roof

No matter what, in spending a week in Ma-and-Kurt’s lovely little cottage in Black Mountain, we had, by more than a hundred percent, exceeded Benjamin Franklin’s sage advice that, “after three days, fish and guests begin to stink.” Therefore, as New Years Eve turned into January first, my love and I were investigating what Craigslist—for all its lost luster and suffering at the hands of Ebay thugs, according to recent court filings, a stalwart source of such matters as housing—showed to be affordable for a pair of down-and-out, literally burned-out couple of wanderers.

We knew—given that, even for all its excellence, Contributoria was not like a tenured position, and we didn’t yet know how things would turn out with the denizens of property and condescension in Madison County—that we didn’t want to spend a penny more than five hundred bucks a month. The poor either live within their means or end up under a bridge on in mother’s basement: only the former option was viable for us.

To say the least, the entire panoply of contacts that we had—all of whom we informed of our recent loss—might fill at least a slim volume of local color and social description in regard to the current state of American society. A trailer-park doyen offered an almost fifty percent discount, even as her husband was facing a brain cancer surgery at the beginning of February.

A couple of owners sniffed at us like they might detect brimstone, implying that perhaps we’d wanted to cash out insurance claims. But of the fifteen or so places that we contacted, of which we visited at least half a dozen, for the most part these owners were incredibly sympathetic, albeit only the one elder statesman of the lot proposed to do anything other than express condolences and then get on with business.

To save the most money, and because we didn’t know either when our things would be available or the shape that they’d be in, we also looked at rooming situations. Since the Spindoctor can sniff out the cosmically groovy with the merest hint of decent clues, he particularly focused on what seemed like it might have served as an ‘Occupy Rooming House’ in North Asheville and on a spot of communitarian humanity on a mountaintop the better part of an hour South of the city limits.

The Occupy folks, recovering from revelry perhaps, didn’t call back till Monday the fifth. And by then we’d cemented a six-month placement with our hippie-like outpost of youngsters—families with kids and a live-in couple who cared for the children.

This almost fell apart, despite a pretty instant affinity. I like the woods and the wilds and the out-of-the-way. And despite sniffing out a trust fund or two, these were decent folks too.

But the lease that they sent us as an attachment sounded like they believed that they were opening their doors to Charles Manson and his lover, and they wanted the right to send them packing with a few hours notice, the option of keeping their money and property, and more.

Once again, being a writer rescued us from either draconian conditions or an impossible negotiation. I managed to contextualize the situation in acceptable terms.

“This is a bummer; I hadn’t noticed this fully on my first read through. This could be a deal breaker. A small part of the bummer relates to the bet that I made with Alicia that we would in fact move in and that we’d be there at least through March 1, though the real loss would be the ruination of a small but very interesting instance of social possibility.

As my grandmother used to say, however, ‘where there’s life, there’s hope.’ Therefore, I’ll make a pitch to salvage what would otherwise be either, in the case of the use of this language, grievous error and injustice, or, in the case of this language’s ‘breaking the deal,’ a small tragedy.”

In a few pages, I then laid out, plainly and where necessary harshly, how the terms of the agreement—which forbade ‘emotional or physical violence’ and left the determination of these no-doubt execrable behaviors completely up to the owners’ interpretation and discretion and demanded an eight-hour exit if any such eventuality transpired—were grossly inequitable if not completely unconscionable.

I continued in pertinent part, “You all might consider this, for example. THIS IS ONE REASON THAT I PAY IN ADVANCE, EXPOSING MYSELF TO ALL SORTS OF RISKS THAT MY LESS TRUSTING FRIENDS SAY IS INSANE, BUT WHICH IN ESSENCE MEANS THAT I TRUST BOTH OTHER PEOPLE AND MY OWN CAPACITY TO ‘TAKE CARE OF MYSELF,’ AS IT WERE. That’s what’s going on here. I’m taking care of our interests.

On a piece of wood that I have not finished I wrote something about this. ’Most people fail to trust others; they do not, in fact, really trust themselves, nor of course do they trust the universe or All-That-Is, or God Almighty, if they think that way, all of which is tragic, since nothing that they say that they want in their lives will ever prove possible unless they can struggle to manifest an open hearted acceptance and belief that others, as well as they themselves, are in fact trustworthy.’

As I often say, ‘I could go on.’ But I won’t, except to say that noting and acknowledging this point doesn’t mean people must open themselves to viciousness and predation without recourse. That is what laws are for.”

And then I developed some alternate language and sent this out, expecting nothing other than either silence or fury. Instead, miraculously, the lovely communitarians wrote back to note that at first they’d felt pissed off, but then had agreed. “You know, he’s right.”

So here we are, splitting wood, hoping for clear Internet signals, and typing away. We can afford our life, even if its borders define a much smaller space, even if its contents are materially much more diminutive.

Who knows what comes next? We’re hoping for miracles, as wage-earners always end up having to do. In the arena of property, those without capital are always a few bad teeth, or a few bad turns, or a run of ill fortune, away from desperation and destitution.

Settling in, Yet Confronting How Unsettled It All Is & Might Remain

During the past couple weeks, we’ve had the bitterest Winter spell that these mountains have seen in twenty years or more. I’ve been splitting a Radio Flyer’s load of wood a day as part of our new discounted rental agreement.

Oak and Walnut too pretty to burn, ancient Locust so dry that it splits like a smashed musical instrument, and invasive ‘trash’ hardwoods and pine form the mix to which I apply an eight pound hammer with a sledge. A ‘Go-Devil’ proffers the coup de grace generally speaking.

“It warms ya twic’t,” as the uplanders put it. Though the Internet connection has caused us fits, intermittent enough to ruin one of our Radio broadcasts and cause the cancellation of another, we more or less completed our account of the Modern Nuclear Project(LINK) and the most recent Grammar Nerd item(LINK) on time. When the web-hosting crashed ten minutes ahead of the final bell, we had to reboot everything, so we may have been eight or nine minutes late.

Here, overlooking a verdant valley a few hundred feet below the Eastern Continental Divide, nestled up tortuous twisting mud and gravel, we’re gathering ourselves for wherever fate takes us next. Even as the drudgery of recovering from and organizing the aftermath of conflagration has lessened, we’ve found ourselves oddly at loose ends as often as not.

We couldn’t organize to get all the backing that we needed for next month’s work. We find ourselves at times almost paralyzed with anxiety. All such behavior is probably natural enough—“part of the grieving process,” in the modern patois.

Nevertheless, it highlights the deeply irrevocable uncertainty that always accompanies human existence. For workers, it is worse. But it’s as deeply ingrained in nature’s patterns as the patterns themselves, which is a fact we would do well, as we play with weapons of mass destruction and such, never completely to forget.

As I’ve repeatedly noted, most hours and minutes of every day now take place pretty much according to standard operating procedure. I told colleagues on a conference call this evening, “You had a lot of clothes, then you only have a few clothes, but you’re not naked. You had loads of books, then you have only a handful of volumes, but you don’t have to stop reading or researching. You had a big supply of food, then you have only couple of days’ worth of meals, but you don’t starve.”

Only a couple minutes out of an average day cause a confrontation with the loss. The rest of the time, work cries out for completion, friends beckon, my sweetheart fills my heart. But those two minutes, reckoning with having lost so much, can be bracing, like suddenly and inexplicably plunging in frigid water and losing one’s breath, so that the panicked sense of drowning is both unbelievable and overwhelming.

Through all of these pedestrian sensations, however, the inquisitive soul of a journalist persists with one query or another along these lines. “Why do these things happen?” Or, even more commonly, “What in the world does it mean?”

Definitive answers will almost never emerge. The sources of even the most narrowly-drawn events are too complex and multifaceted and interdependent. Nevertheless, at least a few ideas have occurred to me that withstand scrutiny and still seem, at the very least, viable and plausible.

This entire essay has, as I admit is my fault—mea culpa, mea culpa, mea maxima culpa—gone on for substantially longer than intended. “Blah, blah, blah” emanates from my fingers and my lips with exultant abandon. Thus, what comes now will be exceedingly short, though if any publisher ever wanted a book out of the exercise—fat chance, of course!—these chapters could easily stand as mini-monographs in their own right.

An Overall Expression of Working Class Existence

To an extent, this could have happened to anybody. Empirically, however, those who are poor, those without real estate of their own, those whose roots are all too often no deeper than a tumbleweed’s, confront such hardships vastly more often than do any version of ‘middle-class,’ let alone upper crust, citizens and fellow travelers.

Each Winter in particular, untold thousands of ‘proles’ inhale enough smoke to expire, or they burn to a crisp on other occasions. We were loads luckier than that, but the fact that it happened to us and not Bill Gates or Hillary Clinton is not accidental.

More fundamentally, this now two-month old evolution of my new life—as my sixty-second birthday draws nigh—convinces me even more powerfully that in all situations that involve essentially social relationships—which is to say domiciliary and transportation and food and work-related matters at the least—private property is at best a ludicrous and unjust method for managing our interactions.

Whether such views ever gain traction, anyone who opposes them ought to be willing to discuss matters, thoroughly and civilly. Arrogant dismissal and high-handed righteousness elicit Shakespeare’s quip: “Methinks he doth protest too much.”

Madison County: Local Gentry, Patterns of Privilege, Making One’s Way

Anyone who has lived in a place like Madison County or Marshall—country and insular and owned by a few families that fight and breed together in such a way as to maintain oversight—can attest to the psychology of such venues. Suspicion, provinciality, an arrogation of judgment about the workings of the world—these and related attributes prevail.

The advance of tourist-economics often worsens such things. The local gentry resent the hell out of the interlopers, with their fancy goats, their expensive arts-production technologies, their plans to grow grapes, and on and on and on. As much as anything else, the generations-long residents despise the condescension that they sense from the free-spending parvenus, who can’t frame their own houses or otherwise take care of their own business, except in that they have plenty of cash.

And that a lot of the newcomers do in fact show off their well-to-do lives makes them, generally speaking, an unacceptable target for the rooted residents’ irritation or ire, because these older families have many mouths to feed, an agricultural economy that’s gone to hell more often than not, and they want and need these new cash cows. Unfortunately, the less well-heeled arrivistes thereby become sitting ducks for whatever dyspeptic social sense that the latifundia have stored up as a result of this kind of dynamic.

Once again, whether one examines the bigger picture or the smaller frame, the property system is close to bankrupt. Theft, predation, pretense, and exploitation are its primary accompaniments. If this seems harsh, one might ask those whose ancestors were here prior to Europe’s coming to town; or one might inquire of the great-great grandchildren of slaves. Or one might ask me.

Some of the disinherited, and certainly I, will express these beliefs passionately. I may not be right; I may never be popular. But by golly, I’ve got some evidence and reason to back up what I say if anybody ever finds facts and analysis a useful set of attributes.

Certain aspects of the situation have persisted as mysteries. In the first place, the Fire Chief’s clear statement at the scene that this was an electrical fire has shown up in no documentary fashion. Secondly, the whereabouts of our passports continues to baffle us. Third, the presence of a law officer immediately adjacent to the scene, in the parking lot of Sherry’s home-cookin’ kitchen, a gendarme who may even have made the first emergency call, certainly merits a bit of wide-eyed wonder. Other bits and pieces, odds and ends, might easily contribute to a more pernicious or astonished view of the whole affair.

Perhaps such obfuscation serves someone. Or it could all be random and, as already noted, inevitable. Whatever the case may be, our time in this county where Mars defines much of the terrain and many of the terms has, except for occasional social calls, come to an end. What tomorrow may elicit is no more certain than a planned pre-Christmas visit to the post office, but like the characters in Huxley’s Point, Counterpoint, we’ll keep in mind the necessitude of being workers in a world that bourgeois values and property’s imprimatur govern.

“The likes of us mate? We live by our wits.”

Having permitted myself this sojourn, and I’ll hope having ushered readers through something like a simulacrum of what I recently underwent, a few things bear noting. The first is that this sort of composition refreshes the writer; whether it engages readers remains to discover.

The second is that each of us experiences all of the paradox and potential of the life of the world now, even though our individual lives may feel mundane if not altogether paltry. Thus, a willingness to share such matters as happen to us, in the flesh as it were, will inevitably contribute, here on Contributoria no less, to a fuller awareness of how the world works, how things fit together, why certain outcomes come to pass and others don’t.

The third is that reporting, which those who do it and those who use it often enough view as a more or less narrowly circumscribed ‘profession’ with a certain number of beats or legitimate subjects to explore, ought nonetheless to be a practice that can include this sort of writing. Clearly, in various ways and through various forums, this already happens. * Contributoria* is an excellent example.

More to the overall point, this kind of work can help both to provide perspective and otherwise to make sense of the more ‘respected’ or standard realms that journalism normally covers. The world’s events in fact include the lot of us. Only explanations that account for, and take account of, our lot, therefore, amount to a ‘hill of beans’ or whatever other meager measure of value one chooses to deploy.

And one might readily continue. However, these three observations could easily justify a Spindoctor election as we move forward, to wit, to continue this type of narrative in coming Contributoria installments. Hence, so long as a platform exists here, readers may anticipate regular episodes of Spindoctor experience as part of, to any who would have it, his routine and humble gift, so to speak.





Community-based renewables challenge the crises of capitalism - even ISIS


Renewables not only have the potential to tackle climate change, they provide progressive alternatives to multiple global crises.


Steve Rushton

Our atmosphere is reaching a tipping point. We now experience record breaking storms, new colours on temperature maps, more intense and frequent floods, and more unseasonal weather. Burning fossil fuels has increased greenhouse gases to a level where our planet will heat up with life threatening consequences. Scientific consensus asserts that we must avoid reaching over 450 parts per million (ppm) Co2 concentration. We are already over 396 ppm – 42% more than the start of industrialisation – and the current concentration of greenhouse gases still opens up the chance of runaway climate disasters. Fortunately humanity has the ingenuity, technology and means to live within the finite limits of the climate. The barriers are politicians, whose policies are justified by the corporate media: for instance, billionaires sponsoring climate denial.

Renewables offer the alternative, alternatives that would also stop further fossil fuel extraction sacrifice zones. We could end the ’most destructive project in history’, Alberta’s tar sands and other dangerous projects such as deep water drilling, fracking, coal bed methane and Arctic oil exploration. We could end the ongoing degradation caused by conventional fossil fuels. Green energy also means we could prevent any further radioactive no-go zones, like in Fukushima and Chernobyl.

Alongside offering the chance for long-term survival, renewables offer even more.

Power to the people 

Community-run renewables feature prominently within models of a low carbon break-through. Denmark is leading in this direction, driven by its cooperative based wind farms. Their government supported energy cooperatives since the 1980s to shift away from nuclear power. The communal aspect means broad support, with 96% of Danes in favour of wind power.

Scotland, like their Nordic brethren, are taking leading measures against climate change. Like many other Highland and island communities, Lewis is commencing Scotland’s biggest community wind farm scheme, which will create green electricity and return money back into the local population. On a broader level, Scotland has produced more electricity from green than dirty energy sources – showing how renewables are feasible today.

Locally controlled power production could end the monopoly of big energy corporations. In Britain, millions of people are in fuel poverty, many having to choose whether to ‘heat or eat’; whilst the big-6 energy firms make billion’s in profit. If power was devolved to local organisations fuel poverty could be reduced, as collectively people would not rip themselves off.

Community ran schemes are better than renewable mega-projects, such as large hydro-electric power (HEP). These can turn into monopolies that enable corruption, as happened in China; and can cause environmental destruction, which is threatened with a planned project in the Amazon.

Fossil fuel projects are often the worst mega projects for local impact. In Alberta, the indigenous peoples’ lives, livelihoods and lands have been decimated by the ongoing tar sands project. The oil rich country of Saudi Arabia, and many areas of the Middle East, has high levels of extreme poverty and severe human rights abuses. The problem is shown again in the coal-rich states of northern India, where locals have some of the lowest levels of access to electricity. A community based renewable transformation would stop these local problems, which are happening across the globe.

Nurturing economies

Community-ran renewable energy offers an alternative to steer away from the structural economic crises of capitalism. Since the 1980s liberalisation of finance, the global economy is more reliant on banking, house price inflation and speculation, shown as 7 out of the 10 largest global corporations are banks or financial institutions. The economy is disconnected with economically and socially productive activities. On top of this, the 'real' aspects of the economy are often destructive in their impact, including big oil and the military industrial complex.

Another issue in the economy is the depression of real wages and the precarious nature of work. Tackling climate change offers job opportunities, such as retro-fitting houses with insulation and smart grids, which share power between communities. On a UK-wide level, climate campaigners and unions have combined to produce a UK-wide plan to create 1 million climate jobs. Claims that we need dirty energy for jobs are debunked by reality. Canada’s renewables create more jobs than tar sands, even with less investment. Research by Ernest and Young tells a similar story across the EU. Wind power creating nearly twice as many jobs as gas powered energy production for the same investment.

The Common Weal, a vision of a progressive Scotland based on community renewables, shows how the transformation could re-employ the expertise and derelict industrial sites from destructive industries. For instance, factories building weapons could make green technology, likewise the physicist designing financial derivatives could turn their hand to developing smart grids.

The breadth of the fossil fuel divestment movement reflects how many public and private institutions invest in oil - everything from town halls, councils, universities to pensions – in effect the oil industry is sponsored by society. On top of this, it enjoys massive tax breaks and subsidies, worth billions each year that far out-strip renewable support.

