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An Interview with Rachel Monroe 

[WRITER] 

 

by Sarah Marshall 

 

 

“A LOT OF PEOPLE FIND  TRUE CRIME RELAXING—BECAUSE IT LETS US OFF THE HOOK: 

NOT ONLY DOES IT REAFFIRM THAT WE’RESAFE, WE’RE NOT THE ONES WHO GET HURT, 

BUT IT ALSO TELLS US WE DON’T NEED TO DO ANYTHING. IF YOU SAY ABOUT THESE 

WOMEN, “WELL, SHE WAS DOOMED, CAN’T YOU SEE THE TRAGEDY IN HER EYES?”—THAT 

COMPLETELY LETS US FORGET THE FACT THAT WE, AS A SOCIETY, HAVE OFTEN FAILED 

THESE WOMEN.” 

Serial Killers are: 

Not emotionally healthy  

Promoted by the FBI as mythic, nightmare figures 

In reality, often boring 

“Part of the curriculum of growing up as a girl,” Rachel Monroe writes,“is to learn lessons about your 

vulnerability—if not from your parents, then from a culture that’s fascinated by wounded women.” Out today 

from Scribner, Monroe’s Savage Appetites: Four True Stories of Women, Crime and Obsession is about what 

happens when these girls grow up.  

Monroe is one of them. So am I. Millennials grew up in a media landscape saturated with stories of dead girls 

and “innocent victims”; the oldest millennials were just beginning to make sense of the world around us when 

the United States’ violent crime rate reached its all-time peak, in 1991. As we grew, we watched it shrink—

https://believermag.com/contributor/sarah-marshall/
https://believermag.com/contributor/sarah-marshall/
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unless we were watching the true crime media of the time. The 90s brought us Court TV, and in turn, Court 

TV brought many of us up. When I was six years old, I watched the O.J. Simpson trial alongside Sesame 

Street. About the only thing that seems as true now as it did then was the feeling that the grown-ups were not 

nearly as in control as they wanted us to believe. 

True crime media is, allegedly, having “a moment.” (The genre has gone mainstream in more ways than one: 

the chart-topping podcasts that aren’t about missing and murdered white women are often about the crime 

saga—the longest, dishiest, most devastating of them all—playing out in the Oval Office.) The Internet has 

helped lone true crime obsessives realize that we aren’t alone at all. Today, amateur sleuths pool their insights 

in online communities dedicated to cracking cold cases, and fans of My Favorite Murder turn to the podcast 

not to ratchet up their anxiety about inhabiting this world, but to soothe it. It seems that, in a few short years, 

millennial women have transformed a solitary vice into a shared identity. But why? 

None of this is exactly new: true crime has been with us for as long as narrative has. The first two stories in 

the Bible, following the creation of the Earth itself, are a noir—the snake always hisses twice—and a murder 

within the family: exactly the kind of crime that we might describe, a few thousand years later, as 

“unimaginable.”  

“When we say unimaginable, of course,” author Sarah Viren writes, in an essay unspooling her own 

fascination with a woman guilty of killing her own children, “we don’t mean that we can’t imagine the act. 

We mean that we don’t want to imagine it.” The medium of true crime has fragmented and transformed—the 

paperback cocoon has busted open—but the stories we tell will remain the same, and will be of little use to us, 

until we use them to witness ourselves.  

“The murder stories we tell, and the ways that we tell them, have a political and social impart and are worth 

taking seriously,” Rachel Monroe writes in Savage Appetites, a book dedicated to doing exactly that. Savage 

Appetites is a dense, delightful, troubling, and ultimately inspiring book that encourages us to contemplate 

our own dark places, and to wonder what truths may lie just beyond the stories we know by heart. 

One afternoon in late July, I called Rachel Monroe at her sunny home in Marfa, Texas. We talked over the 

phone about Columbine, Sharon Tate, the victims’ rights movement, what it does to you to grow up 

consuming stories of your own potential victimhood. 

—Sarah Marshall 

I. Desire That Doesn’t Fit Into Our Framework 

THE BELIEVER: I’d like to start talking about this book with the fact that the first thing I ever read of yours 

was your piece on Columbiners, on The Awl, in—was it 2013? 

RACHEL MONROE: 2012. 

BLVR: 2012! That was the first year I published anything online, and that was on The Hairpin. 

RM: Me too! That was more or less the first thing that I ever published online. That might not be literally true, 

but it is emotionally true. 

BLVR: “If it’s not literally true it’s emotionally true” is a key organizing principle of true crime. 

RM: [Laughs] Totally. 

BLVR: It feels as if that essay was a germinating seed and this book is the tree that grew from it. One of the 

things I really like about the life that essay has in this book now is that it’s contained within a larger piece that 

to some degree contradicts it. 

https://www.theatlantic.com/health/archive/2017/02/the-true-crime-podcast-turned-mental-health-support-group/517200/
https://iowareview.org/blog/sarah-virens-mine
https://www.theawl.com/2012/10/the-killer-crush-the-horror-of-teen-girls-from-columbiners-to-beliebers/
https://www.thehairpin.com/2012/01/your-2012-baby-name-guide-puritan-edition/
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RM: I ended up twisting around that Awl piece so much, and I still don’t feel like I have solid ground, 

exactly. But when I wrote it, I was feeling very protective of, and amused by, and kind of darkly charmed by 

the Columbiners. I definitely identified with them. I was writing it from that place—and probably projecting 

myself onto them, which I think is another recurring theme of this book, and of my thoughts: how we 

use these true crime stories to say things about ourselves, to claim emotional states or subject positions that 

we feel like we can’t otherwise claim with our own lives. 

BLVR: What inspired you to write the Columbiner essay in the first place? 

RM: It was right before I moved to Marfa. I was in Baltimore, and it was right before I moved, so I had 

already sold my bed on Craigslist, so I had a mattress on the floor in this disgusting warehouse I was living in, 

and was feeling very much like, “Oh no, what have I done? What am I doing with my life? Why am I moving 

to rural Texas?” There’s something about sleeping on the floor. Without a bed. That was something else I 

realized, in the course of writing the book—that these states of really wanting to go into somebody else’s 

trouble often coincided with moments in my own life when I felt myself adjacent to trouble. 

There was a school shooting that day just north of Baltimore. A kid named Bobby Gladden. And I’m not 

finished packing, but I immediately need to know everything about Bobby Gladden. Somehow that felt 

incredibly urgent and relevant to the chaos of my life at that moment. And there wasn’t that much online, but 

there was some reference on Tumblr—somebody on Tumblr said something like “You think Bobby Gladden 

was a Columbiner?” And I thought, “What’s a Columbiner?” I just clicked on that tag, and found that whole 

world.  

At that time, at least as I encountered it in 2012, the Columbiner community was mostly girls using the 

language and tropes of online crushes to talk about Columbine. There had been a few pieces written about 

them, and those pieces had mostly taken a predictable angle: “Oh dear, what is becoming of these girls? Let’s 
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wring our hands. How alarming.” But what I had noticed, in reading through the Columbiners’ posts, was that 

they were extremely media-savvy. Nobody is more media-savvy than a teenage girl—and aware of the layers 

of representation, and what is allowed, and what is taboo. They’re constantly paying attention to that. 

They were playing with that shock: they knew that what they were saying was shocking, and it was taboo, and 

they were kind of making fun of it, and they were kind of making fun of themselves, and they were kind of 

making fun of anybody that would freak out about them. But then, even amid that layer of joking or irony or 

play, there was also a real sincerity, and often a lot of real pain. There was also, it seemed to me, a real sense 

of community there. 

And so I was just like, “What if we took them seriously? What if instead of immediately condemning them or 

wringing our hands again, we asked ‘What are they saying here?’” And so that was what that essay came out 

of. 

BLVR: It feels like whenever we talk about teenage girls and their behavior, it’s not even really about the 

substance of the behavior, it’s just suggesting that whatever they’re doing is irrational and extreme, because 

they’re the ones doing it. 

RM: Right. Somehow, we want to dismiss teenage girls’ behavior and say that it’s stupid and vapid, but that 

it’s also frightening, and a harbinger of the end of society. So it’s both frivolous, and deeply alarming and 

dangerous. 

BLVR: What do you think is so scary about the force of a teenage girl’s feelings? 

RM: Well, I think they’re super intense, and I think that’s palpable. There’s power there—it’s that power 

that’s scary. And non-normative desire, too. And partly it’s just girls asserting that they have desire, that 

they’re not just the objects of it. And then what they desire being something that doesn’t fit into our 

framework. 

BLVR: What do the Columbiners desire? 

RM: It’s hard, in some ways, to talk about them as a group. For some of them, it was this very tender thing, 

and they just wanted to love and understand these boys, the Columbine killers, or to save them. Sometimes it 

was that they wanted to be the boys, they wanted to dress up like them, they did dress up like them. 

Sometimes it was wanting to be a partner in crime. That’s a trope you see a lot: everybody else dies, but I’m 

the girl who lives, or I’m the accomplice, or I’m the one who doesn’t get destroyed. I’m aligning myself with 

this power. 