As a progressive alternative to the current system, community-ran renewables offer a progressive place for society to invest its time and money into.

Cleaner democracy

A rebalanced economy could help to rekindle democracy. Democracy’s failure is shown by the way it works in the interests of the 1%, as shown by austerity and the rapid expansion of inequality. Interests are vested through processes such as the ‘revolving door’ between business and politics and corporate lobbying.

Westminster’s push for fracking bolsters the case that British democracy is broken. This dirty process is being driven by Lord Browne, former BP CEO, first in government as an unelected cuts tsar. He is also chairman of Cuadrilla, who wants to push fracking across the UK, a project that relies on new government support and subsidies. Not only has he been instrumental for the public spending cuts that enable that support, he is also in charge of hiring the people who will supposedly regulate his industry.

On a more general level, political decisions are often criticised for revolving around the election cycle, and being too short term. Planning an economy to fit within the limits of the environment would address this issue.

Crucially, community renewables’ rise would reduce corporate earnings, and with this their political power. All this could herald a new era of democracy.

Green geopolitics

Oil currently shapes international relations and conflict. As a ‘national interest’, Western ‘democracies’ are motivated to support authoritarian regimes and wage war to secure the oil supply.

The Middle East and Persian Gulf are one focal point, with massive oil reserves. Since World War II the US (and UK) governments have viewed the “Middle East as a stupendous source of strategic power and one of the greatest material prizes in world history,” writes eminent academic Noam Chomsky.

Britain’s oil fixation has led it to sell weapons to allies such as Saudi Arabia, Israel and other Arab states, despite their human rights violations. Alongside its senior partner the US, it has waged illegal war, as they did against Iraq, even though the country supported the dictatorship before. Britain has also been behind military coups, deposing Iran’s government in 1953 then Oman 20 years later.

If Britain relied on renewable energy, not oil, it could re-imagine its approach in the Middle East and the rest of the world.

A self-regenerative system 

Nature is regenerative, oil based capitalism is not. Moving into a system based on community based renewables would create positive feedback loops. Not least, our economy could flourish better without the constant ecological degradation. A reduced military industrial complex would also lessen the need for oil; the US military is the world’s largest consumer.

A renewable energy future would both depend on and catalyse a political shift in thinking. The current system is based on neoliberal ideals of competition, on a world seen as a limitless resource to plunder by the most powerful. In our world now money means power. A renewable system would rely on a conscious shift, for people to recognise we live on a planet with finite boundaries. By a shift that emphasises cooperation, we could move into a world were profits were not omnipotent.

With so much potential for community-led renewables, this leads to the question of how it can impact on ISIS.

Systemic change would threaten ISIS

Full-scale change could undermine ISIS, as it is a product of the current system. ISIS emerged out of the instability and destruction created by the US/UK- led invasion of Iraq. A CNN report show the Iraq War was planned by ‘Big Oil, including Exxon, Chevron, BP and Shell’ who lobbied for George W. Bush in his campaign for US President, 2000. Sectarian forces fighting in post-invasion Iraq joined with rebel forces from Syria’s civil war to form ISIS, which the UK and its allies gave arms, military advice and financial support.

ISIS have found strategic support from Turkey, a NATO member. Turkey has been complicit in helping ISIS by enabling supplies to cross its borders, allowing ISIS to attack Kurdish Kobane from inside Turkish territory and facilitating ISIS sell black-market oil. Oil is an essential part of ISIS threat and power, estimates suggest that it is earning between $1-2 million a day, financing its brutal territorial expansion. If the world became less reliant on oil, it could undercut ISIS’s revenues.

Britain’s government views Turkey as a key strategic ally and it is ’priority market’ for Britain’s weapon’s industry. So rather than sanctioning the country’s connection to ISIS, in recent meetings David Cameron seemed more concern about helping Turkey to join the EU.

ISIS has drawn thousands of fighters from across the world. Its power to recruit can be viewed as a response against Western imperialism in the Middle East. This sentiment has been inflamed by the US/UK led ‘War on Terror’ and Iraq War, which has killed hundreds of thousands of innocent people. The War on Terror has also meant unofficial proxy war by drones and systemic human rights abuses and torture, as demonstrated in Guantanamo Bay.

The West’s crimes against humanity make it an ‘ISIS recruiter in chief’. Equally, the UK creates anger by selling arms and supporting countries like Saudi Arabia and Israel. It is telling that the corporate media ignores Saudi Arabia’s beheadings, whilst also often downplaying Britain’s role in supporting Israeli war crimes. If Britain ended its dependency on oil it could draw a line on these policies.

Beyond the religious radicalisation enflamed by imperialism, another reason people join ISIS is desperation. A New York Times piece explains how poverty in Turkey pushes many people into the ISIS ranks. By reducing the oil industry in the region, this would enable productive economies to take its place and limit the power of authoritarian regimes, as they would need tax revenue to replace the oil revenue.

David Cameron has called for bombing of ISIS, which is a sure fire method to kill civilians and encourage further recruits. The counter-productive nature of bombing terrorists is widely documented. Another tactic pushed by Western governments and the media is to talk up ISIS as the biggest threat, which is a way to promote their power and legitimise further military intervention.

Dependency on oil limits Britain and the West’s strategic foreign policy options, or more to the point in effect big oil and the military industrial complex hold great sway over those decisions. It is not in their interests to create a calm safe Middle East; it is in their interest to control the oil supply, create instability and sell weapons.

Community-ran renewables offer a way to reduce corporate influence over foreign policy. No longer would we need to join alliances to fight wars for oil. We could stop arming our enemies’ enemies and having to fight them later within the decade. Britain could stop supporting human rights abusive regimes.

If we started a renewables revolution today, it would be naïve to think the horrors of ISIS would end tomorrow. But it is reasonable to imagine it could be the start of a different epoch in Western relations with the Middle East, one that could challenge ISIS rather than reinforcing them through oil-fuelled militarism.





Arranged marriages: the preferred choice of Indian youth

Swati Sanyal Tarafdar

Two years ago, when my friend Gauri, a ship engineer, felt ready to settle down and have a family of her own, she turned to my mother to talk about it. Gauri, 27 and a modern Indian, is well placed in her job. She has gained a solid goodwill in her niche industry and is very good at what she does. She is independent, has experienced her share of adventure in life, or so she thinks, speaks her mind and doesn’t give a fig what others say or think about her. She is a doting daughter and takes good care of her parents and sister. She donates to causes and campaigns that touch her heart, parties hard and rocks the disco with her friends, but only on special occasions.

Now, when she felt a nudge within to find a partner and a kind of vague idea of stability, which is also the effect of her parents' constant advising, she couldn’t make up her mind. She called my mother, who has been her confidante and guide on many occasions in the past, fixed a time and came over to explore her thoughts and seek direction.

Gauri never imagined she’d have to resort to marriage professionals to find her a man. She has a strong mind. But her experience with the men around her had put her off. She told my mum that her colleagues kept flirting with her, even though most of them are married. She is looking for a decent man with more self-respect than that. She’s seen marriages being compromised, neglected, or broken and she’s not willing to risk her individuality for anything. She has dated a few hunks, but has not yet met one who could connect with her. Over long chats and several rounds of masala tea, walnut cakes and ice creams, my mother convinced her to give the popular Indian matrimonial portals a try. That way, her search would not be public (Indian neighbours can be nosy) and she would have enough time to make up her mind. Her only option, she thought.

Was Gauri being too fussy? Was she at all prepared for marriage? Why is marriage important for Gauri? Like many other young careerists, she could have chosen a live-in relationship. No big deal. At any cost, she’s not going to force herself to live with a person she doesn’t like. No one would like that. "To live together under the same roof, to be able to share our rooms, beds and finances, both of us must be able to respect, love and trust each other a lot," she feels.

That night, Gauri spoke to her parents and they sat together to create her profile on a top matrimonial portal. They posted pictures and descriptions of her and officially announced to the virtual world that she was willing to be swept off her feet.

Within the next four hours, as soon as her profile was activated and validated, interested candidates, or their parents, siblings and friends started mailing her with requests and invitations to consider their profiles. She had enough prompts and requests to consider daily. It was more than she expected. She put aside 30 minutes before bedtime to explore the database of suitable candidates as per her choice and review the invitations she received. She shortlisted several profiles and showed them to her parents and sister, who were just happy that Gauri is contemplating marriage, after years of pleading. They reviewed the profiles and her parents spoke to the parents of a few selected candidates.

Gauri herself wrote to several of the shortlisted people, chatting with some of them in real time. She rejected many. She met three at various coffee shops around the city, but finally rejected those too. One had hidden his height on his profile and turned to be a tad shorter than her. One spoke badly with the waiter and the third, in a roundabout way, suggested that Gauri should focus more on taking care of her in-laws and children than her job, post-marriage.


She announced to the virtual world that she was willing to be swept off her feet.



Gauri spent some time considering the first person; he seemed nice, but finally she decided to drop him. Lying has never been a virtue. She took no time to reject the other two. A couple of the shortlisted candidates became good friends with her, but were not who Gauri was looking for. After two months, she was almost ready to give up on her search but continued spending some time on the portal as it had become her routine by now. Her parents were exploring their networks and had informed helpful relatives that they were looking for a suitable groom.

On one unexciting visit to the portal, just as Gauri was about to log out, a chat window popped up. A sibling of a potential groom wanted to speak to her. She informed Gauri that she and her family had seen her profile and were interested to take it forward; if she would allow, she could speak to Neelabh, the candidate, the next day.

The following evening, Neelabh, an engineer himself, greeted her and wanted to speak for five minutes. They hit a note and five became 50. It seemed they had a lot to talk about, but they retired with a promise to catch up again next day. Then another day, and the next. Finally, they realised a week had passed and they had been having longer conversations, often averaging for two hours.

Gauri looked forward to these conversations. Her sister had started teasing her about her late-night virtual voyages. She and Neelabh planned to meet; the following weekend, he flew from Ahmedabad to meet Gauri in Kolkata. A month later, Neelabh 's parents and sister met Gauri and her family at their ancestral home. The families liked each other; my mother was invited over as a special guest and everyone was happy.

Gauri has now placed an order for a sequinned peach and silver benarasi silk saree to wear at her wedding. She and Neelabh, in a silver and white churidaar kameez, will have tied the knot in front of about 250 guests, by the time this story has been published.


Gauri has resorted to a modern Indian version of arranged marriage. And she is not alone.



Gauri has resorted to a modern Indian version of arranged marriage. And she is not alone. Sudeep, a non-resident Indian working in the banking sector in Kuala Lumpur, asked his parents to find a suitable bride for him. His parents immediately alerted their indigenous network and created a profile on two matrimonial portals. They searched for three to four months, then a friend of theirs put them in touch with another compatible family. Sudeep’s parents visited Neena’s family and immediately liked them. Neena is completing her course in medicine and wishes to specialise in paediatrics. Meanwhile, Sudeep’s parents had shortlisted and spoken to several other families and possible would-bes for Sudeep. They drew up a list of some 18 candidates. Sudeep came over during his Christmas holidays, met a few of the girls, was taking time to make up his mind, then he met Neena and was completely bowled over by her sophisticated manners and elegance. He immediately cancelled meeting the others. He has now applied for three weeks' leave from work in April, when he will marry Neena and the duo will head to Langkawi for their honeymoon.

Then there is Prachi, a high school chemistry teacher, whose grandparents met an old acquaintance whose son, a government officer, seemed a suitable match for her. They invited the whole family to Prachi’s home and the potential bride and groom met first among the relatives and later, by themselves, at various coffee shops, shopping malls and decent places in the city. They were married with full family party after eight months of courtship.


The process of arranging marriages has evolved to include long periods of dating and courtship, sometimes ranging over a year.



Gauri, Sudeep, and Prachi are independent young adults, upwardly mobile and well-placed in urban India. They are just a few of the large number of young marriageable Indians who have struck lucky in their arranged marriages and almost sketched a life of "living happily ever after". They are lucky because although they needed support in finding their life-partners, they had not been forced into marriage like many others.

Theirs is a new genre of Indian youth who chose to have their spouses selected by their family but did not hand over the reins to them. They were involved in the complete process of searching for the right partner, shortlisting the candidates, meeting them, judging them, rejecting or accepting them. In modern India, the process of arranging marriages has evolved to include long periods of dating and courtship, sometime ranging over a year. As for Gauri, who had almost lost faith in men thanks to the examples around her, she went into an arranged alliance and she’s happy she did so. How would Sudeep from Kuala Lumpur have struck up with Neena, if it hadn’t been for the chain of friends and friends of friends who arranged to connect them?

Padmanabhan Iyer, a marriage consultant tending to the cream of Brahmin society in Chennai, says: "It’s all about bringing the right groom for the right bride, or the other way round. People these days do not sit at home. Even the girls are independent and working, often times in another part of the world. When parents want to find a suitable boy for their young achiever daughter, I am called up. I can find a boy for that girl within the same culture, caste and probably work location. Similarly, I can help parents find a nice girl for their NRI son who can manage the home along with her own career, in perfect Indian style."

"I guess arranged marriages in India are mostly about retaining purity of blood lineage and, of course, wealth. Since this system [of culture, rituals, bloodline, etc] is so rooted in us, those who marry outside the system seem to have a tough time, usually. Additionally, the choice of the spouse is taken sincerely by others with no materialistic concepts in mind. But arranged marriages are an excellent solution for the person who wants to get married but is too shy to go ahead and find a mate," says Suneetha Balakrishnan, journalist, editor, blogger and author of a novel based on the Indian matrimonial system.

Dr Vijay Nagaswami, an eminent psychiatrist with more than 25 years' experience working with couples and relationship issues and the author of three well-read self-help books on managing marriage and relationships, agrees with Suneetha. "It’s just a pattern of mate choice. Often it may be seen as a cop-out, where a young person may fall back on it after unsuccessful attempts at finding a partner, or after a series of heartbreaks. However, the system is without doubt one that ensures that even one who is least likely to find a date may find a spouse with far less trouble." This is a prerogative in the Indian context.

What is the system?

Arranged marriages are where family, friends and relatives of the potential bride and groom, with or without the help of third-party, professional matchmakers, select their partners in marriage. The New World Encyclopedia says: "In an arranged marriage, the marital partners are chosen by parents, community elders, matchmakers or religious leaders in an effort to guide young people through the process of finding the right person to marry."

Arranged marriages are not just an Indian phenomenon. Wikipedia says: "It was common worldwide until the 18th century. In more recent times, arranged marriages are common in South Asia, Africa, the Middle East, Latin America, south-east Asia and parts of East Asia; elsewhere in developed countries, arranged marriages have continued in some royal families, parts of Japan, among immigrant and minority ethnic groups. Other groups that practise this custom include the Unification Church."

Researchers claim: "Arranged marriages were common as far back as Biblical times and beyond. The traditional purposes of these types of unions were political, military, and social. They were commonplace among the royalty and nobility around the world. In ancient Egypt, for example, one of the chief goals of arranged marriage was to keep royal bloodlines pure."

According to our Indian Vedic stories and mythology, women used to be scholarly, strong willed, powerful and sensitive. They could decide whom they wanted to marry or whether they wanted to marry at all, or bear children, without any help from others. Numerous anecdotes of sage women and mythological goddesses support this tenet. However, marriages were set up between royal families to seal a deal or to protect a state, for completely diplomatic reasons, with or without the consent of the two concerned people. Probably because of the existence of this factor of coercion, diplomacy and sacrilege, marriages that are arranged by people other than those getting married have acquired a negative hue.

In India, arranged marriages were very different earlier from what they are today. Over continents, like societies, the institution of marriage has undergone mammoth change. A hundred years ago, Indian society was rife with child marriages, unequal marriages and forced ones. In an appropriate marriage, the parents would search for the potential bride or groom, find out about their family background, temperament and disposition, and astrological and social compatibility before finalising the alliance. The differences in age or educational qualifications were not bothered with. Only in the rarest of rare cases was the opinion of the groom (or the bride) paid any heed. Further, the voice of the potential bride or groom would only gain any serious attention and empathy if a sibling or a relative within the same age group were present. Usually the bride and groom would not have met before the wedding. Any question of them giving their consent or opinion was a far-off dream. But again, that was probably a generation or two back.

Today, however, all stakeholders understand that a marriage is supposed to bind two different people together, supposedly for life. Hence, they all look for compatibility. Parents allow their children to meet their potential partners, spend time to get to know each other better and proceed to the mandap (marriage venue) only after both candidates agree to take the relationship ahead. Most often, a blood test for the Rh factor is done and in some cases, relationship counselling is obtained.

Nihar Pradhan, cofounder and partner of a digital learning organisation and author, says: "Marriage is a beautiful choice between two individuals who ultimately have to decide to live together. There can’t be a better proposition where the two individuals have the freedom and the maturity to take a call on their own. Since it is a very important and one-off lifelong decision, it needs to be taken rationally with a good amount of deep thought and a great degree of emotion. The impact of a wrong decision is very high and affects not only the individuals but, in the Indian context, both the extended families and the children. Everybody may not have the freedom and the maturity to take the right decision; hence families get involved to facilitate selection and decision-making."