And sometimes these girls themselves were dealing with a lot of pain and bullying and social anxiety, and 

there was something in these boys—whose diaries have been published online now—that they really related 

to. As a teenage girl, you don’t get to read a lot of teenage boys’ diaries. Dylan Klebold’s diary, particularly, 

is very sensitive in parts. 

It was so easy for me to imagine how I could have, if I were born ten years later, been a Columbiner. Probably 

not one of the gore-glorifying ones—but I can imagine myself being young and sentimental on Tumblr, for 

sure. 

BLVR: What were the technological means of obsession available to you when you were a high schooler? 

RM: It’s so funny, that ended up being a surprising theme of this book: technology, and what mechanisms of 

communication exist, and how that shapes these obsessions. When I was in high school, I was involved in 

some message boards. That was a scene that was going on. But not crime message boards—music message 

boards. In terms of consuming crime stories, when I was in high school, it was pretty much just the big 

paperbacks. It felt very solitary to me, and something that I should keep secret. 
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I also consumed crime through mass media of course: shows like Cops or America’s Most 

Wanted or Unsolved Mysteries, that were like “Now let’s all gather around the TV and watch a really bad re-

enactment of a kidnapping.” One of my brother’s friends was a child actor, and his big role was being 

kidnapped in a reenactment on America’s Most Wanted. I remember him just looking angelic as a kid, and 

like, pre-kidnapped in that way. He was so cute he was definitely doomed. 

You know? Just like, “You didn’t have a chance, kid.” 

[Laughter] 

BLVR: Like the John Mulaney line about how, according to the New York Post, there are two kinds of kids in 

the world, tots and angels, and a tot is an angel who hasn’t died yet. 

RM: That’s amazing. 

II. Killer Airtime Hogs 

BLVR: This is something I feel like your book really approaches from a lot of different directions: That white 

women have learned we matter in America essentially by being pre-victims, as a demographic category. 

RM: Yeah. It’s so messed up. Seeing your potential victimization overrepresented is, in some ways, a total 

curse and a burden—and in other ways a total privilege. I think being inundated with images of what could 

happen to you warps the psyche, certainly, in some ways. But so is having the real troubles and victims in 

your community—like a lot of women who are not attractive young middle-class white women—be largely 

invisible in our culture. 

BLVR: It feels like there’s a profitable industry—or many profitable industries, really—based on enacting 

and selling your unwanted thoughts, or creating fears and anxieties for you to have. And based on creating 

fears for society at large to have about this idea that attractive young middle-class white women are 

continually under assault, and we need to do whatever is necessary to protect society from the dark forces that 

are preying on our women, the women that belong to white America. Which feels very Birth of a 

Nation, when you boil it down that much. 

RM: It’s such a funny way to talk about crime, too. If you talk to any sociologist, or someone working in 

criminal justice, they will tell you that crime exists in these larger structures of poverty and desperation and 

unequal allocations of resources. But instead we get these stories that are about individual monsters preying 

on individual women—almost as a way to keep us from thinking about those other ways that we could be 

conceiving of talking about crime. 

BLVR: I’m trying to find a passage in Savage Appetites—oh yeah, here we go. I’m going to read a little bit of 

you back to you. 

RM: Oh no. 

BLVR: You write: 

Most of the killer-centric media I consume at least ostensibly condemns its subject. But a clear ambivalence is 

at work, too. Would any of us linger so long if there weren’t? The killer, or at least the version of the killer 

who hogs most of the airtime, is set apart from the rest of humanity because of his bad deeds, but that 

apartness also marks him as exceptional. Something of the animal is in him, and also something of the artist. 

He’s a mastermind, someone who doesn’t play by the same rules as the rest of us. 

I don’t know if we believe that more in America in this moment than we did in the past, but it certainly feels 

like a load-bearing narrative within American culture as we know it today. 
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RM: David Schmid, who wrote Natural Born Celebrities, has a take you might be interested in: that there is 

this relationship between the FBI and Hollywood, and after the 60s and 70s, after all these assassinations, and 

revelations about things like MKUltra and the way the intelligence agencies were investigating MLK and 

working to infiltrate and undermine the anti-war movement and the Black Panthers—there was a real national 

suspicion of them. They were not seen as these cool good guys in suits. Schmid’s thinking is that this led the 

FBI to promote the serial killer as a nightmare figure. This idea wasn’t in the public consciousness until the 

1970s, really—that there are a ton of these brilliant, intricately twisted, sexually motivated psychopaths, pure 

evil monsters stalking among us, picking out strangers to assault and kill, and that you need an agency that 

can cross state lines to stop them. 

Schmid makes the point that to rehabilitate their reputation, the FBI put the spotlight on the handful of men 

who were like this. I’m not saying that they don’t exist, but that they were amplified: that by amplifying these 

stories, and really getting them out there, the FBI could be heroic again. 

BLVR: To me, the archetypal mastermind serial killer that we know from the media is someone 

who loves attention, and is in fact extremely audience-oriented. 

RM: Totally. 

BLVR: Fictional serial killers, like the one in Copycat, are often committing these reallyelaborate murders to 

communicate with the cops or the media—and it’s like, just send a letter. Or tweet at them. 

But it feels like, with the fictional serial killers, we’ve maybe invented a justification for ourselves to be 

obsessed with media about real serial killers, because we see them as creatures of the media who are focused 

on us, and not on their own compulsions. 

RM: And then it justifies paying this obsessively close attention to them. But again, most of these guys are so 

banal, they’re so boring, you can ask them a thousand questions and you don’t get insight. You can watch The 

Ted Bundy Tapes all day, and that’s not going to really tell you why— 

BLVR: Because whatever they can tell you about themselves is limited by the limits of their own self-insight, 

and by definition, as a serial killer, you’re not a very emotionally healthy person. 

RM: Exactly. We’re obsessed with the idea that somehow there’s a message that we’re not quite getting, and 

that somehow it’s a message we need to hear. And that we would be better for hearing it. You can read all of 

Klebold and Harris’s writings that you want, and it basically boils down to the fact that they were really angry 

at the world. There’s not a secret code there. 

BLVR: One of the moments that to me feels almost like an implied thesis of the book— 

RM: Oh my God, tell me, I need one. 

BLVR: Okay, I’m gonna tell you your implied thesis. In the opening pages, you write: “I learned that the 

Columbine killers’ journals were online and I read those, too.” And then, in the very next sentence, you write, 

“That year, as my roommate vegged out to shows with spaceships and cyborgs, I once again sought out a 

different flavor of escapism.” 

Anyone who reads that will either understand or not understand how true crime, even or especially if it’s 

about a terrifying premise, is escapist. And if it is confusing to you, then the book, as you go through it, will 

try and bridge that gap, and show you the escapism possible within stories that are about things we hope to 

never encounter—generally hope to never encounter—in our actual lives. 

RM: Yeah. But don’t you also feel like there’s some level of attraction to these moments of heightened 

intensity? Not that people desire to be murdered, exactly. But with some of the Columbiners, you get the 
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sense from what they wrote that on some level they wished that they had been there during this important, 

intense time. 

III. “Holy, symbolic, silent.” 

BLVR: In “The Victim,” you write about the birth of the victims’ rights movement, and how new of a 

construct it is. You talk about how the category of victim shifts, and becomes not just people who have been 

victims of violent crime, or who are the survivors or the communities of those people, but anyone who 

imagines they could be a victim of crime. 

RM: Exactly. The idea of who was allowed to be a victim, who was welcomed into this community of 

victims, was, like you said, expanded into people who felt like they could be victimized. But it was also 

narrowed, and people who were not considered the “innocent victim”—whatever that means—were excluded. 

And so you end up having a category of victim that largely means “white women”—or “white people,” but 

specifically “white women.” 

Some of the victims’ rights reforms are really crucial, really positive. If you think about what they ended up 

getting Acosta on for the Jeffrey Epstein stuff, it was that he didn’t follow the federal rules that are in place 

about victim notification. Or the hundred-plus victim impact statements against Larry Nassar, read aloud in 

court. Things like that are really powerful and important. What becomes troubling is when there’s a narrow 

band of people who are afforded that right, and who get to publicly occupy that role of the victim. 

BLVR: One of the things you talk about, that I find really useful for thinking about what has happened 

politically in the past few decades, is that it feels like victims’ rights have become at least as much about 

having people speak for victims as it is about victims. 

RM: Yes. 

BLVR: And this role the victim takes on is an extremely politically meaningful tool. Especially the murder 

victim, because if you have been murdered, then you can’t contradict anything that someone is doing, 

politically, on your behalf. You write: “Because she’s dead, the victim can become whatever people need her 

to be. Because she’s dead, we can say anything we want about her, and she can’t talk. For some people, she is 

more valuable this way: holy, symbolic, silent.” 

RM: Over and over again, people use victims as a kind of shield. It’s like the bulletproof vest of political 

rhetoric. Donald Trump tweeted the perfect example of this the other day, after the shooting in El Paso. He 

basically said that the way to respect the victims is to support law enforcement and to shut up. If you criticize 

him, if you criticize his racist rhetoric, you’re harming the victims. And it’s convenient for him that the 

victims are dead, so they can’t contradict him. 