An evolving system

Nihar’s opinion may seem intrusive to some, but one has to understand the weave of Indian society before making a judgement. In India, marriages happen between two families, and not just between two human beings. The couple, as an entity, has a role to play in society and in every sphere of life.

Look at our Bollywood movies. Every time the protagonists fall in love, either they strive to convince their parents to agree and permit them to marry, which makes up the entire three-hour stretch of the movie, or they give up their lives for true and genuine love when the warring parents do not agree. Setting aside the dramatic extremisms, a part of the story remains true. A happy family picture essentially has a young couple dipped and absorbed in mutual love (who cares whether it was arranged or not) and a smiling troop of parents, siblings, friends and relatives blessing them with flowers and all things sweet. So, in essence, be happy, keep your families happy, diplomatically or otherwise.

Dr Vijay Nagaswami points out: "The arranged marriage process has changed over the last decade or so and there are three distinctly recognisable categories. First, you have the classical arranged marriage, which is usually done through networking, horoscope matching and the works. The second is what is coming to be known as the love-cum-arranged marriage (LCAM), which basically means that two people fall in love and their families are cool with the idea of their getting married. And the third is the arranged-cum-love marriage (ACLM) where the bride and groom are strangers until their first meeting, at the end of which they fall wildly in love with each other. But whatever the type of arranged marriage, with the advent of marriage portals, there is much greater ownership of the marriage by the couple since they actively engage in the mate-seeking process from scanning to shortlisting and they do have a substantial say in the final decision."

Are arranged marriages forced marriages, or not?

In my country, once one reaches a particular age (approximately 24 for women and 27 for men, at very liberal standards) and attains a certain milestone in life (completed college, got a job), people start talking of matrimony – that’s the next logical step. Getting married in India is not a choice but a must! If one is 35 and still a bachelor or spinster, they receive gallons of sympathy and pity from all around because they are perceived as a pathetic case, with no one willing to marry them and their immediate family not having the intention, skill or wealth to marry the poor thing off.

So when one reaches one of the milestones that indicates a logical time to get married, concerned neighbours and relatives start making loud reminders. Parents cringe and fall in line to start nagging and advising their offspring on the need to get their lives on track with an appropriate partner so that someone is there to care for them when they are old. And of course to ensure that you leave a line of sons and grandchildren before becoming too old.

Coercion! Suneetha comments: "That still exists for many, especially regarding when and how. A woman is often married off before a certain age because her grandmother or other senior relative is ailing and wants to see a grandchild. The son who is seeking to complete a professional course is forced into a marriage for similar reasons. The maturity and mental preparation required for marriage seems a non-necessity now. The worst of all is the blind belief in horoscopes. One’s age for marriage is often decided by a few planets and their ostensible position as seen by a certain astrologer."

Says Dr Nagaswami: "In certain less-developed parts of the country, coercion continues to exist and the views of the bride and groom are secondary. Even in urban India, coercion does happen, maybe more subtly, particularly when the son or daughter in question is reluctant to get married either because they feel they’re not yet ready for it and want to focus on their career for a bit before considering matrimony, or they have fallen in love with someone who’s considered undesirable or unacceptable by the family. However, when neither of these situations exist, many young people are happy enough for their parents to arrange a marriage for them."

Should we assume that after employing such meticulous selection processes, arranged marriages are more stable and sound? There is no reason to believe so. Dr Nagaswami emphatically says not. "I don’t believe that arranged marriages are more stable. It’s just marriages in the past were not particularly rocky because of a fatalistic acceptance of one’s lot in life. And since most of these marriages were arranged, this fallacious belief has crept in and been parroted by the more vocal protagonists of this system."

He adds that couples in love marriages may face the same set of problems as do those in arranged ones. "As I see it, how you choose your mate hardly matters. It’s what you put into the marriage that does. Romantic love dies down anyway within six months to two years. So the ‘love marriage’ merely has a bit of a head start. And given that even in arranged marriages young people are taking more ownership of their marriages, this head start may not really amount to much unless couples understand the mechanism of converting romantic love to intimate love."

"Any degree of negative influence and any degree of coercion is not good for the sustainability of the relationship. It has to go through both good and bad times. If it is built on a weak foundation, it is bound to feel the strain. It all depends on the circumstances whether it can withstand or crumble under sustained pressure," Nihar says thoughtfully. "It is a delicate relationship and any scope for fissures has the potential to dissipate and disrupt smooth sailing when confronted with rough weather."

Are arranged marriages here to stay?

‘Contemporary arranged marriages are not the same any more, because the expectations of both partners in an arranged marriage are rightly much higher than were those of their parents. I have a problem when, owing to the 'Great Indian Marriage Obsession', parents compel their children into marriages when they’re not ready, when they’re not comfortable with the partner chosen for them, or when they have someone else in mind. The biggest challenge of the arranged marriage today lies in adapting to these contemporary realities. Will it? Your guess is as good as mine," says Dr Nagaswami.

Suneetha chimes in: "I think arranged marriages are an obsolete concept now, especially in the urban scenario. India is mostly just villages marching on to be small towns in the mindset, so we stick to a format we know, which once succeeded in an entirely different set of needs and wants."

Nihar, however, begs to differ. "Arranged marriage is a wonderful process and it plays a sensible and meaningful engagement in building a successful relationship. It is a reality that in our society we have enough evidence to look up to the arrange marriage to make our society a better place to live." He finds support in celebrity author and columnist Shobhaa De’ who writes in her book, Spouse: "Arranged has worked for centuries in India. ‘Love’ is only 50 years old. And both can fail."

She adds hope to her statement: "Arranged can progress to love."

Anytime!

Ritwika Sen, a lecturer in Indian history in a reputed government college in Kolkata, has the last word. "When I get married, I’ll prefer that my parents find a suitable match for me. They know the person that I am, my likes and dislikes, my preferences and ambitions. They are the best people to find someone with a similar bent of mind. Finally, I totally depend on my grandmother who has a sharp eye and reads people well. She is a good judge of character and few people can lie in front of her. I have to be very sure of what I am doing."





Israel’s other 'others': African refugees struggle to breathe

Tamara van der Putten


When an alien settles with you in your land, you shall not oppress him. He shall be treated as a native born among you, and you shall love him as a man like yourself, for you were aliens in the land of Egypt. - Leviticus 19:33-34



Palestinians are not Israel’s only ‘others’. A little over a year ago, tens of thousands of African refugees took to the streets of Tel Aviv in what became the largest refugee protest in the country’s history. Confined to the shadows for years and outraged by a draconian measure aimed at their indefinite incarceration, Israel’s other ‘others’ had had enough.

Any glimmer of hope was soon shattered as police violently cracked down on the peaceful protesters. “They were really afraid of us,” says Dawit, an Eritrean refugee and one of last year’s protest organisers. “They were afraid of crowds of black people.” More than a year later, Israeli leaders still seem to be afraid. And in fact, they are only making matters worse.


No safe haven in the land of the persecuted

Approximately 50,000 African refugees are currently living in Israel. Eritreans are by far the largest group (73%), while around 19% are of Sudanese origin. After having fled repression, destitution, torture and even genocide, all these people could cling on to was the sheer anticipation of finding a safe haven elsewhere.

Many of these refugees were swayed by the idea of Israel as “the most democratic and developed country in the region”. Aware of the Jews’ own history of persecution, they were convinced their flight would thrust them into an open-armed embrace. Instead, they encountered a wall of suspicion, exclusion and outright rejection.

Israel, of course, is by no means unique in this respect. The inhospitality of Western countries towards refugees is an all too familiar narrative. But things are slightly different in the Jewish state. While the average rate of recognition of Eritreans seeking asylum worldwide is between 80% and 90%, this same rate in Israel stands at 0.16%, making it one of the lowest recognition rates in the West.

Since 2009 only four Eritreans have been granted refugee status, and not one single Sudanese refugee has been recognised for having a well-founded fear of persecution, despite this group having one of the highest recognition rates in the world. Since the founding of the Jewish state in 1948, less than 200 non-Jewish refugees have been granted official protection.

With a total absence of coherent state policies and legislations regarding procedures for asylum-seekers, Israel is in violation of nearly all articles of the 1951 Refugee Convention – which, ironically, was signed to deal with the same problems that led to the creation of the state of Israel.

And so, plunged into a legal abyss, African refugees have become deeply aware of their unwanted presence in the Jewish state.




The torment of torture survivors

A five-minute walk from South Tel Aviv’s central bus station, in the modest Eritrean Women’s Community Center, Saba is keeping an eye on a group of hyperactive children. The small space soon fills up as other women join in. After casually greeting each other, they huddle around the improvised sitting area. Together with the kids, hunched over a plate of homemade injera, it is clear these women have formed a close bond. More than a self-managed kindergarten, the centre aims to provide a space where hope and comfort can flourish within a distressed and marginalised community, of which Saba is a part.

Before entering the country’s southern doorstep five years ago, the mother of two was smuggled – like the majority of African refugees in Israel – from Sudan via the Sinai desert in Egypt. During the four-day long trek to reach the border, she describes how she drank her own urine to survive.

“I was lucky, some of my friends were raped and tortured,” she says as she points to the quiet young woman sitting next to her. In recent years, as a result of growing political instability in Egypt, a brutal trafficking industry has bourgeoned in the desert, described by the United Nations as “the most unreported humanitarian crisis in the world.”

Kidnapped in Sudan and sold to Bedouin gangs, many African refugees were held in the desert where they endured weeks or months of unspeakable torture with the intention of extorting as much money from them as possible. It is estimated that 20% of all Eritrean asylum-seekers in Israel are survivors of these Sinai torture camps.

Saba simply refuses to talk about the forms of abuse that her friends have endured. It has been reported that torture methods consist of starvation, beatings, rape (including penetration with objects), electric shocks, pouring hot plastic over the bodies of the victims, or branding them with hot irons. If their family members failed to pay up hefty ransoms – going up to $40,000 – the traffickers would kill their hostages, and at times even sell their organs.

As soon as Saba reached the Israeli border, she was detained for three months before she was put on a bus and dumped at the capital’s central bus station, along with hundreds of others who were also left to fend for themselves.

Filling the void generated by Israel’s absence of protective measures for torture survivors and asylum-seekers, the Eritrean Women’s Community Center has evolved into one of the few places in the area where women can seek refuge – both from their traumatising past of repression, war and torture and from their present reality in the ‘Promised Land’.




‘Infiltrators’ in the Jewish state

South Tel Aviv is not like your average neighbourhood. Ever since the early 1940s, following the construction of the bus station, it has been a hub of transient populations. Marked by insufficient public services and a shaky infrastructure, the area has been neglected by the authorities for decades.

The burden on South Tel Aviv was amplified with the sudden influx of African refugees in the mid-2000s, which prompted Israeli residents to blame the newcomers as the source of the neighbourhood’s ills. From crime, drugs and prostitution, the area is known today as a powder keg of social tensions.

Anti-immigration rallies are common and the threat of violence simmers underneath the surface. Hunted down in the streets, at work, and even in their homes, refugees are confronted on a daily basis with intense xenophobic rhetoric and actions.

“I’m proud to be racist,” proclaimed May Golan, an Anti-African mob leader during an October 2012 rally demanding the mass expulsion of refugees. Also known as the darlingof the governing party Likud, she has taken a prominent role in firing up anti-immigrant sentiment in the neighbourhood.

Miri Regev, a Member of the Knesset for Likud, was famously quoted saying in 2012 that “the Sudanese are a cancer in our body.” She later apologised – not to refugees but to cancer victims, for comparing them to Africans.

The dehumanisation of African refugees has been intensified by an artificial climate of fear. Branded ‘infiltrators’ by the establishment – a term used to denote Palestinians who entered Israel in the 1950s after the first Arab-Israeli War – they are not only categorically excluded from society, but also demonized as threats to Israel’s demographic security.


More concretely, African refugees are not welcome because their sheer presence jeopardises the Jewish character of the state.



In an effort to block out the ‘infiltrators,’ a 240km fence was completed in 2013 to seal off the border with Egypt. The cost of the fence ran at an estimated $430 million, making it one of the country’s largest and most expensive infrastructure projects.

Prime Minister Netanyahu declared that “Israel has achieved the extraordinary, which I’m very proud of, in blocking illegal migration across our borders: zero illegal migrants.” Regardless of whether the refugees in question have fled war, poverty or brutality, Israel stands firm in its hostility towards the Other – those who fail to understand, as former Interior Minister Eli Yishai put it, that Israel “belongs to us, to the white man.”




No justice, freedom or dignity

Now that migration through Sinai has been brought to a near-total halt, the remaining thousands who entered the country prior the construction of the fence are now the principal targets of state persecution. Since deporting these people would be an official violation of international law, several politicians have been going on a venomous public campaign to make their lives as miserable as possible, in the hope of forcing them to leave ‘voluntarily.’

With one discriminatory measure after another, Israel ensures that refugees are excluded from the structures of everyday life. Shoved to the margins of the workforce, they are left without any access to welfare or medical services. As of May 2015, 20% of asylum-seekers’ already meagre earnings will be deducted from their income, which they will only receive if and when they decide to leave the country.

In addition, the Knesset has been passing legislation intended to severely limit the physical freedom of refugees. Approved in late 2013, the new amendment of the ‘Anti-Infiltration Law’ – which dates back to the attempt in 1954 to prevent Palestinian refugees from returning to their homes – mandated the automatic detention without trial of asylum-seekers for an unlimited period of time.

Essentially, they were given two options: to stay imprisoned in Israel indefinitely, or to ‘voluntarily’ return to their countries, where they face persecution, grave insecurity and possibly death. To encourage their departure, Israel has given them a helping hand: in the past two years alone, more than 6,000 asylum-seekers have left Israel after they were given $3,500 each.

“From the first day we arrived in this country we understood very clearly we didn’t have any rights,” says Taj, a Darfuri refugee and one of last year’s protest organisers. “But this new Anti-Infiltration Law was a major violation. That’s why the demonstration was so massive.” Taking to the streets in a collective burst of outrage, the protesters not only stood up to demand their most basic rights to be recognised, but also to reclaim their dignity as human beings.

In its ceaseless effort to restrict the freedoms of non-Jews within the Jewish state, Israel has effectively turned this dignity to tatters. After the High Court eventually ruled the law to be unconstitutional, the parliament has recently proposed to limit the time of detention to a period of 20 months.

Still, around 2,000 refugees are now locked up in the so-called ‘open-detention facility’ in Holot, the largest of its kind in the world. In the desert, far from any population centres, with no access to basic necessities like food or medical provisions, they are treated as less deserving than a great deal of convicted criminals. “And despite everything,” Dawit says, “Israel still calls itself a democracy.”




Fighting to breathe

Until now, the struggle of African refugees has been an endless process of demands, and it will continue to be so as long as Israel’s ethno-political structure remains profoundly unjust and oppressive towards its non-Jewish population. With hope for meaningful change slowly waning, people like Dawit, Saba and Taj, along with countless others, have no intention to remain in Israel permanently. All they wish for is to safely return to their countries. But at this point, they are not left with a great deal of options.

With the help of a few dedicated Israelis, the refugees will keep on trying to shift the public discourse surrounding their presence in the Jewish state. The closure of Holot prison should be a first step, and for that, the need for international solidarity is urgent.

Four years ago, on Holocaust Memorial Day, former Israeli President Shimon Peres addressed a mourning crowd: “We, of the Jewish nation, were victims of racism, persecution and discrimination. Every citizen of Israel, regardless of religion or race, knows that Israel is, and must be, the most anti-racist country in the world.”

As long as these noble words stay in the realm of wishful thinking, Israel’s Others will remain committed to their struggle – if only, as Dawit put it, “to keep on fighting to breathe.”

Tamara van der Putten has worked as** **a legal assistant and a volunteer with refugees and asylum-seekers in Greece, and most recently in Israel. She has a background in anthropology and is currently working as an editor for ROAR Magazine. Follow her on Twitter at tamara_vdP.







Tough on immigration, tough on the causes of immigration?

Thomas Barlow

For the past 30 years immigration has been the hottest topic on the political agenda.

Whilst most of the debate rages around immigrants relative worth to the UK - in terms of money and culture - most never talk about how and why people have made it here.

For those that believe that immigration an absolute bad, or should be controlled heavily, this is an imperative. There is no way to stop people moving around the world if they are under extreme duress.

For progressives who believe that immigration is a positive - or that people should be free to move where they want - it is equally important to challenge the system that forces people to leave the lands of their birth against their will.

So would a populist anti immigration party like UKIP actually challenge the causes of global migration and decrease immigration?

The answer is, of course, a resounding no.

SETTING THE SCENE

Despite claims that people have ‘concerns’ that never get discussed, the back and forth on immigration around its benefits and problems has never been fiercer.

Our perceptions of immigrants derived from the press are largely negative.

They are largely based on complete falsehoods and misconception. There is a massive gap between perception and reality when it comes to even knowing the numbers of immigrants in Britain.

Into this arena of misinformed and misanthropic debate rides UKIP.

UKIP promise to end the age of "mass uncontrolled immigration”. They promise to do this by with tougher border controls, an exit of the EU, and a complete freeze on legal immigration.

But will these really affect the levels of immigration?

If people are still moving around the globe, migrating, then border controls would not change the numbers of immigrants, we are unable to keep track of migrants as it is. It would merely change their status from documented to undocumented.