BLVR: I find so fascinating your descriptions of the attachments to people have to Sharon Tate—the desire 

strangers have felt, over the years, to grieve her murder. Would you call Sharon Tate an archetypal American 

crime victim? 

RM: Yes. She became so much more famous in death than in life. She was considered a little too vapid, a 

little too sexy, when she was alive—and then once she was dead, it was much easier to make her into an icon. 

Poor Sharon. I do wish she had been able to be old and fat and happy. I really can picture it. 

BLVR: The mental image I often have for a woman who died young, and especially who the public fixates on 

in this way—I like to picture her old and not giving a fuck anymore, and finding it hilarious that everyone’s 

obsessing about a picture of her from when she was twenty-five. 

RM: I think the thing that’s messed up about these iconic victims like Sharon Tate—the beautiful sexy dead 

women—is that their lives get reread as if their violent deaths were somehow inevitable. I think that plays into 
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why a lot of people find true crime relaxing—because it lets us off the hook: not only does it reaffirm 

that we’re safe, we’re not the ones who get hurt, but it also tells us we don’t need to do anything. If you say 

about these women, “Well, she was doomed, can’t you see the tragedy in her eyes?”—that completely lets us 

forget the fact that we, as a society, have often failed these women. 

BLVR: I think the comfort of being swept along by the fable is that you feel like everything happened as it 

had to happen. 

RM: It’s like, “She was marked for death”—no, she wasn’t. But society prefers her when she’s dead. 

BLVR: The romance of the killer, to me, comes from the fact that he’s the one who makes you matter. 

RM: Totally. 

BLVR: There are servant girl possession stories from Puritan America—interestingly, servant girls had a 

tendency to get possessed, maybe because if you were being possessed by the Devil, you couldn’t do chores, 

and it was potentially the only way to get leisure time—and they go something like: a servant girl was 

tarrying on her way home, and the Devil appeared and bade her to write her name in his book and said he 

would grant her the powers of a witch. It’s this very romantic image: you’re walking through the forest and 

the dark figure appears, and he’s the one who can make you matter more than the other girls. 

The serial killer figure, the Satan figure, the Hades figure: he has a seductive quality, if you have this 

knowledge that’s implicit in so much of the society you live in, that the way you matter and the way you’re 

deserving of adoration and protection is if something terrible happens to you. 

RM: Right. Or you’re interesting if you’re in proximity to evil, but not destroyed by it. Like how hard society 

hates, and condemns—and is fascinated with—women who marry killers in prison. Everyone is so obsessed 

with that storyline. 

BLVR: You say in the book that everyone assumed you were writing about that. 

RM: Everyone thinks I’m either writing about female murderers, or women who marry murderers. Those are 

the limited places that people’s minds go when you say you’re writing about tropes of women and crime. 

But it’s interesting to me how those women get condemned, sometimes with more ferocity than the men who 

did the killing: these women who have found this abject and corrupt and tragic way of being in proximity to 

this particular kind of power. We prefer to think it says something terrible about them, the women, instead of 

something terrible about patriarchal violence. 

BLVR: It also seems that one of the things we miss, by seeing the killer as this outlier figure—who’s 

somehow beyond humanity, beyond society—is that the people American women should be afraid of are the 

men in their lives. 

RM: Right. 

BLVR: And the way we fixate on certain kinds of crime allows the people we should really be scared of to 

continue what they’re doing unchecked. 

RM: That, to me, is one of the saddest things about the satanic panic: you have this moment when the culture 

is finally starting to pay attention to abuse, and to the sexual victimization of women and children. And then 

maybe it’s too much to look at—because if you look at it too closely, it totally implicates the nuclear family, 

because that’s where this violence actually tends to happen. And so, instead, we have to invent these cartoon 

characters of evil, that are like the opposite of a family, and blame the problem on them. 

BLVR: Like how the satanic panic disproportionately prosecuted women and lesbians. So a lesbian is like, the 

opposite of a male, heterosexual head of household. I guess. 

https://history.hanover.edu/texts/Willard-Knap.html
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/most-murders-of-american-women-involve-domestic-violence_n_5971fcf6e4b09e5f6cceba87?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZ29vZ2xlLmNvbS8&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAAGi3JnrnXDuYPecUi7CfspMdy3bhTnGK0LAGSN0lTtiQNuM1Nbr-eHqYiCe2aO6dRWo972uiJRgfY1qMm4HaI8PuCVSNjWfZd2BLpz6737xsmybTD2jZjHS8PvEJIJ2qn-bqWNbE08Nt4HyYOYixrvdWALC5vF9borOvEkuLholP
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/most-murders-of-american-women-involve-domestic-violence_n_5971fcf6e4b09e5f6cceba87?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZ29vZ2xlLmNvbS8&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAAGi3JnrnXDuYPecUi7CfspMdy3bhTnGK0LAGSN0lTtiQNuM1Nbr-eHqYiCe2aO6dRWo972uiJRgfY1qMm4HaI8PuCVSNjWfZd2BLpz6737xsmybTD2jZjHS8PvEJIJ2qn-bqWNbE08Nt4HyYOYixrvdWALC5vF9borOvEkuLholP
https://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/shows/innocence/etc/other.html
https://www.advocate.com/crime/2016/11/24/san-antonio-four-exonerated-after-two-decade-fight
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RM: Exactly! Like, that child who seems to be trying to tell you something about somebody who hurt him or 

her—certainly don’t pay attention to his father or uncle. Maybe he has an aberrant daycare teacher somewhere 

in his life. Who’s also a witch. 

BLVR: Maybe there’s a lesbian somewhere. 

RM: Maybe there’s a lesbian witch somewhere! Let’s look for her. 

BLVR: In your chapter on Columbiners and mass shooters, you write: “Amid all this darkness, it’s possible to 

see the faintest glimmer of a silver lining. The proliferation of random violence means that killing strangers is 

no longer a surefire path to becoming famous.” 

RM: It is interesting to think about that in this period we’re living in, when—you would never know it from 

listening to a bunch of the podcasts out there, or from listening to the president, but violent crime is on a 

historical decline. The kind of violence that is increasing is this spectacular mass violence. 

BLVR: It feels like there’s some possibility of redemption hidden in the fact that we’ve become so inundated 

with mass shooter or attempted mass shooter stories, because with this kind of exposure, it’s hard to hide from 

the fact that these men are really boring. 

RM: Exactly. We’ve passed through that phase that happened right after Columbine, where it was like, “No, 

we need more information, we need to know everything, we need to see everything, we need answers.” And 

then we realized that there aren’t answers to be had—or that we’re looking for the wrong kinds of answers. 

We’re asking the wrong questions. 

CONTRIBUTOR 

SM 

Sarah Marshall's writing has appeared in BuzzFeed and The Baffler, and she co-hosts You're Wrong 

About, a podcast about misremembered history. 

 

https://believermag.com/logger/an-interview-with-rachel-monroe/ 

  

https://believermag.com/logger/an-interview-with-rachel-monroe/
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Singapore’s ‘Fake News’ Law: An Exchange 

Ashok Kumar Mirpuri, reply by Salil Tripathi 

Roslan Rahman/AFP/Getty Images 

Visitors at the Merlion park, Singapore, August 13, 2019 

In response to: 

“Singapore: Laboratory of Digital Censorship,” NYR Daily, July 19, 2019 

To the Editor: 

If Salil Tripathi’s claims in his essay were true, it would scarcely be possible for the piece to be accessible in 

Singapore. But NYR Daily is freely available in Singapore, as are many other global publications. 

Indeed, as Tripathi himself notes, many leading global media and technology companies have made 

Singapore their base in Asia—including the BBC, Bloomberg, Google, and Facebook. Surely that might have 

suggested to him that the portrait he paints of Singapore was not accurate. 

Singapore’s Protection From Online Falsehoods and Manipulation Act (or POFMA), which Tripathi 

characterizes as “digital censorship,” enables the government to direct the correction or removal of a false 

statement of fact that affects the public interest. Both conditions have to be met before the act can be used: 

one, a statement of fact has to be false; and two, the falsehood has to affect the public interest. 

Determining what is or is not a fact, and what is false or misleading, is defined by well-established 

jurisprudence. Opinions, no matter how critical of the government, are not covered by the act. The act was 

https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/ashok-kumar-mirpuri/
https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/salil-tripathi/
https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/07/19/singapore-laboratory-of-digital-censorship/
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passed after a long and thorough examination in Parliament, with court oversight built into the legislation to 

serve as an avenue for recourse against a government’s directive. 

In most cases of falsehoods, a correction will be asked for, to be juxtaposed with the alleged false statement. 

The public will be able to access both the alleged falsehood as well as the correction, and come to its own 

conclusions as to what is the truth. Only in some more serious cases will a takedown be required. 

Singapore’s deep concern about online falsehoods is shared with many countries around the world. Some 

have taken measures that are more sweeping than Singapore’s. But our law is not meant as a model for the 

rest of the world. 

We are an open, English-speaking, multiracial, multi-religious city-state in a rapidly changing region. Online 

falsehoods have the potential to cause great harm to our society. The legislation that we have decided for 

ourselves is a solution designed for Singapore’s circumstances. 

Ashok Kumar Mirpuri 

Singapore’s Ambassador to the United States, Washington, D.C. 