 

It is commonly held that there are 5 key factors that cause migration. So would the UKIP policies change these factors? What do their policies on these areas mean for levels of immigration to the UK and globally?

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lOZmqIwqur4

 

PUSH AND PULL FACTORS

The major push factors that cause people to migrate away from the land of their birth are war or political oppression, environmental change and poverty.

The pull factors can be seen as the other sides of the same coins. What attracts people to migrate to a new country (outside of those who move for cultural adventure), is economic opportunity and political freedoms not found in their home country.

 

THEIR CAUSES


	CLIMATE CHANGE



Climate change, caused by global warming, is already occurring and it is estimated it is already causing about 300,00 deaths a year.

It is unclear whether natural disasters have increased in impact because of climate change but there is a reasonable consensus that it is going to affect the severity of future events.

The UN stated that in 2008 alone 20 million people were displaced by climate change.


	GLOBAL POVERTY



80% of humanity live on less than $10 a day, and half the world live in absolute poverty (less than $2.50 a day).

Neo-Liberal orthodoxy - the consensus of ideas promoting small government, low taxes, privatisation, bank deregulation and trade liberalisation - are widely held to be the foundation of the policies that have deepened global poverty, increased inequality and damaged democratic governance globally.

Even former heads of the World Bank - the institution that enforces these policies on most nations - like Joseph Stiglitz, agree that neo-liberalism has been disastrous for world poverty.

These policies have increased global poverty massively, whilst redistributing the wealth of the world into the hands of a small number of nations and multinational corporations.

 


	WAR AND POLITICAL OPPRESSION

The UK directly intervenes in the majority of global conflicts, supporting terrorists and politically repressive statesas well as invading or bombing countries.




A short example list of our allies, or organisations that we have armed, trained and funded, would include such notables as Al Qaeda, ISIS, Al Nusra, the Muslim Brotherhood, and the ‘government's’ of Saudi Arabia, Colombia, Indonesia, Iraq, Pakistan, Malaysia, Israel, Libya and so on.

Historically it would be hard to list all of the terrorist organisations, dictatorships and religious bigots the UK has supported in the last 50 years alone, but be assured it is almost all of them.

PULL FACTORS - TWO SIDES OF THE SAME COIN

The pull factors - relative political freedom and the lack of conflict, climate disasters and extreme poverty in the UK - are largely based on the causes of the push factors.

As the home of the industrial revolution we are the number one climate change causer, and benefactor of fossil fuel wealth.

As a large imperial nation we have also profited from war and political instability, not just historically, but also currently.

As an economic bully that enriches our corporations at the expense of entire nations, we have also benefitted economically.

Whilst these benefits have not been shared equally in the UK, nonetheless those benefits are to be seen in the UK.

People of the world are merely following the wealth of their birthplace to it’s new home as the look for more secure life - free from poverty, war, or environmental disaster.

 

SO WHAT ARE UKIP’s POSITIONS ON THE CAUSES OF GLOBAL MIGRATION?


	CLIMATE CHANGE



UKIP’s position on Climate Change is pretty clear. A good deal of their key members are outspoken climate change deniers.

They plan to scrap the department for Energy and Climate Change, scrap green taxes and support the creation of new mega fossil fuel energy plants.

They will also support Fracking and other extreme energy extraction.


	GLOBAL POVERTY



UKIP see themselves as Thatcher’s children. They are arch neo-liberals. For global poverty this means more of the same, if not more extreme.

They believe in British power at home and abroad, which would see British banks and corporations be given further subsidies, tax breaks and support for wealth extraction(and poverty creation) globally.


	WAR AND POLITICAL REPRESSION

UKIPs support for the British military is unequivocal. A key pledge is that they “will resource fully our military assets and personnel”, which would mark an ’increase in defence spending’ and that they will build more aircraft carriers.

As we are already number five in the world in terms of defence spending, it would seem that the world would be heading for more even trouble under UKIP.




THE RESULTS

What the results would be for the rest of the world are pretty clear.

Economic inequality and poverty are likely to increase, as British banks and corporations chase their bottom line with the full support of UKIP.

Climate change will displace and kill even more people, as well as resource wars that will follow, due to the need for housing, food, water - and of course oil. this will continue and increase under a UKIP government.

Wars will be instigated and exacerbated to justify increased military spending. Friendly dictators and terrorist groups will be supported. British power will be projected around the world, as we increase our 'defence' spending.

Of course, all this is happening already.

CREATING MIGRANTS - IT’S WHAT WE DO 

Ultimately the policies of the British government have always created migrants, regardless of party.

It is nothing to do with ‘open door policies to the EU’.

It is to do with the causes of war, poverty, and environmental destruction.

If we do not tackle the causes of these things here in the UK, then people are going to be continually forced to leave their homes and seek a better life wherever they can.

This is likely to be in an ever more repressive, aggressive and unequal ‘developed world’, but it is one that still offers more than the death and destruction of home.

For those who are concerned about levels of the immigration to the UK, I am afraid UKIP may not be the party for you.

And for those of us who support people’s freedom to move wherever they want, but also believe in the right to lead free, stable and prosperous lives, without being forced from your home, well, we have work to do.





The Morrissey effect


How one boy went from miserable Mancunian to cultural curiousity


Thomas Roden

On a presumably dull and rainy (at least if the man in question had anything to say about it) evening in November 1983, British culture was dramatically changed in the space of three minutes.

The date in question is November 23 1983, when The Smiths were to make their television debut on Top Of The Pops with their first hit single This Charming Man. As the band offered up a track full of upbeat music and darkly intelligent lyrics while frontman Morrissey brandished Gladioli.

From there the band went on to not only sell music to the masses, but a lifestyle. The Smiths promoted an alternative lifestyle for people: one that was anti-fashion, anti-meat and anti-sexuality. These principles, along with Morrissey’s trademark quiff, became the hallmark of their fans and even provoked a change for those who weren’t hardcore fans. It wasn’t long before things began to change.

These changes still exist today. The Smiths’ guitar sound became the definitive indie rock sound, vegetarianism isn’t considered as much of an outsider concept and the quiff is still a popular hairstyle. And still, Morrissey’s fanbase is as fanatically devout and loyal as it was in 1983.

There’s more to Morrissey’s continued popularity than vegetarianism, music or self-defeating lyrics that evoke a “hug me” response though. Morrissey was ensured, from the moment The Smiths began to break through, a legacy as a cultural curiosity. What if everything we know about Morrissey’s character is a lie?

Before the band, Morrissey went by his full name: Steven Morrissey. When The Smiths was born, so was Morrissey. This distinction might seem meaningless to some, but it’s the moment that Steven made the active decision to become more than just another frontman. He would weave a mystery around this persona so intrinsic that even now, three decades later, nobody can be too sure where the truth lies with him.

One of the keys to Morrissey’s enigmatic cultural success was through his understanding of pop culture. Taking influence from kitchen sink dramas and popular female singers helped him develop his unique lyrical style that spoke to people, all it would take is a vehicle to help build momentum. And if the shock of the punk movement the decade before (including Morrissey favourites The New York Dolls) proved anything, it’s that the greatest catalyst for shifting popular culture is to become counter-culture.

Get yourself a set of outsider ideals and an alternative lifestyle, partner it with anti-fashion and an opinionated mouthpiece, and you have a budding counter-culture. Morrissey provided all of this, and even threw in lyrics detailing taboo subjects for good measure (there’s that one supposedly about age-gap sex and that album basically about child abuse).

Even after The Smiths abruptly ended Morrissey’s self-constructed mythos continued to thrive, and still does to this day. Beyond mere perpetuation, it’s become more of an ever-evolving mystery with fundamental elements such as his sexual life changing (once he was celibate, now his sexuality itself is ambiguous). Every word, spoken or sung, is another thread woven into the mystery of this character.

But as captivating as the self-manufactured mystery surrounding Morrissey is, it’s something that could never be replicated today. The internet has changed the way we interact with society and culture, and offers various ways in which groups of people can band together to share their interests.

As a result, pop culture has become a global and amorphous mass. There is no longer a strong dictating force (TOTP; John Peel) helping to shape mainstream culture, so there is nothing clear to rebel against. A modern day Morrissey would find it very difficult to find anything to fundamentally oppose in a way that would be captivating.

As for opinion, the advent of social media made opinion of budding public figures a lot less valued. Everybody has an opinion, and social media is the perfect platform for people to share their opinions. It’s no longer shocking when up-and-coming artists say something almost controversial - the internet lives on controversy.

For the established enigma that is Morrissey though, it’s simple to adapt to the internet: avoid social media, and communicate only through posting in a specific place. Morrissey spent years crafting the identity of his persona, and it’s a testament to his ability and legacy as an artist that he continues to maintain it and keep it fresh.

Love him or loathe him, Morrissey is an undeniable cultural phenomenon that has had one of the most profound influences of any artist of the last forty years. And the mystique of Morrissey’s character will live on longer than Steven Morrissey or any of us ever could.





The demise of the Rhino in Africa


What must the scale of the financial gain be to lure men to cross borders and scale fences in the dead of night to lie in wait for their prey, the magnificent unsuspecting Rhinos?


Tony Mills

Thandi, along with two other Rhinos, were peacefully grazing at dawn when the blast of a rifle reverberated around the reserve. Three more shots echoed as the projectiles ensured that their target was met. The animals felt a stinging in their flanks as the anesthetic began to take effect on the nervous system, the “spinning sensation” causing them to topple over. From the shelter of the tree line, figures silently emerged. They surrounded the semi-conscious animals, maneuvering them into a position which would make the horns easily accessible for the impending massacre. The sounds of a chain saw shattered the silence and pangas swished as they slashed at the horns, gauging huge notches, some well below the base. Time was of the essence for these poachers and scant concern was given to the barbaric and brutal aspects of the removal of the horn or the trauma it would cause. Once their ghoulish task had been completed, the poachers melted away into the darkness, their grisly load causing the sand to become damp with blood as the rhinos were left - still forms lying on their sides barely breathing. One wonders how could they, the poachers, not be affected by the sight of the severely disfigured animals which they left bleeding, at the mercy of the elements to suffer, and most probably die? When a planned surgical anesthetic takes place, an antidote is administered to bring the animal back to consciousness and their recovery is monitored. Poachers give no consideration to this procedure, these horrific attacks typifying the ruthless actions of the illegal rhino horn traders.

Whilst one might be forgiven for thinking that the use of the drug M99, is a more humane method for the anesthetising of the animals before removing the horn, sadly the reverse applies as, while the rhino are sedated, they are aware of the activity around them and are able to experience pain, albeit to a lesser degree but sufficient to traumatise them. When animals are left lying on their side, continual movement causes retinal damage to the eye facing the ground, as the eyes remain open during the effect of the drug on the animal and the removal of the horn.

In this specific tragic case, it was a number of hours later that the severely injured rhinos were found, and the rescue operation swung into action. Veterinarian Dr. William Fowlds, no stranger to the sight of the senseless butchery before him, quietly set about attempting to save the two remaining survivors, Thandi and Thembo. This episode of the rescue has been well documented, but suffice to say that the unstinting efforts of Dr. Fowlds and his team, saved both Thandi and Themba. Sadly, Themba drowned 24 days later in a nearby dam, having not being able to clamber out due to the steep sides. This sad event was a highly emotional day at Kariega Private Reserve, leaving Dr. Fowlds emotionally and physically drained. As it turned out, all the efforts to save Thandi were not in vain as, in January 2015, two years after the carnage, she miraculously produced a healthy calf.

Unfortunately, not all the stories of these continued brutal attacks, (1215 rhinos were illegally killed for their horns in 2014,) have had a successful conclusion. Eight straight years of an ever-increasing slaughter, 21% up on 2013, or viewed in a different light, one rhino killed every 8 hours, makes it imperative that these unacceptable records be reduced dramatically if the rhino species is to be saved from extinction. As I write, 49 Rhino have already been killed for their horns in 2015; many more will be slaughtered by the time this article goes to press.

The worlds rhino population has been brought to virtual extinction due to man’s insatiable appetite for the horn. They have been prized for centuries for their supposed healing properties as an aphrodisiac and for the beautiful translucent colours which appear when carving is done on a knife handle. They are highly treasured in the Yemen, the carved handles being used for the Jambiya, a curved dagger given to Yemeni boys at the age of 12, as a sign of manhood. Thankfully, the imports of the rhino horn were banned in the Yemen in 1982. At last, science is stepping in to dispel the myths surrounding the rhino horn which comprises totally of the protein Keratin, the chief component found in finger nails, hair and animal hooves. There is nothing scientifically or medically evident to suggest that that the rhino horn has any curative properties which support the claims of the suppliers of Chinese traditional medicines.

With the ingrained beliefs, which are centuries old, there is of course the possible placebo effect in isolated cases. These are the conclusions of Universities around the world including, the Chinese University of Hong Kong. Ecologist Raj Amin of the Zoological Society of London and his team, have managed to finger print horn samples, through the dietary levels present in the keratin, giving an indication of the animal population they came from, enabling forensics to be applied in law enforcement. On the curative properties of rhino horn, Dr Raj Amin comments “you may as well chew your fingernails.”

In the Eastern Cape, the poachers appear more high tech and better equipped than their counterparts to the North, in the Kruger National Park, who are armed mainly with high-powered hunting rifles and AK47’s. The AK47’s seem to be used in counter attack when confronted by the Reserve’s anti-poaching units. This brings up the question of the cost to human life. Previously, a game ranger’s function was to carry out conservation duties, Park maintenance and to advise tourists about the rules and regulations pertaining to the area. These days, many rangers are doubling as anti-poaching units who put their lives at risk daily in the line of duty. There can be as many as 3 to 4 contacts per day with poachers, often resulting in fire fights which puts extreme pressure on the ranger and his family. On the other hand, the poachers, often from Mozambique, because of the dismal economic conditions, are easily recruited and because of their lowly status in the feeding chain, are considered as cannon fodder by their superiors further up on the chain of command. There was a report from uMkhunze Reserve that on Christmas day, while most people were enjoying a Christmas luncheon at home, in the Reserve, with temperatures hovering at 42c, a pair of rangers on routine patrol encountered 3 rhino horn poachers. Back up was called for and field officers of the uMkhunze Anti-Poaching unit, responding to the call, made contact with the poachers and a firefight ensued. The rangers, in self-defense, returned the fire, fatally wounding one of the suspects. That evening, two of the three rangers involved in the fire fight, spent the night in jail for having defended themselves and performing their duty, under extremely difficult conditions. These anti-poaching units are to be commended for working under such trying conditions. Sporting Rifle magazine, with their readers, donated 15,400 GB pounds to support rhino conservation in uMkhunzi Reserve, which went into purchasing solar powered geysers and to providing hot water to the isolated picket camps. A real morale booster for the field officers and well deserved too.

South African Minister of Environmental Affairs, Edna Molewa, said in a recent press briefing, that steps were being made to curb this scourge of rhino horn poaching. Nothing startling new emerged from the statement with the possible exception of closer cooperation with the Mozambican authorities in signing an agreement to that effect. Other issues were addressed such as working more closely with Interpol and other countries around the world to cooperate more closely in monitoring the movement of the horn. https://www.environment.gov.za/media/releases 10th February 2015

There is no easy solution to this problem. Education has been one of the options, preferably by high profile celebrities, to dispute the so-called curative and aphrodisiac properties of rhino horn. These discussions usually take place in the countries where the demand for the horn is high. Poisoning the horn raised too many moral dilemmas, where such actions were considered tantamount to murder should any fatalities occur. (What about the rhino being slaughtered by real bullets?). The actual treatment of the horn in this fashion has also been questioned, as to how much poison the horn can absorb if any, to effectively achieve the desired result of the end user being reluctant to play Russian roulette by ingesting it, or the reduction of demand for the product. At the time of writing the issue seems to have gone into limbo, due to the fact that poison cannot be absorbed into the horn. Even knowing that the horn has been poisoned, It would be made into a cup, the cup rates high on the status list in the ever-increasing disposable incomes in Vietnam.

The Xaysavang Syndicate was classic example of what lengths they would to go to obtain trophy rhino horn permits ’legally” Chumlong Lemtongthai, a senior director of Xaysavang Trading and Export, along with other members of the syndicate, were arrested in 2011, at a house in Bedford View, Johannesburg. He was charged with 23 counts of obtaining rhino hunting permits under false pretences. These permits were to be used by young Thai women, many of whom had been trafficked to South Africa as sex workers, to become “Sham” hunters. In exchange for their passports to obtain the documentation required for the permits, the girls were rewarded with an amount of R5000.00 each and a trip to “hunt” rhino. The owner of the canned hunting outfit stood to make around ZAR16 million by providing in excess of 40“trophy” horns to the Laotian syndicate, to be distributed to the highly lucrative markets of Thailand,Laos, Cambodia, Vietnam and Korea. Conditions of the permit expressly insist that each trophy has to have been shot by the permit holder. The young Thai “Ladies”, so petite, could barely lift the hunting rifles never the less shoot them, were posed next to the kill for photographs. At the time of the rhinos being shot by professional hunters, the huntresses were miles away in the bush, only to be summonsed when the kill was over. The initial sentence passed on Chumlong was forty years, but was reduced twice on appeals to a mere slap on the wrist 

http://www.justice.gov.za/sca/judgments/sca_2014/sca2014-131.pdf

Closing off the huge gaps along the border of Mozambique sounds good, until one takes into account the massive area that would have to be policed and the manpower which would have to be recruited. Add to that scenario, the offers of bribes to officials look the other way. Do not overlook the fact this is a multimillion dollar racket, controlled by the most ruthless individuals and syndicates one could possibly imagine, which would have the made Mafia in their heyday look like a girl guides picnic. One of the solutions bandied about was to legalise trade in Rhino horn. This would mean CITES lifting the ban on Rhino horn, which would need a 2/3 vote of approval worldwide, a daunting task to say the least. It would only need a few votes from non-rhino countries to veto the ban to negate any success in the lifting the ban. Planned dehorning has also been an option. Care would have to be taken in seeing that all of the rhinos on the reserve were dehorned at the same time, or there would be the danger of the alpha male not being able to defend himself should a young bull decide to challenge him. The alpha male would certainly be killed. Trophy hunting was another option, which would attract many hunters worldwide. The rhino which would be chosen as trophy status, would be old non breeding specimens accounting for a tiny percentage of the rhino population. The revenue from these permits would provide funding which could be ploughed back into the conservation of species. Over the past eight years, some 400,000 hectares of traditional rhino range has been lost as rhino were either decimated, or relocated for various reasons, mostly financial, as the costs of trying to protect their investment spirals out of control.

Is there light at the end of the tunnel? If all the conservationist and protagonists agree to disagree and group together to work on viable solutions to reduce the slaughter, the sooner the scourge will slow down.





A sea trilogy by Sir William Golding: to the ends of the earth

Trisha Bhattacharya

Introduction to the author: Sir William Golding

William Golding is one of the most remarkably gifted and foremost writers from Britain. He was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature, in 1983. He was knighted in 1988. He also won the Booker Prize in1980 for Rites of Passage, which was the first part of his "sea trilogy". The trilogy is collectively also known as “To the Ends of the Earth”.

The second book of the trilogy, Close Quarters, was published in 1987 and the third book, Fire Down Below, was published a few years later. His sea trilogy is an impressive and illuminating work to pore over, for readers across the globe. The BBC also created a three-part drama series based on it.

Lord of the Flies, is, however, one of his most famous novels. It has an interesting history in terms of its acceptance for publication and translation into various languages. His oeuvre includes The Scorpion God, Darkness Visible, Pincher Martin, The Inheritors and many other novels. He also wrote several non-fiction books, a few essay collections, plays, poems and a few travel journals.

Prior to becoming a writer, Golding had been a small-boat sailor, a schoolteacher and even had an association with music and acting. His formal education was at Marlborough Grammar School in England and then Brasenose College, Oxford.

Born in Cornwall in England in 1911, he passed away in the same place in 1993. His works are copyrighted and looked after by William Golding Limited. More about Golding's life and works can be read about on their website.

Following is an analysis and review of the three books that make up the sea trilogy, “To the Ends of the Earth”.

Rites of Passage

A classic, Rites of Passage, the first of the trilogy, is an absorbing narrative of a young man’s journey on a ship from England to Australia. The story is set in the early 19th century when the young aristocrat Edmund Talbot sets sail aboard a rundown warship. He sails almost like a representative of His Lordship, a high-ranking official in England, whose name is not mentioned but whose importance in the minds of the reader and the narrator is conveniently carved throughout the novel. With a recommendation from his godfather, that is, his Lordship, Edmund is set to take up a new and important position of employment in Australia.

The protagonist maintains a journal through this sea journey, recording his observations, his experiences, the people he meets, the people he likes or dislikes, his own antiques and myriad other events. Addressed to his godfather, it becomes a record of the unravelling events on the ship.

In the narrowed and secluded setting of a large vessel, his initial experiences are humorous. However, underneath lie some of the real and sad workings of life, as might be expected on a ship that has set sail for a very long journey, with its many passengers, the attendants, poor emigrants and a score of crew members. The crew members, such as the first lieutenants, who initially do not know each other, but gradually begin to, are also a significant part of the plot.

In the journal, Edmund’s own acclimatisation to the ship follows a sometimes fast and often a slow pace, as he discovers the many goings-on on board. He at first comes across as an impulsive and arrogant man, owing to his high-class connections and lofty behaviour. However, his instant repentance, afterthoughts and empathy, as opposed to the dictatorial attitude of the captain of the ship, Mr Anderson, would, perhaps, draw many readers to his side. Captain Anderson is a tyrannical man, who finds himself vexed when bombarded with the detailed knowledge of Edmund's journal.

Edmund also acquaints himself with the austere co-passenger, Miss Granham. Wheeler and Phillips are the two principal attendants to the cabin passengers. Deverel and Charles Summers are the two lieutenants. Cumbershum and Oldmeadow are two of the other crew members. Some of the passengers also include the old painter Mr Brocklebank, his wife and their daughter, Zenobia.

In a hamlet of such varied characters, there are many accounts of seasickness and injuries and, more severely, instances where hierarchical lines are drawn and people are bifurcated on the basis of class and occupation, and a flurry of events ensues from their almost restricted co-mingling and interactions.

Edmund Talbot portrays with wit and humour, his delicate and astute observations of the people and occurrences on the old ship. However, as the story progresses, irreverence and indifference, become the cause of an empathy-inducing denouement. Humour turns into deprivation brought on by an initially undetected cruelty. Edmund Talbot and his acquaintances open up spaces where a certain story with a dark underside shapes itself.

Trapped in the complicated patterns of obsequiousness and vulnerability, Reverend Colley, a shy and often ignored character, becomes a source of mockery for many. Colley seeks out Talbot for help. However, whether Talbot helps him or not is a revelation the novel proffers in detail.

Edmund Talbot's heart is in the right place, but perhaps more action from him could have diverted some of the ensuing horrors. In a state of sheer loneliness and humiliation, people sometimes become more vulnerable, acknowledging less the vices they see of others and becoming more sensitive to the atrocities heaped on them while ignoring their own strengths. As a result, one man dies aboard the ship. And another man simply disappears.

Rites of Passage is a journal-like novel, maintained by a basically naïve but good person, "Lord Talbot", as he is referred to by some of the people on the ship. His deeds, however, are not untainted. They are smeared with ignorance. Not only is he to blame for apathy and unconcern, but so are some of the other crew members.

William Golding’s knowledge of theatre, his experiences as a sailor, all serve to bring smidgens of reality and fact into the first part of the trilogy. It is, in its actions, dialogues, in feelings and emotions and conversations that much of the episodes developing on board, come to light. A unique and unconventional storyline, bordering on and merging with adventure, emotions, justice, fear, embarrassment and learning, start the trilogy and pull the reader in.

The language of the novel is exceptional in its usage and style. Within the narrative, however, there is much sadness, strife and suddenness to everything that unfolds. The story in Rites of Passage is a reflection of the repercussions of human indifference and the desire to inflict harm upon another.

This award-winning book is an open window staring out at the vicious rituals and illustrations of inhumanity, which could mar the very pious essentiality of life. However, in all of this, there is still goodness, marked by sudden consequential and helpful action. It is in this circle of the good and the bad that the "articulate Talbot’s journal" brings to life his days at sea and the events he sees, which he becomes an unknowingly and sometimes intentional part of. Rites of Passage is just the beginning, as Edmund still has more to see and note.

Close Quarters

In the second part of the series, it is apparent that Reverend Colley’s memories and the unfortunate experiences he has to face, still linger in Edmund's mind. Carity of a different kind, however, lifts the veil from the events unfolding across the ship.

As Edmund has filled his journal, he acquires a new one for the next round of events and addresses it differently this time; and it is not to his godfather. Ennui could eclipse the mind of a traveller on a long voyage, but this consistent journalling, fills a void. The ship's destination also becomes further transparent.

Tarpaulin language, nautical terminology, language of the 19th-century seamen and landsmen, become a device in the hands of a masterful author. The reader cannot escape the nautical style and vocabulary the author engages in throughout.

Deeper issues addressed in the first part, like those of hierarchy, tyranny and the many human foibles and strengths, come to the fore in this narration. Captain Anderson has his idiosyncrasies, prejudices and biases, and he and Edmund do not get along too well. Charles Summers, his first lieutenant, cannot disobey his captain; even so, a friendship between Edmund and Summers develops in Close Quarters, but due to the unfavourable situations that arise, they also drift slightly apart.

Midshipmen and other crew constantly weave in and out of the narrative, forging together a clear view of the confined settings and the reciprocity that accrues between them. An adventure awaits - another ship, called Alcyon - approaches, causing anxiety throughout the ship as to whether its approach is a friendly one.

The incidents that ensue are best kept a secret. However, there is preparation for battle; worry, angst and love following in tow. Edmund, however, ends up changing his present berth, in the fo'c'sle, to offer separate accommodation to a woman he falls in love with from the other ship. But Marion, that is, Miss Chumley, the woman in question, under the circumstances, cannot accept it. To make things worse, Marion and Edmund’s new and blossoming friendship is cut short, and Edmund hurts himself accidentally.

A portion of the journal-cum-novel chronicles Edmund’s inability to forget Marion and his questioning of the new arrival from Alcyon to the warship, the golden-haired Frenchman, Mr Benet, on account of his acquaintanceship with Marion. Al this, after Alcyon departs.

Mr Benet, reveals less, and obscures more, not only with abstract verses, but also on account of his generally clever nature. He also displays his shrewdness after acquiring an unlikely closeness with the stern Captain Anderson and thereby, with cunning, overshadowing the hard-working and obedient, Charles Summers. Neither does Mr Benet assuage Edmund’s curiosity about his personal association with Marion Chumley.

Edmund, however, does recover from his injuries, as events unfold. He springs back somewhat from his love for Marion, slowly, only to be a witness to his attendant Wheeler’s unnatural death, especially when the ship is under the threat of sinking, as a result of earlier inadvertent damage to it. Wheeler, the man who waits upon Edmund, might cause a flood of sympathy in some readers, for his tragic fate.

Despite everything, however, the story moves forward. The second part of the sea trilogy has as unnatural a thrill and adventure as could be found in a closed setting such as a ship on a long voyage, and its literally out-of-the-blue-encounter with an unknown vessel. Humour in particular passages and scenes continue to enshroud the most decrepit state of affairs onf the ship.

Some characters, like Mr and Mrs Pike, and other important ones lend the story its frailties. Miss Granham, the stoic governess, mellows her earlier severe stance toward Talbot. Edmund sounds mature, but is really a young man, whose reaction to matters of the heart renders him weak. Summers and Edmund regain a somewhat lost friendship, almost at the end of this book.

Golding, in this part of the series, enunciates myriad emotions running through a man’s mind, elucidating his abilities and inabilities. Whether it is a stubborn captain, a hard-working midshipman, an obedient lieutenant, or any seafarer, the fears and joys of men, women and children aboard a ship sailing to Sydney harbour, become the basis of the narrative.

Finally, in the postscript, the ending to the trilogy makes a brief appearance. Edmund Talbot’s ambition as a writer sparks here. Although he admits his second journal ends abruptly, to the reader that may or may not be the case. It ends on a note of friendship, one that was once lost, but is recovered. There is still the possibility the old ship may sink, as thick seaweed hinders its movement. The crew are constantly at work, for the vessel must arrive at its intended destination.

Fire Down Below

As the title of the third part of the series suggests, it has an allegorical and metaphorical meaning and forms the crux of the last series of events. Edmund has a third change of lodging on board and then a re-shifting. In several other instances, including this requisite change of berth, his good friend, Charles Summers comes to his rescue. The narrator also acquires milder and wiser characteristics over the course of the voyage.

Miss Granham marries a senior crew member, Mr Prettiman, on the ship. This couple, who did not have Edmund’s complete focus in the previous two books, although he did gain respect for the former Miss Granham, become the two people he grows close to, even nearly harms, but fortuitously and indirectly he ends up assisting the ailing Mr Prettiman in a recovery of sorts.

Edmund is also surprised by many of the concurrent episodes preceding and succeeding this, on account of his assuming certain responsibilities and because of his close association with Mr and Mrs Prettiman and the resultant gaining of their trust and friendship.

The burgeoning and firm friendship between Charles Summers and Edmund Talbot, on the other hand, occupies much of the other sections of the narrative. Edmund, on several occasions, refers to Glaucus and Diomedes, two characters from the Iliad, to vocalisze in certain aspects the friendship he had come to deeply care about. Fire Down Below therefore, sets the reader up for an appreciation of loyalty and bonding and attaches them to this pair of friends, through the course of the latter part of their voyage from England to Australia. Against the backdrop of a shimmering navy blue sky and the dark sea, at night, a friendship, therefore, gains momentum. The old and damaged ship, too, somehow courses along.

However, Mr Benet’s risky ingenuity, supported by Captain Anderson’s orders against the better judgement of Charles Summers, causes hostility to develop between the two factions formed on the ship. Edmund and Charles continue to support each other and are in the same faction, without voicing it loudly though, whereas Mr Benet continues to put into practice his influence over Captain Anderson.

In addition to the problems caused by groupings, classifications and an inability, on the part of the cruel and daredevil captain, to perceive situations without partiality or to administer wise authority, the ship later draws close to a possible calamitous demise, first at the hands of a storm and followed by a probable fatal collision with a giant iceberg. Mr. Jones, the purser, perishes, while attempting to escape from the ship, but Lord Talbot’s firkin, in his hands, containing Edmund’s journals and some souvenirs from other passengers onboard, survives.

The journals being written, in three parts, by Edmund Talbot do have an ending. Questions such as “Does the ship and its occupants survive?”, “What happens to the ambitions of the two friends, Edmund and Charles, or does it all perish with the ship?”, “If they do survive, then does Edmund finally find his love, Marion, whom he had lost in the second novel?” and other such queries and answers to them are revealed in the imaginative renderings of this last part of the trilogy.

The third book is the culmination of the series of events that Edmund Talbot becomes a part of during the year-long voyage. Nevertheless, the cunning of Mr Benet and Captain Anderson might grip the reader in the end, as well. It is also in a pool of unexpected possibilities that Edmund Talbot’s fate finally delivers him, which could partially shock or unnerve an unwary reader. However, it is for readers to glean whether the outcome befits the earlier outpouring narrative.

The tragedy, romance and comedy of this sea trilogy, marked by brilliant language and the closing of gaps between the readers and the strange but soon to be familiar characters make it a piece of fiction worthy of every adventurous and exploring reader’s interest and engagement.

Conclusion

The first book is intense in its portrayal of human atrocity and ignominy. The second novel shifts from melancholy, apathy and horror, to romance and changes. The third book verges on a deepening of relationships and adventure. The first book sets the pace for the next two. The trilogy is marvellous, with its unexpected twists and turns.

One sees here an enlargement of perceptions, a change in the mannerisms of people, their interactions and their behaviour in times of stress and upset. Expectations should be set aside while the reader turns the pages to discover what lies within. Every enthusiastic reader who loves nautical stories and has not read Sir William Golding's works before should reach out for this incredible series.

Writer's website: www.trishabhattacharya.com # 'I thought that I found an opportunity that could change Turkey'


Interview with Prof. Ali Nesin, the founder of the Nesin Mathematics Village in Sirince, Turkey


Tugay Kest

Ali Nesin

Ali Nesin is a mathematics professor who completed College Champittet (high school) and Université Paris Diderot and he has taught at several major universities of the world like University of California, Yale University, Bilkent University. He is one of the first instructors of Bilgi University in Turkey. He has written several popular mathematics books (Mathematics and Fear, Mathematics and Games, Mathematics and Camels and Donkeys, Mathematics and Truth, Portraits of Mathematicians) as well as his semi-academic books (Propositional Logic, Counting, Naive Set Theory). His scientific articles published in various magazines and also he wrote a book in English with Alexander Borovik (Groups of Finite Morley Rank). His father, Aziz Nesin, is one of the Turkey’s most important book, story and humour writers and he is the fourth author among the writers who wrote books in Turkish and whose works have been translated into foreign languages.

Nesin Mathematics Village

After his education and his studies on abroad, Ali Nesin returned to Turkey in 1995 and started teaching in Bilgi University. As he says, when he realized the lack of his student’s knowledge, he decided to host the students for giving extra courses in his house at the evenings and then he gave extra courses to the students at Nesin Foundation at the weekends. These courses began to be inadequately, he also organized 6-7 weeks summer courses every summer at various regions of Turkey. As times goes by, the cost of these courses began to increase and he decided to create a place only for mathematics and then Mathematics Village project was planned. Mathematics Village was built with the donations of Turkish people and young people worked for building the village with completely voluntary.

Firstly, you must see this wonderful village! https://matematikkoyu.org/eng/about/photos.php

I want to introduce Nesin Mathematics Village which has accepted over 5000 students and lots of academics over the world in 2014. I made an interview with Prof. Nesin about the village, education systems in the World and Turkey at the end of the December 2014. I want to share the first part of this beautiful interview with Contributoria readers. This part is about Mathematics Village and the way that he sees about education. The second part is especially about the Turkish education system and the problems of Turkish Education. I am planning to publish the other part of the interview for another issue.

If you want to support the village financially or to organise an event or seminar related to mathematics, please be free to contact with them, the website of Nesin Mathematics Village is here: https://matematikkoyu.org/eng/


I thought, If I teach mathematics for 20-30 years, it does 400 to 600 students of mine, until my retirement. Think about it, that would be a wonderful thing, it could change Turkey! Yeah, we do not reject any student whose financial situation is not good comes to the village. - Ali Nesin.