  

Salil Tripathi replies: 

It is good to know that my piece is accessible in Singapore, as Ambassador Mirpuri notes. I would have been 

surprised if it were not, for its coverage of the controversy surrounding the act presents the views of the law’s 

proponents and its critics, as it is to be expected. I was a correspondent in Singapore for a local newspaper 

and a regional magazine for eight years, and I do remember a time in Singapore when the circulation of 

publications that took a critical view of Singapore was restricted to a small number of copies or not at all. So 

there has been some progress, which is good.  

Singapore indeed has a long tradition of attracting multinational companies to set up regional headquarters in 

the city-state, and the organizations that Ambassador Mirpuri cites—the BBC, Bloomberg, Google, and 

Facebook—are among them. But what attracts them is Singapore’s excellent infrastructure and relative ease 

in hiring talent from abroad to work at and run those operations, when compared with regional alternatives. 

They are there despite Singapore’s relatively poor ranking in international press freedom indices, not because 

of it.  

As I note in my piece, Google has been critical of POFMA, and those who followed the recent developments 

would recall that Facebook had a difficult time at the public consultations on the proposed law. Regardless of 

the presence of media organizations in Singapore, the government remains wary of peaceful public protests in 

any form. When staff (including journalists) at Reuters in Singapore decided to pose for a photograph last 

year protesting the detention of their colleagues Wa Lone and Kyaw Soe Oo in Myanmar, Singapore 

police took note of the demonstration and reminded the public that such gatherings without police permit 

were illegal. 

Ambassador Mirpuri points out the two conditions under POFMA by which the government aims to get false 

statements corrected or have them removed from the online space, when the statements affect the public 

interest. As POFMA’s critics have pointed out, the public interest hasn’t been defined properly, and as its 

critics told me, the decision on whether a particular statement is false is made by a politician or government 

official—and what criteria would be applied is not known. Ambassador Mirpuri says “well-established 

jurisprudence” would define that, and statements of opinion won’t be covered by the act. I hope he is right: 

past Singaporean jurisprudence of some libel cases involving commentators who have written critical 

opinions about Singapore in the international media suggests a less rosy conclusion.  

https://freedomhouse.org/report/freedom-world/2018/singapore
https://coconuts.co/singapore/news/singapore-police-looking-protest-reuters-journalists-really-just-photo-op/
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Ambassador Mirpuri adds that POFMA was passed after a long and thorough examination in Parliament, and 

he mentions the safeguards that are built in, which are all noted in my piece. He also lays out the reasonable 

steps the government says it would take in seeking to correct false statements. The law’s critics do not share 

his point of view, and they draw on the experience other critics of the government, both Singaporeans and 

foreigners, have had in this regard. As I mention in my piece, Singapore already has a formidable array of 

laws to regulate free speech, laws that the government has not hesitated to use over the years. As a former 

correspondent of Far Eastern Economic Review based in Hong Kong and Singapore, and a contributor 

to TheWall Street Journal over the years, I have some familiarity with those episodes.  

Ambassador Mirpuri also states that Singapore’s law is not meant as a model for the rest of the world, and he 

is right to note that online falsehoods can harm or disrupt Singapore’s multiracial and multicultural character. 

Nobody who wishes well for Singapore would want the city or its people to be harmed. But fake news is a 

nebulous term. There will be genuine curiosity among governments around the world about how Singapore 

implements POFMA, because Singapore’s efficient use of laws is a matter of significant interest among many 

countries that would indeed like to replicate the Singapore model.  

 

https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/08/19/singapores-fake-news-law-an-exchange/ 

  

https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/08/19/singapores-fake-news-law-an-exchange/
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Gravitational waves point to a black hole swallowing a neutron star 

By Michael Irving 

 

An artist's rendition of a black hole beginning to devour a neutron star 

Carl Knox, OzGrav ARC Centre of Excellence 

VIEW 2 IMAGES 

Astronomers have detected a gravitational wave signal that appears to have been caused by a black hole 

swallowing a neutron star. Aside from being an incredible cosmic cataclysm to witness, this detection is 

important for another reason: it may be the final point in the gravitational wave trifecta. 

Gravitational waves are ripples in the very fabric of spacetime itself. They're created by some of the most 

energetic events in the universe, such as collisions between massive objects like black holes. While Einstein 

himself predicted their existence over a century ago, they weren't directly detected until 2015. 

Since then, dozens more signals have poured in, thanks to purpose-built detectors like LIGO and Virgo. Most 

of these detections have been the result of two black holes colliding, but waves from two neutron 

stars smashing into each other have also been found, with astronomers then watching the light show in the sky 

with optical telescopes. 