First let me ask you this, is it true that Aziz Nesin Mathematics Village built the need of Aziz Nesin’s testament?

(He gave a long answer to this question and I think it is important to clarify this issue.)

Well actually it’s not that, there is not a thing like that in his will. You know I am an academic now, mathematics, science etc… My dad said to me “You have to stay in America and go to university there.” Not even Europe, he said America especially because it is the best in education. But at the same time, the biggest problem was the future of the foundation of my father. (When I go abroad to study university) he told me “You do not come back to Turkey again.” and my answer was “I had to come back; If I do not come, who will take care of the foundation’s work?” Then he realized that if I did not come back to Turkey, there would be some important problems about the works of the foundation. On the other hand, he wanted me to go on my academic studies. Because of that, he left a will to establish a mathematics institute in Çatalca (İstanbul). But this testament was very unlikely to happen because institutes that you understand does not earn. On the contrary, it requires a lot of money. Unless you have a great support of a rich company like Volkswagen, Mercedes or a country, you cannot do separate projects in an institute.

Nesin family is not supported in Turkey, I knew that. When I returned to Turkey, I knew that this testament would not be happen. It was not even mentioned. Meanwhile, the works of Nesin Foundation had to continue. Some days we did not even know that what we would eat in the foundation, we had bad days. In this case, to found an institute not even was said. Meanwhile Bilgi University opened and I am one of the first academic teaching staff. The founders of the university wanted me to set up the Department of Mathematics. I see myself lucky because I set up the mathematics department from scratch. I wanted to do something different, the best. Because I have been in the best universities and have successful friends who graduated from the best universities of United Kingdom, China, Soviet Union, France… I know their education systems and syllabus so I created a program to train researchers at the highest level. And then I thought, -at that time I was not even 30 years old- If I taught 20-30 years, it does 400 to 600 students of mine, until my retirement. Of course, also there will be their students too, about 1,000 researchers… And of course you think of it as 1000 Fazıl Say. Think about it, that would be a wonderful thing, it could change Turkey! I thought that I found an opportunity in my hand that could change Turkey ﻿and I wanted to evaluate it. But as I have not been estimated, the students were not highly qualified. Because when the country is undeveloped; the universities, teachers and students will be the same, they cannot develop their skills.

My students did not study enough and their abstraction skills were not strong enough. They did not even know that they must study. At the first time, I did overtime at the university when I saw that is not enough for them I continued giving lessons in my house. When I realised that it was not enough too, I gave lessons at the Nesin Foundation at the weekends. Then they went to summer vacation, we met again after the summer holiday and I asked “What did you do on holiday?” They said “Here’s what we did, we swam a lot, had fun, laughed, played…” They did not even open their books to study! I saw that they still did not know how to study, were not be aware of how to be a researcher. I had waited weekends to study when I was young. We arranged a joint summer school with Akdeniz University in Antalya for them and it was very efficient. Then we started doing this every summer, we did this at different places every summer for 10 years. I was organizing, giving the majority of the course in the first place. After that there were two-three instructors and I opened these camps to whole students in Turkey and a lot of students came from all over the country.

I was going to a Turkey tour to look for the best places that are suitable for our courses on April and May. Town, seaside, mountains or woods or somewhere suitable… In Turkey, tourism had been developed by the time; the places improved their facilities and began to be too expensive so we went to Central Anatolia for affordable places. Formerly we arranged the camps in Şirince (İzmir), Bodrum (Muğla) but then we started going to Trakya, Amasya… I went to Turkey tour for finding a place for mess hall, to hold the lessons and to stay in. We had to agree with a restaurant, a hotel or pension and a school. You discuss the price and arrangement with the hotel but at the summer season, they give up because they find better customers who pay more than us. At the same time, for us, these adjustments have to be cheap, of course. We were financing that just 30-40 TRY (about 10-15 USD) and sometimes we were cooking our meal ourselves. This situation began to get more and more difficult to arrange and we did not always be happy with that. We saw the requirement to take these camps more seriously and the necessity of Mathematics Village Project because of the disrespectful behaviour of some students, student’s problems to focus on the lessons… For this purpose, I bought a village land belonged to me (I donated it to the foundation after) then we tried to get legal permission to start the construction.


The village does not have any legal status at the moment.



By the way, what is the legal status of the village? Is a private education institution? Is it an institute?

No, the village does not have any legal status at the moment. By the way, I have been convicted because of founding an unauthorised educational institution. We are making the financial affairs by the company, we give our tax but they did not give permission us to found the Mathematics Village. Actually, I knew would be a wonderful project because the summer schools were going through very efficient and fun. Sevan Nişanyan and me, we were both aware of this. This project could open a new way to Turkey on education. While I was thinking that I could educate 20 students in Bilgi University in a year; this number can be 100 thanks to the village, magnificent! We tried so hard to get the permission. I have spent 200.000 TRY (about 80.000 USD) for only that.


I do not think that there is a project like this, with the great support of the people, in the world.



You said in an interview that there is no other example in the world like Mathematics Village.

I heard one or two similar projects, but there is a rich institution behind them. The Mathematics Village project was built by collective work. Of course I gave what I had to build the village, but only 1-2 houses could be built with that money. A large financial support came from the public and the village was built with the help of a full collective work. We have to thank to them because they trust us. I do not think that there is a project like this, with the great support of the people, in the world. Before we started to construction we had said that this is a “village” because every person at the different ages could benefit from the opportunities of the village. However, institutes are more serious and they are founded for serious researches. So we gave “Mathematics Village” name because it must be like an autonomous village. Any research on Mathematics can be done at the village. It could be all sorts of things on Mathematics like studies for people in primary school or postgraduate, who do senior research or want to give conference.

What do you think about education and what is your approach to education? As you know, there are many discussions on the nature of education or how must it be.

Now, before answering this question, we have to answer another question “Education for what purpose and who?” A philosopher once said “Education should be liberating. It builds awareness.” Why? Is it a good thing to be free? On the contrary, you can be happier with unawareness. The aim of education may be only to develop a country or may be the people’s happiness or may be to teach what needs to be done to go to heaven when you die. It may be to educate people who can do great artworks which will be proud of humanity or it may be just something that gives the required knowledge to people to bring home to bacon. What I mean there is not one purpose of education, first you have to answer the question “Education for whom?” Therefore, when a person says that he determined the purpose of the education, I see that as presumption. But if he says “I think…” I respect. On the other hand, the people will be educated are different. If you say a 40-yer-old person “I will set you free.” he/she laughs.

If you say “If you take this lessons, your salary will be increased 100 TRY”, he/she gets the education. I set the goal of education in the village; I want to train academic researchers. I do not want students to be free; I want to make them prisoners of mathematics. (Laughs) By the way, governments must not have the power to decide everything about education because this leads to fascism. This is a great power especially in the countries where the political language is not ripened. You effect millions of young people’s beliefs, their behaviour; a kind of brainwashing power. This is the aim of politicians anyway. For example, the issue of education in our country has not been independent from the government any time. Has anyone said “Anyone can get education as he/she wants”? Absolutely has not. Who would say it? May be Erdal İnönü would. (He was a member of Turkish Parliament and Minister of Foreign Affairs in 1995) Why? Because he did not grow up to become a politician, he was not a politician already, he was a scientist.


For the first time, we refused instructors from abroad because of the demand. The thing I was afraid of most that to refuse an instructor from Harvard University! We did it, because we had to.



What is the number of the academics and students who come from abroad? As far as I know, anyone can organise seminars at the Mathematics Village, if he/she provides the necessary conditions. Is there a demand like this from abroad?

The number of students coming from abroad is currently not very much, but the number of academics is much. They love the village and want to come again. For the first time, we refused instructors from abroad because of the demand. The thing I was afraid of most that to refuse an instructor from Harvard University! We did it, because we had to. (Laughs) In fact, we must not reject any student, but we have to make money to maintain the village’s activities at the same time. In Mathematics Village, currently 150 people can stay in the rooms and 200-300 people can stay in tents. So there is a space for 450 people at the same time. If we did not have to do programs for high school students in order to ensure financial income of the village, we would not reject any student wants to come for academic purpose.

It is written in the village’s mission that you never reject a student.

Yeah, we do not reject any student because of money.


Philosophy and Art Villages are coming!

In an interview published last summer, you mentioned that you will build a village for Philosophy after Mathematics Village. Will it be in Şirince too?

Yes, side by side with the Mathematics Village. Infrastructure construction will be easier this time because we already built infrastructure for Mathematics Village. In the Mathematics Village, we have a kitchen, mess hall, showers, classrooms, laundry, electrical transformer, sewer pipes etc. You do not need to set up a lab for Philosophy Village. Build a house; here is the Philosophy Village. (Laughs) So it is only needed to build buildings for Philosophy Village. You know we will build an “Art Village” next year.

It is great; I hear it at the first time.

Of course. Mathematics, Philosophy and Art… The three useless professions in the world… (Laughs)

(…) 







Why I don’t want kids: fighting the social conventions


Not all women have maternal instincts, but still make cool aunties


Virginia Cerezo

There is something I have to confess: I don’t like kids. I cannot help it, I am just not a kids person. I have never had maternal instincts. I am not looking forward to motherhood because it is not something I want. I do not even want to consider it until I am at least 40, and even then I will probably still not want them. It does sound selfish, but I have come to terms with it, so one could say that I am happy being selfish and I do not care.

Whenever my friends stop in the middle of the street to make faces at a baby in a buggy, I merely stand there, blank-faced, trying to hide how tedious I find all that baby talk. However, every time I see a dog or a cat I am the one who stops and stares at them for half an hour. And that includes stray cats –the only type of cat you can find if you are down the street.

So one can imagine my reaction back when I was 21 and I was told I would be having a niece. Disaster averted.

Every single member of my family was overwhelmed with joy (not that I wasn’t happy, I am not a monster), but I did not know what to expect. Of course, I was happy for my brother and his wife, but I was also afraid of what was to come. There would be a baby in our family and that baby would become a kid. Like those kids I see yelling at restaurants, embarrassing their parents in public places and making the rest of us uncomfortable. Oh no, we were going to have one of those. Why?


Let’s not fool ourselves: babies are not cute when they are born.



As the birthdate approached, I felt as if everybody was starting to ignore me. I had always been the youngest in the family, with more than a decade of age gap with my siblings, so the selfish part of me, which happens to be a big part, was invaded by a profound state of fear.

Finally, my niece was born. Let’s not fool ourselves; babies are not cute when they are born and they do not look like their mother or their second uncle once removed. No, they are red-faced beings who just came out of their mothers, they don’t look very nice. Not even Scarlett Johansson or Bradley Cooper looked nice when they were born, so stop this nonsense.

But, as is traditional when a baby is born, every visitor who came into the hospital room would find her a resemblance to anyone. Literally anyone. And all I could do was sit there, dumbfounded, biting my tongue to avoid making any sarcastic comments that would reflect my selfish indifference towards children.

As the months went by and her parents were both back at work, this little baby who now looked like a human being began spending her days in the houses of her grandparents. Since I lived with my parents all the years that I lived in my homeland, Spain (and still do when I visit), this meant that I was bound to spend a significant amount of time with her, and it scared the hell out of me. But my parents had no regard for my child-hating personality whatsoever, so I was trapped.

Babies cannot do interesting things, I thought. And if I had to spend time with her, I needed to turn her into a cool being. My first step was teaching her how to high-five and fist-bump. By the time she was one, she had mastered both and she had started to like all the musicals we would watch together from my DVD collection. I tried to go one step further and I showed her Jurassic Park, but other than the music, she did not get much, so I will have to try again in a few years.

By the time she was two, she actually began to bear a resemblance to someone in the family: me. A dead ringer, with brunette hair instead of blonde locks. Strangers would think that I was a teenage mother. My poor sister-in-law, who went through nine months of pregnancy and labour, had to endure people telling her just how much her daughter looked like her aunt. Like me, the girl who had not asked for any of this, who was happy as the youngest child, the spoiled one, the centre of attention and now was slowly being dethroned.

Now that she is almost four, she has just started attending the same school I went to. I can have normal conversations with her. I gave her a Rapunzel doll that she has named after me and, as her parents tell me, she sometimes grounds the doll and makes her sit in the corner of the room if she does not do what she is told. And I expect no less of her. Of course, we still high-five and fist-bump whenever I go home and every time we talk on Skype, although I have been suggested to stop doing it, as the greasy prints on my computer screen are very difficult to remove.

But after all, I still don’t like kids. Except for my niece. She, I find her tolerable. You might even say I am fond of her. Just don’t tell anyone, I don’t want to ruin my reputation.





Can you dig it?

jonhickman

“How on earth did you get an allotment there? Isn’t there a waiting list?”

Everyone has been asking me that, since I got my plot in Four Oaks in December, because that’s what we’ve all been told: getting an allotment is hard. Truth be told, I thought it would be hard too. I thought I’d put my name down on a list and I’d go and get on with my life and then one day, in a few years time, I’d get a call:

“Hello. May I speak to Mr Hickman, please?” “Uh yeah, sure.” I’d be struggling to place the voice — formal, but not without warmth, posh without being too plummy. “I’m calling from the Allotment Association. We have a plot for you.”

I’d be well into my forties by this point, and my kids would be robust little men who I could take to the allotment with me and leave them to potter, play and plant.

What actually happened was this: I emailed a guy, and he asked me to come over that weekend to view a plot.

“We’ve actually got two plots. You can choose.” “Uh yeah, sure.” “So when you’ve decided, just sign here. Have you got a cheque book with you to pay the rent?”

I’m 35. My youngest kid isn’t yet two and he’s the sort of toddler who will eat all of the soil and hurl himself off any object he can climb onto. This wasn’t the plan at all.

—

“So uh, yeah I’ve got an allotment now. We’ve got an allotment now. That’s OK isn’t it?”

Corrina, my wife, is a wonderful and patient woman. She seems to like it when I develop cute little habits like making my own bread. She teases me about it “all your little hipster things, you should write them up for The Guardian or something.”

“An allotment sounds great” she says “good luck with it, I hope you can find the time.”

—

I’m pretty sure this allotment thing is supposed to be relaxing and rewarding, but since I was given a key to get through the big iron gate and the combination for the communal shed’s padlock I’ve been feeling a little anxious about it all. That is mainly because people keep telling me how it’s going to be hard work and asking me “are you sure you’ll have enough time?” I wonder if I should tell them forty-something me will have lots of time, I wonder if I should protest that the allotment people didn’t read their bloody script.

So. Time. Commitment.

It’s now February. I got the keys a few days before Christmas. This is what I have done so far:


	Visited the allotments to sign an agreement in which I promise to be responsible and go to the plot often to look after it.

	Been to the plot again, with the kids, to show them it and to panic a little bit about what I’m supposed to do next.

	Harvested some kale that the previous incumbent had left for me.

	Been to the plot again with the kids and Corrina so she could look at it and panic with me about what I’m going to do with it next.

	Harvested some more kale.

	Prodded things to try to work out what there is in the ground.

	Drawn a little map of the plot, so I can go away and plan.



I’m fairly sure I didn’t go to the plot at all in January and I know for a fact that I have forgotten the combination for the communal shed’s padlock.

I am terrible at this.

—

‘Why is there a large wooden crate on the driveway?’

‘Oh, someone was throwing it away, I thought we could use it at the allotment.’

‘…’

‘You know. For storing stuff.’

Corrina has a wonderful expression she uses on me: puzzled, happy, so beautiful and totally indulgent of my oddness. She uses it a lot. It’s my favourite.

I’m fairly sure that as an allotment holder I am supposed to do this sort of thing — scavenging wood, recycling stuff, generally jerry-rigging the place and running the show with all manner of Heath Robinson improvisations. I still haven’t been down to the plot again, though.

—

There are a number of reasons why I’m anxious about the allotment.


The weight of history

I’m from Guernsey, but not the offshore finance bit of it. My family were growers. My Uncle was the biggest rose producer on the island. He had letters from the Royal Family up on the wall in his office, letters of thanks for supplying blooms to them for weddings and what have you. My Uncle was a very successful commercial grower.

My Mum & Dad were growers too. We were strawberry farmers, basically. And guess what: Mum & Dad were very successful strawberry farmers. They were good. I’m surprised the Royal Family never ordered any strawberries from them, to be honest.

My Mum & my Uncle probably got their skills from their father, my Pop Carré. By the time I was born Pop lived in a little council flat off Lisson Grove in London, by the Regents Canal, where he kept an award winning London garden: halfway between Lords and Marylebone Station, my grandfather was the best gardener in Westminster. And what of his parents? Well, there’s a photo of them up on the wall at Mum’s: my Great Grandmother and Great Grandfather holding a tray of their own prize winning grapes that are about to be presented to the Royal Family.

My family are bloody good at growing. It’s a lot to live up to.




I peaked early

I’ve had my moments. When I was a kid Pop Carré taught me how to propagate new vines using the rubbish he produced when he cut back a half a greenhouse of grapes for my Mum. I sold them on to a local nursery, and made a lot of pocket money out of the venture. Also, more recently, I managed to do a lot with not very much space at our old house, where I put together a functioning kitchen garden in a very minimal space. For a moment there I thought I could be a gardener, that finally I’d found a practical skill that I’d inherited from my family.

We sold our old house in 2013 in the Spring, moving in the summer, so I had a year off from gardening (there wasn’t any point in starting growing when I knew I’d miss the harvest). The new house already had a vegetable patch, small but serviceable, so I got back into things last year only to see everything, literally everything, fail.

I blamed the light, the soil, all the bastard slugs but it may just be that I’m rubbish at this after all.




Bad omens

The plot is in fairly good nick. That’s good news. Or is it?

“The guy just got busy, family and kids and that, and drifted away.”

This could be my fate, too. It doesn’t bode well.

A friend gives me a wonderful book The Royal Horticultural Society Allotment Handbook. I’d been recommended it, and it looks to be just the thing I need.

“Yeah we had an allotment” he says “but then you know… kids. So anyway, here’s the book, mate. Good luck.”




Peer pressure

A few days after I got my own allotment, I see on Facebook that a friend has got one too. Every time I open Facebook, there’s a new photo of her plot, another freshly dug patch of ground and a cheerful status update. She is much better than me at this: at allotment holding but also at curating her social brand so that she is definitely an allotmenter. This was supposed to be my new thing, so I’m a bit miffed. I was all poised to be Jon the allotment guy. In the end I only had about six days of people liking my status about having an allotment before my thunder was well and truly stolen. Now I’m just some guy with a patch of dirt. I lack a narrative. I also lack a community: my usurper is in South Birmingham, and it turns out dozens of our mutual Facebook friends have plots near her. So they’re all busy sharing notes and tips but here I am in North Birmingham, wondering how to get started, with nobody to turn to.

Well that’s not really true. My plot is next door to the people who run my local bottle shop, an amazing craft beer place called Cellar Door. They’re really good at managing their plot. They’ve just bought a greenhouse and everything. It’s making buying beer a bit awkward, to be honest. One day they might stage an intervention on me “no more beer, Jon, until you go back to the allotments and get your life in order.” That might be a kindness.

—

In truth it probably doesn’t matter much that I’ve not been down to the plot; it’s been snowing, on and off, since Christmas and there’s not much growing that happens in February, is there? Well I hope not. I’m worried that I might have missed a key deadline, like I was supposed to do something to prepare the ground or I was supposed to sow something now if I want to be harvesting it in the summer.

There’s a specific set of problems I have, and I need to get to grips with them. My plot was being managed right up until I took it on. This is good and this is bad. On the plus side there are some nice things in the ground that I want to keep, like raspberries and blackcurrants. There is also a good structure to the place: marked out beds, neat paths. The things I’m struggling with are knowing what is in the ground already and knowing what has been in the ground before. Some things I can tell straight off, because they’re above ground, other things are a mystery: is that patch there empty or is there something amazing under the ground? I also need to know what was in the ground before as that dictates what I should grow on that ground next, because you’re supposed to rotate things. This, really is the key thing holding me back: not knowing where to start, and not wanting to make a wrong move. But I need to go into March with a plan: a plan for what will go where and a timetable that will dictate what I do when. I realise that what I need to do is allow myself some mistakes, allow that my first season won’t be exactly what I want it to be. Most of all I need to stop looking at what other people are doing and focus on my own project.

Just then my Facebook pings with a message. My friend, my nemesis in South Birmingham, has sent me a copy of her allotment plan, as mapped out on the Grow Veg website. It looks so good. I am so ridiculously jealous.

I open my Allotment Handbook (bad juju be damned!) for ideas and inspiration. It’s pretty overwhelming. There’s all this information on what you should do when you’re choosing an allotment, like test the soil, none of which I have done. I skip this as dwelling on it will just hold me back. Next there’s a section on approaches to managing the soil: organic, double digging, no-dig. I’m pretty much hyperventilating now. Then they start going on about ‘biodynamic theories’ and ‘monoculture crops’. I have a cup of tea, regroup, skip several pages and… finally I’ve found a thread, finally I’ve found a beginning.




A plan of sorts

I read a section on choosing crops and the book has a really useful table that groups plants under three headings: ‘Cheap & easy to grow but relatively expensive to buy’, ‘Cheap to buy, short season or take up space (possibly not worth growing)’ and ‘Money can’t buy — grow your own or go without’.

Looking through the list of things that are cheap to grown but expensive to buy there are a lot of Hickman family staple foods (courgettes, rhubarb, beetroot, spinach), several things we’ve successfully grown at home (french beans, runner beans) and a few things I’ve just recently got into (celeriac, purple sprouting broccoli). ‘Cheap & easy to grow but relatively expensive to buy’ is now my list of things I want to grow, but to it I have to add new potatoes because, well, new potatoes basically. I also add fennel, because my fennel habit could bankrupt us otherwise.

Now I have a list, I just need to work out which things will go where and then start a timeline. Perhaps I’ve missed the window to plant some of these things this year but who cares? I can plant those next year, or the year after, or if I don’t have time now I’ll have plenty of time when I’m in my forties.

It’s time to relax about this. Relax, but also lean in. It’s time to start digging.

Next month: let’s get physical — it’s time to get the plan into action







Craft City Line


We’ve been out drinking for about six hours, we’ve lost a lot of people and one of us is bleeding. In a few minutes one of us is going to try to pick a row with a train driver. I am cool hunting in the suburbs of Birmingham, and it’s going poorly.


jonhickman

Here are two things that are hot right now: craft beer, and Birmingham.

So hot are these two things that when The Guardian ran yet another piece a piece on how Birmingham is cool now, craft beer formed a central part of its thesis:

“Two years ago, you struggled to get a pint of real ale, let alone craft beer, in most of Birmingham. Now, from Colmore Row, down John Bright Street, to Digbeth, the city centre is awash in the stuff. It’s as if a phalanx of hipsters, fleeing London’s housing market, have swept up the West Coast mainline to alight at New Street.”

Now that’s not true (we’ve had real and craft beer for at least two and a half years) but it doesn’t mean it’s not interesting. If craft beer is a measure of how cool a place is, then just how cool is Birmingham? And what would be a fair test?

I’ve got an idea.


All aboard

It takes just 47 minutes by train to get from Blake Street to Kings Norton on the Cross City Line. The return journey will take me a lot longer as I’ll be jumping off every time there’s an interesting boozer, which for the purposes of this project means every time that there’s a craft beer bar nearby. This isn’t the full run of the Cross City Line, but it does take me from the northern-most station that’s within Birmingham to the deep, deep South; another two stops and six more minutes on a London Midland run British Rail Class 323 EMU and I’d be at Longbridge, which is the polar opposite to Blake Street — the last Birmingham station before you break out into Worcestershire. “Basically” says Stu, here as my nominated beer expert for this trip “this is two stops shy of a complete run of the Centro Supported Area”. I eye him darkly; we need to start drinking, work off all this train geekery.

Neil joins us at Bournville (alight here for Cadbury’s World, the tourist friendly signs say) which is near his house. He’s my local history expert today. I go running with Neil quite a lot and he often organises our routes to take us past pieces of public art that I never knew existed, mostly because they’ve been hidden in really stupid places. His need to teach me about the world gives him the air of a cool uncle.

It’s good that Neil joined us here as we’re now just one stop from Kings Norton and neither me nor Stu know what we’re doing or where we’re going when we are down this way. “Kings Norton — Alight here for Cotteridge Wines”. The signs don’t say that but, as I’m about to learn, they probably should.




Cotteridge Wines

Neil, as tour guide, is trying to land some quick wins as we walk through Kings Norton’s compact centre to the Pershore Road and then on to Cotteridge Wines. Straight away he points out a chip shop in Kings Norton, called Sophie’s Choice, and that’s it: we’re all off on the banter bus, and we’ve found the day’s level.

Kings Norton gives seamlessly to Cotteridge: I don’t see the join in the lovely Victorian terraces.

“And here’s Cotteridge Fine Foods” our guide says “They’ve been threatening to open for several years but haven’t managed it yet. I particularly like what they’ve done with the access ramp here.”

Neil points to an accessibility ramp on the front of this as yet unopened deli. It takes me a while to see what they’ve done, why it amuses Neil. The ramp affords access to fine foods, sure, but it’s been built across the front of another access ramp, on the neighbouring shop, rendering it totally unaccessible. This, then, is the Cotteridge vibe I think — a little ad hoc, a little thrown together with no real plan. It’s not clear where Cotteridge really is and whilst the architecture is solid, 120 year old, Victoriana the place itself feels a little ad hoc. Shabby chic? Avant-garde? Bohemian? Or just not really sorting its shit out properly? I think it’s the latter. It seems unlikely that we’ve arrived at the centre of something cool or hip as we walk down Pershore Road, dodging the dog poo, but we have: we’re at the centre of the Craft Beer Universe, we have arrived at a genuine tourist destination.

“People come up from London to buy from me” says Jaz Kandola, “they come from all over for my stock and because of my prices.”

We’re in the tasting room, a new little pub out the back of Cotteridge Wines’ well established shop. It’s pretty rustic out here. There is no natural light, and we stand on concrete floors, amidst white-washed walls. The kegs are on the floor behind the bar. We’re basically drinking in a cellar. I fucking love it.

“There’s been an off license here as long as there’s been a building. 120 something years.” Jaz says, pointing to a picture behind the bar which shows this building as it was in… well in black and white days. He runs Cotteridge Wines with his brother, Kal. As he explains the back story of the shop it becomes clear to me that they fell into craft beer by accident but quickly realised they were onto a good thing and embraced it. Starting out might have been an accident, but their response to it was shrewd. These guys are smart. Out front, in the shop, the choice is simply stunning and the prices, well they are definitely worth making a trip in a van for, worth making a booze cruise up the M40 from London or down from Sutton Coldfield come to that. It’s not surprising then that this shop, which from outside is a pretty unassuming off license on a pretty unassuming street, has been named the bottle shop of the year for two years in a row.

In the tasting room we have the first round down us: something by the Kernel, a To-OL Cloud 9 wit and a Brodie’s Clementine. We need to pace ourselves but we can’t resist one for the road (a Mikkeller single hop simcoe, a couple of Magic Rock High Wires). We drink these far too quickly because I have planned the itinerary with military precision and we must get the train in 6 minutes time.

What’s on?

In the tasting room there are 14 taps being rotated regularly. Bring a growler to fill up and take home, or buy a glass (1/3 of a pint, from £1.50) and take a seat. In the shop: just all of the beers, basically. All the things you know and love. All the things you’ve never tried. If you like beer you’ll be pleased you came.

_Cotteridge Wines, 1825 Pershore Rd, Birmingham, West Midlands B30 3DN. Tel: +44 121 458 2839. Twitter: @cotteridgewines_




The British Oak

We make our train just fine and we’re back off to Bournville. I am a master of project planning.

On your way out of Kings Norton look out for the famous skateboard ramps at Cotteridge Park, where graffiti meets middle class healthy eating messages, where the half pipe bears tags like ‘quinoa’, ‘lentils’ and ‘small batch organic’ or some such.

I’ll be glad to get out of the South, to be honest.

Now Bournville famously has no pubs but we’re walking over into Stirchley, to the British Oak. We are expecting we might pick up a few extra travellers here, and Neil’s partner is bringing the kids up to say hello, too. I feel bad about this as I’ve allowed a mere 15 minutes drinking time.

The main things of note near here are the Cadbury factory which we walk past, and the area behind it which I learn locals call ‘Little London’ because the streets are all named after squares on the Monopoly Board. Once again, it’s basically all Victorian architecture. The old swimming baths are getting rebuilt, repurposed as some sort of business centre. Nice, I guess, as it’s all been boarded up for a long time, but a shame it’s not being regenerated as a lovely olden time swimming baths. The British Oak lies just across from there, on the Pershore Road again. We could have walked here really and if you want foam cut to size and such like then do enjoy a walk down the Pershore Road for yourself.

When we arrive there are indeed some of our Internet friends waiting for us, and Neil’s family too. There are also some men who want to watch football. The pub hasn’t opened yet. “It’s like Eastenders, when they’re all waiting outside knocking on the door for the Vic to open” one of the newcomers quips. I laugh, but I’m worried about the time and I’m worried that Neil has been obsessing about crisps all of the way here. We don’t have time for this.

By the time the door opens there is just ten minutes drinking time left according to my plan. My rag tag bunch of public sector office workers and small children are very slow off the mark and the collection of bald headed men (an extended family of Mitchell brothers, perhaps) is at the bar quickly getting in a round of lots of Carling. Wise move really; they can tell that we are going to be a fucking disaster when we finally get to the bar, and they’re surviving: they are the bar fittest.

We’re finally at the bar, we have to negotiate what happens in the newly enlarged round and we need to find out the crisp flavours. My schedule is done for.

“I’m going to the toilet. Someone buy me a beer and you all let me know if we are leaving on time or waiting here for an extra half hour” I say as a I flounce out.

“We’ve decided” the foreman of their jury tells me when I return “that we’ll stay here a while”.

Second pub and the wheels have come off. This isn’t good.

“White IPA” says Stu, pointing at my beer, a bottle by a company called Bear Hug “White IPA is the beer this year, that’s the new saison”. I drink my white IPA far too quickly and I’m caught in limbo as there’s not enough time for me to get another drink but there’s far too long to sit here not drinking. I tell them all that I need to write my notes and I go to another table. Bastards.

So what was the point of this fifteen minutes (now 45 minutes) little stop off? Well, mostly to look at how the rise of craft beer is filtering out into this sort of place: your average community pub. This is a decent enough place, really. It’s clean, it serves the area (with football, with Carling). The building is nice though the overall setting it’s in isn’t so great. And now one of the things it has to do is offer craft beer. Mostly so that people like us — civil servants, university staff, and a guy who works for Tim Berners-Lee’s Quango — can get a drink that doesn’t offend their delicate sensibilities too much.

I’m too bitter about running late to tell you if I enjoyed my white IPA or not, but apparently it’s cool right now so I guess it’s good for my credentials to say it’s nice. I’m glad we came, but I’m relieved to be back on our way. Next stop: the city centre.

What’s on?

Roast Ox crisps. Carling. A bell jar with a candle in it that has “craft beer” written on it in crayon because reasons. The football. A range of bottled beers some of which are OK, most of which you already know. There’s a rumour, Neil tells me, that there will be kegs of craft soon.

The British Oak, 1364 Pershore Rd, Birmingham, West Midlands B30 2XS




The beautiful green wasteland

Back to Bournville station, the only station on the line where metalwork and other architectural fittings aren’t painted in the London Midland railway green and yellow — instead they’re in proud Cadbury purple.

We’re going to skip a few stops on the line, so let me tell you what you’re missing. We’re passing through the environs of Birmingham University, served by Selly Oak and University stations, and then heading into Edgbaston (which was served by the now closed Somerset Road and Church Road stations). This will be the prettiest view that we get from the train today. The Cross City Line runs close to the Worcester and Birmingham Canal here, the two transport links mirroring one another as they gently wind their way towards town. Tourists take narrow boat rides down here from the city centre, as far as The Vale — the large and very green student village that serves Brum Uni. We’re passing through because that trickle down of craft beer to community pubs hasn’t hit student land yet. A little further over in Harborne we’d have had better luck, but the train doesn’t go close enough to there to make it worth a look.




Up town

The plan for town is to get off at Five Ways and then move through town towards the next Cross City Line station (Birmingham New Street) making a few stops at some city centre pubs, the ones that the broadsheet newspapers have noticed.

Five Ways is near Broad Street and Brindley Place. Broad Street is our traditional British Friday night piss up High Street, the sort of street that features in grave segments on the evening news about young people today — all girls passed out next to bins, and lads in tight white shirts looking at each other funny; Brindley Place on the other hand is where people who would normally be on Broad Street go when they are on a date. I met my wife on Broad Street and we started our first date off with a quick half at All Bar One, Brindley Place. None of these places are on the itinerary today, but we’ll be five minutes away, tucked into a strange conflagration of warehouses, decrepit office spaces and swanky new apartment buildings.




The Craven Arms

We’re going to the Craven Arms, and we’re expecting to meet another new arrival there, M. M has been expecting us for more than half an hour. When we finally get to the Craven I’m the only one who apologises to him for our tardiness.

Some sights along the way: we walked past (or over) Birmingham’s hidden Jewish Cemetery and we walked around Birmingham’s Peace Gardens. The Peace Gardens are interesting and quite lovely in themselves but I learn today from my companions that they were moved, and rebuilt, brick by brick, from the bottom of Broad Street, presumably because you can’t get much peace when someone is stood next to you telling Darren to leave it because he’s not worth it and you can’t reflect when a guy in a white shirt is being loudly sick into a bin (next to which a girl is passed out). And then: the Craven itself, surely the most handsome pub frontage in Birmingham.

The Craven is part of Black Country Ales. That means it’s all a bit CAMRA. Now I’ve not got much time to go into all the beer politics stuff but a lot of people are still a little obsessed with how a beer makes it’s final mile and then it’s very final few metres to the tap. And of course they are, because they’ve been trained to make their beer choice a matter of distinction. So the CAMRA lot — the Campaign for Real Ale — lobbied for years for real ale, which is beer that’s still ‘alive’ and developing in a cask when it arrives at the pub. Historically that movement was about pushing back at the large commercial brewers who were forcing high margin shitty beers on people. The craft beer people send their beers to pubs in kegs. The beer is finished and ready to pour, and it is kegged so that it will last well and be just as the brewer intended. Historically that movement was about pushing back at the large commercial brewers who were forcing high margin shitty beers on people. Back at Cotteridge Wines, Jaz laid down the law on this, cutting through all the bullshit cleanly:

“Craft beer doesn’t really mean nothing. Good beer! It should be about good quality beer, whether it’s keg, cask, whether it’s brewed in Birmingham or London… if it’s good it’s good.”

Absolutely Jaz, but today is all about craft beer for me. And the Craven has a good selection of that too. It has a slightly more CAMRA-famous sister pub, The Wellington, down in town but I much prefer the Craven: the building is prettier, the inside is much lighter, and the staff have a good taste in music. Last time I was here they played Idlewild all night. I don’t say much to anyone in this pub today as I’m busy singing along to Carter USM’s 1992 The Love Album which is being played in its entirety.

We have time here for one drink and then we are off to somewhere that screams “CRAFT” at you.

What’s On?

Lots of cask ale, a few craft kegs, and plenty of interesting bottled craft beer. Great indie music but all albums are played through in full and you can’t change them. There should be cobs, but there were none today.

The Craven Arms, Upper Gough St, Birmingham, West Midlands B1 1JG




Brewdog

Birmingham’s Brewdog bar lies on John Bright Street, which is right behind New Street station. In a city of a thousand quarters, John Bright Street has become the Craft Beer one.

Things move in cycles, we know this. John Bright Street was already tailing off when I moved here in the 90s, and it spent the first decade of this millennium with only two landmark businesses: a “strip super club” and a sexual health clinic. Now it boasts a holy trinity of hip pubs: The Victoria, under The Alexendra Theatre, local hero Cherry Reds, and craft beer giant Brewdog. Behind them more restaurants and bars are emerging. These hipster pubs have regenerated this little pocket of town, just behind the mainline train station.

There is a schism in the group. Stu and I feel we need to do Brewdog to get this right, that it is important for the story, everyone else wants to go to Cherry Reds because they serve better food. I’m on rails even when I’m not on the train, so I go to Brewdog, because I must serve the story. Also the group tension gives good narrative, doesn’t it?

Brewdog’s interior design is a corporate simulacrum of that ‘we’re in a cellar’ vibe from the Cotteridge Wines tap room: all concrete and metal. To be honest it could do with a spot of whitewash to warm it all up. The staff are all identikit hipster-beautiful twenty-somethings: great beards, sharp lids, tattoos and piercings. They tend to have good product knowledge and ‘passion’ but there’s a touch of corporate patter in a lot of what they say. The staff seems to turn over a lot, like it would in ‘any’ city centre bar. I know this because Stu was a DJ here for a year until December and until recently it was all “your money’s no good here mate” for him, but today it’s all “alright gents how can I help you?” — he’s no longer a known quantity, it’s taken a mere month for him to be written out of the Brewdog crew’s temporary history.

Brewdog’s thing is being ‘punk’ about beer. They are known for being edgy and provocative, for taking the fight to the big brewers, for calling them out for serving such bad beer for so long. They’re on a mission, they tell you, to democratise good beer. Now I love their beers, but I hate their marketing. I hate their appropriation of punk. And most of all I hate the double-think they force me into when I have a ‘moment of truth’ with their brand.

Punk is about a lot more than being edgy and provocative. Punk is more than disrupting the spectacle. That is an aspect of punk in action, sure, but that’s not all that punk is. I don’t think it’s punk to develop a financial instrument called ‘Equity for Punks’ (share trading, pure and simple). I don’t think it’s punk to have a global brand roll out (Tokyo, Stockholm… watch this space for more). I don’t think it’s punk if, when you open your massive new brewery, you change the recipes of your core line to better suit your new mainstream market. And I think that democratising good beer sounds a bit like creating demand for a product.

Nonetheless I’m trying a Bourbon Baby, a small batch brew by Brewdog that promises to “tread the line between light and dark, like the beer equivalent of Batman”. Stu and I take up a station in Brewdog’s window. Neil is upstairs in Cherry Reds, also by a window, and he is sending me creepy text messages like “have a nice piss” when he sees me descend into the Brewdog basement. I sext him back a photo of the urinal. Weirdly it’s the only photo that survives the day. I don’t know what happened to all the other evidence I’ve gathered.

What’s On?

Regularly rotating craft beer line-up on tap made up of core beers by Brewdog, special brews by Brewdog, and beers by guest brewers. Beer cocktails (no, me either). Scotch Eggs (don’t, trust me). Hot dogs, burgers (YES).

Brewdog Birmingham, 81-87 John Bright Street, Birmingham, United Kingdom B1 1BL.




On top of Spaghetti

Neil, Stu, me: that’s all that’s left of our gang as we head to the North. It’s a running joke in Birmingham that people from the South won’t go to the North, because it is a cultural wasteland, because in the North the only graffiti on skateboard ramps says stuff like “Dave is Gay”. At my wife’s work when people move here, to Birmingham, from other places for a job they always end up being directed towards Kings Heath, Moseley, and now the Jewellery Quarter. We keep hearing about this gold rush to move from London to the Midlands, to Brum, and I’m fairly sure that none of these incomers are seeking digs in northern dormitories like Perry Barr, Castle Vale, or Kingstanding; if anything will test how cool the suburbs of Birmingham are, then going north of Spaghetti Junction in search of a decent pint is surely it.

The train winds out of New Street. Look left and you’ll see the magnificent Curzon Street station, proud gateway to a waste-ground-cum-car-park that will, one day, be the HS2 railway terminal. Limited services stop at Duddeston station, née Vauxhall, which train nerds assure me is incredibly historically important. I always find Duddeston a little creepy because it features some boarded up old train sheds which remind me of the horrific episode of Thomas the Tank Engine when Henry gets bricked up and his rails taken away because he’s commercially inviable. We’re not stopping here — the train isn’t, and we have no need of it in any case.

At Aston the train is suddenly filled by Villa fans who are weirdly subdued despite having just beaten midland rivals and bogey team Leicester in the FA Cup. We put it down to the fact that they have forgotten how to act when they win because this season, as my mate posts on Facebook every Saturday at 5pm, they are in “big fucking trouble”. Nearby the Aston Tavern has recently been refurbished, a costly job and a risky investment for a pub that sits under the M6, but we don’t know what beer they’re serving. We can’t be doing with sharing a pint with this gang of 36,000 miserbalists either so we crack on to Erdington (skimming through Gravelly Hill station first).




The Charlie Hall

They say you live in Erdington twice, once on the way up and once on the way down. Actually they don’t but I have lived here twice all the same. It takes a while to disentangle ourselves from the train full of Villa fans, and then we’re off up Station Road towards Erdington High Street.

I point out to the guys the grass embankment that runs up from the street to the Cross City Line, a patch of ground which the local Tory councillors have designated as a micro-park. Erdington’s local politics is weird, and I’m pleased to have found a soapbox to begin my routine patter on the matter.

We’re off to The Charlie Hall, the local Wetherspoons. If Brewdog can claim to be democratising good beer, then Wetherspoons have an even stronger claim to that, and perhaps we shouldn’t be surprised that the two listed companies behind these brands are in a strategic partnership, with the brewer supplying the chain of ‘freehouses’ with one of their house beers: This Is Lager.

Like The British Oak, The Charlie Hall (and all the ’Spoons pubs) have noted the craft beer trend and have managed to pack it into their vast inventory. Unlike The British Oak, The Charlie Hall and its sister venues have gone large on craft, making it a core offering. So This Is Lager is on keg as a house beer, alongside The Devil’s Backbone American IPA, and the hand pulls tend to feature interesting collaborations between various Wetherspoons suppliers. Then there’s the bottles: Lagunitas is a recent edition, alongside some Brit-craft and Rogue Amber, which Stu and I are boycotting because of their awful industrial relations track record (you should too). Oh and then there’s the cans. Cans are the new bottles, and the Six Point Bengali Tiger (‘Now available as part of a Club Meal’) is well worth your time and £1.99 of your money. We buy extra cans for the walk back to Erdington station.

One of the crew we left in town arrives: M, the guy we were late to meet at the Craven. He had tried to get food at Cherry Reds but then didn’t fancy the wait. He jumped on a bus to track us down. He orders a roast dinner. “Mate, just to be clear when it’s time to go we have to go” I say. I know we left him waiting in town for a half an hour, that I owe him one, but I can’t get off schedule again. “That’s fine, I’ll get the bus anyway. I’ll catch you up” he says.

We get crisps, more beers, take in The Charlie Hall. It’s big. Like all Wetherspoons, it is really good at day-part trading: breakfasts, morning coffees, lunches, cheeky afternoon pints, evening meals and quick ones on the way home. It also serves a steady pulse of all day drinkers who anchor the day, the guys who start at 9am. The pub is named after Erdington-born Hollywood actor Charlie Hall, a regular collaborator of Laurel & Hardy — that’s the same Laurel & Hardy who have connections to the beautiful and historic real ale pub the Barton’s Arms, which was just too far from the Cross City Line to fit in today.

I tell everyone about when I first came to this pub. I was 20, I’d just moved to the area and I asked my neighbour where to go for a pint. “Don’t go to the pubs near the house, and be careful where you go on the High Street” he told me “The Wetherspoons is the safest bet for you”. So I walked up there that evening, bought a Guinness, went to the fruit machine put a pound coin in and then —

to my right there was a sudden commotion. I turned just in time to see someone fly over a table on the end of a big guy’s fist. Then the table goes over, everyone gets up and it’s all a bit Any which way but loose.

That remains the only proper Hollywood-style bar brawl I’ve ever seen, but it was vicious, not slapstick. I don’t know what Charlie Hall would have made of it.

M’s roast arrives, but the little hand on my watch says it’s time to rock’n’roll so we leave him to it. It looks great, though, and like all Club Meals it comes with a drink.

What’s On?

All the things, all day. Except for a jukebox, obviously.

The Charlie Hall, 49 Barnabas Road, Birmingham, West Midlands B23 6SH.




The Boldmere Tap

Just one stop, to Chester Road. We have a train beer. Things are starting to feel hazy. Luckily the place we’re going to is familiar though it has just had a reboot.

The Boldmere Tap, formerly The Boldmere Oak, will always be known locally as The Cork & Bottle. It nestles just inside Sutton Coldfield (the old boundary line, between Royal Town and City, being the other side of Chester Road) in a residential area. We have to walk down Highbury Road to get here, past a community theatre. I remember doing a project for the City Council to capture ‘Birmingham Culture’ as part of one of their many bids to be European Capital of Culture. I wilfully spent all of my time capturing the sort of stuff they, the City, aren’t interested in but which I think is worth talking about. I recorded a lovely interview with a lady from the front of house team at the Highbury: “We’re always up to something here but you wouldn’t think of it if you asked them all down in South Birmingham” she said. “It’s only a train ride, but we never see them”. Preach, sister, I couldn’t even get them here for a beer.

The Boldmere Tap has been relaunched by Joules — a Shropshire brewer. Joules are big on real ale and seem to have found the interior designers who did the original O’Neill’s pubs for the makeover here. I’m looking around, trying to find a bicycle nailed to a ceiling. We’ve come here on the promise of some craft beer, and that comes in the form of Green Monkey — a craft lager. It’s pleasant enough but it’s the least challenging thing I’ll drink today. There’s a dartboard. We have a game of 501 which is protracted as you’d imagine given the state we’re in now. M arrives, full of roast dinner. He’s got the bus again, but I let it go even though he should be on the train. We get another round in because we’re still working through the 501 and we end it just in time to get the train to our next stop.

I say just in time. There isn’t any time.

I remember running, thinking “we won’t make it”. I remember getting on the train. And then Neil is falling, he’s rolling, and the doors are trying to close.

What’s on?

Kitsch. Wine for the lady. Ale. Craft lager, and terrible, terrible darts.

The Boldmere Tap, 363 Boldmere Road, Sutton Coldfield, West Midlands, B73 5HE.




Quinto Lounge

There’s an announcement about passengers who need to act their age, not their shoe size. Neil is bleeding. M is lost, again.

I’m ready for an argument “Is he talking about us? Is he talking about us?” Stu is alternating between worrying about Neil’s knee and telling me that yes, we have been wronged by being told off over a PA, but really it’s all fine, and where is M anyway?

This continues, through Wylde Green (more suburbia, still Victorian, mostly, but grander houses as we are in Sutton proper and Sutton is the posh end of town). We get off at Sutton Coldfield. The driver doesn’t want to have a chat about his announcement. He has his back to me as he drives his train away. I was going to be civil, I swear, although my voice is rather loud.

It’s a long walk to Quinto Lounge, the latest of the Loungers chain to hit Birmingham. They’re lovely little pubs, these. They do good breakfasts, nice lunches, nice evening meals… It dawns on me that they’re basically a poshed up Wetherspoons, with slightly less choice and without the all-day drinking customer segment. The price we pay for the posher format is that it’s expensive compared to ’Spoons. Their craft beer is a fairly unforgettable IPA — West Coast I think — which we decide must be made by Bath Ales, who also supply them with the lovely beer, Gem. We have chips. Never underestimate the restorative power of chips.

We have to go back the way we came, down Brassington Avenue, behind Sutton Coldfield’s main shopping precinct which is boring and safe, safe and boring, and in keeping with the reputation that the Royal Town of Sutton Coldfield is a little dull: if you want to get a measure of how uncool and unhip Sutton is then you should know that the main preoccupation of people here is maintaining a reputation based on a royal nod of acknowledgement in 1528. That and this: when I organised a festival in Sutton Coldfield to celebrate local talent the main event featured a headline performance by one of the girls from Scooch.

On the other side of Brassington Avenue is a long-stalled “mixed use development”, a victim of the credit crunch. Half an hour earlier, still angry at the train driver, I was raging to Neil about how there’ll be a Frankie & Bennie’s on there one day and then South Birmingham would be sorry.

I am so glad we’ll be home soon.

What’s on?

One craft tap, one hand pull ale, and a few bottles. Brunch and tapas. Board games. You know the sort of place.

Quinto Lounge, 21-23 Birmingham Road, Sutton Coldfield, West Midlands, B72 1QA.




Cellar Door Drinks

So here we are, the end of the road. No need to get off at Four Oaks, we go through to Butler’s Lane, one train stop from Blake Street and the end of the trail.

Cellar Door is my local bottle shop — mine and Stu’s. Unlike Cotteridge Wines, this place is new, purpose built and craft from the ground up. It also keeps a range of wines, some great whiskies (Scotch, Welsh, American, Japanese and Indian), and they know a lot about gin too.

Jen Saunders & Si Clarke run the place, and they both have a background in pubs, catering, and beer.

“Education and innovation is at the heart of what we do” Jen says “We really wanted to showcase the best of craft beer, wine and spirits — we just wanted to create somewhere we’d like to shop.”

They host regular events themed around things like ‘American Craft Beer’ and ’Whiskies of the World’ and they run pop-up bars too, out at other peoples’ events. For the record, Jen cooks the best ribs in the world, but sadly there aren’t any here today. There are enough events here that some of my friends refer to Cellar Door as their local, as there is usually an event they want to go to most weeks.

It doesn’t have a tap room, like Cotteridge Wines, but it does keep real ale casks and craft in kegs for locals to buy as off sales — you can borrow a suitable container from them (on deposit) and taste before you buy. The vibe is boutique meets speakeasy, or as Jen puts it:

“We have a carefully curated range rather than an emporium, so we look to make sure that the important categories are well stocked such as IPAs, pale ales, stouts and porters, best bitters… they really are our bread and butter beers, after that anything goes!”

What’s on?

Usually 2-3 real ales, often a cask cider. One craft tap. A thoughtfully chosen range of bottled craft beers, bottled ales, and ciders. Gin. Whisk(e)y. Wine. Cigars. Good advice from lovely people.

Cellar Door Drink, 310 Clarence Road, Sutton Coldfield B74 4LT. Twitter: @CellarDoorDrink




End of the line

Stu’s got one eye on the clock when we arrive at Cellar Door and suddenly he has to go, home to get his lad off to bed. It seems the trouble with drinking in the suburbs is that suburban reality can bite in at any time. He rushes off in the dark, towards Blake Street and the finish line.

I’ve taken it upon myself to critique one of the customer’s beer choices. Jen & Si seem okay with this so far, so I carry on. I must be speaking awful rubbish. I’m probably trying to tell them something about cool, about beer and cool. I’m probably telling them about Brewdog’s punk schtick, about the trickle down of the bleeding edge of beer fashion into The British Oak and into every Wetherspoons in the land. And I’m probably telling them that isn’t it amazing that one of the coolest shops is here, at Cellar Door, in boring old Sutton Coldfield and at the other end of the tracks, at Cotteridge Wines? And I’m probably saying “this isn’t the sort of cool that you can sell though, that you can write about in a broadsheet newspaper, but this is the real city and it’s brilliant.”

I notice that Neil has gone. “He just went” I’m told. “I better go make sure he can find the train” I say, and then I start chuntering on about something else. I think maybe ten minutes have passed before I finally stumble out saying “I’ll just check on Neil, OK?”.

“Jon, he went that way”

“Yeah. Yeah.” I say, and I wonder off too.
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