But there's a third type of event that has so far evaded detection: a black hole consuming a neutron star. And 

now, astronomers are pretty sure they've found exactly that. 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/gravity-waves-ligo-einstein-mit-caltech/41771/
https://newatlas.com/gravitational-waves-detected-virgo-ligo/51536/
https://newatlas.com/gravitational-wave-catalog/57501/
https://newatlas.com/gravitational-waves-neutron-stars-collision/51763/
https://newatlas.com/gravitational-waves-neutron-stars-collision/51763/
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On August 14, LIGO and Virgo detected gravitational waves coming in from about 900 million light-years 

away. That alone is nothing out of the ordinary, but in this case, the size of the objects suggests it was an 

elusive neutron star/black hole merger (NSBH). 

To figure out what kind of merger they're looking at, astronomers can analyze the gravitational wave data to 

estimate the masses of each object in the collision, and from there figure out what each one was. If both 

objects are between one and three solar masses, they're most likely neutron stars. If both are more than five 

solar masses, the event probably involved two black holes. 

 

The chart of object masses LIGO uses to determine what kind of event has been detected 

LIGO 

But in the case of last Wednesday's detection, one object was found to be more than five solar masses, while 

the other came in under three. That heavily suggests this is a collision between a black hole and a neutron star. 

https://twitter.com/LIGO/status/1162801398515412993
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If this sounds familiar, that's because a similar detection occurred back in April this year. While this earlier 

event was an NSBH candidate, the signal was unfortunately quite weak, with astronomers giving it just a 13 

percent chance of being this type. It was far more likely to be two neutron stars at 49 percent, and in fact, 

there was a higher chance of it being Earthly interference (at 14 percent) than an NSBH. 

For this new detection, on the other hand, scientists are far more certain. According to LIGO, the chances are 

greater than 99 percent that it was an NSBH event. Of course, further analysis will be required to confirm the 

exact size of the two objects. 

That said, there is another possibility, but it's even more exotic – tiny black holes. 

"Scientists have never detected a black hole smaller than five solar masses or a neutron star larger than about 

2.5 times the mass of our Sun," says Professor Susan Scott, Chief Investigator with the ARC Centre of 

Excellence for Gravitational Wave Discovery. "Based on this experience, we're very confident that we've just 

detected a black hole gobbling up a neutron star. However, there is the slight but intriguing possibility that the 

swallowed object was a very light black hole - much lighter than any other black hole we know about in the 

universe. That would be a truly awesome consolation prize." 

The final results are yet to be published, and when they are hopefully we'll have a clearer understanding. 

Source: Australian National University 

Michael Irving 

Michael has always been fascinated by space, technology, dinosaurs, and the weirder mysteries of physics and 

the universe. With a Bachelor of Arts in Professional Writing under his belt, he’s been writing for various 

online outlets and print publications for eight years, and New Atlas for the last three years. 

 

https://newatlas.com/black-hole-neutron-star-gravitational-

waves/61120/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=6d6ee49d1b-UA-2235360-

4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-6d6ee49d1b-92970593 

  

https://newatlas.com/gravitational-waves-black-hole-neutron-star/59533/
https://gcn.gsfc.nasa.gov/gcn3/24237.gcn3
https://gcn.gsfc.nasa.gov/gcn3/24237.gcn3
https://twitter.com/LIGO/status/1162797125899624453
https://www.anu.edu.au/news/all-news/scientists-detect-a-black-hole-swallowing-a-neutron-star
https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
https://newatlas.com/black-hole-neutron-star-gravitational-waves/61120/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=6d6ee49d1b-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-6d6ee49d1b-92970593
https://newatlas.com/black-hole-neutron-star-gravitational-waves/61120/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=6d6ee49d1b-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-6d6ee49d1b-92970593
https://newatlas.com/black-hole-neutron-star-gravitational-waves/61120/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=6d6ee49d1b-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-6d6ee49d1b-92970593
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VIA BLANK FORMS 

At the Crossroads Where Jamaica’s History and Fictions Meet 

Marcia Douglas on the Clocktower of Half Way Tree Park 

By Marcia Douglas 

 

August 21, 2019 

I would not have written this story if I had not walked by the clocktower with the incorrect time each day; and 

the clock would not have been telling wrong time if there had not been a croaking lizard—or so I imagined—

caught in its mechanism; and the croaking lizard would not have been caught in its mechanism if Hurricane 

Carmen had not been riding a reggae bass line at just the right moment; and there would not have been a 

hurricane in the first place, if 

–Marcia Douglas 

* 

Be careful of what stories you tell—I met one of my characters once. That is, I met him after I wrote his story. 

I had written him a homeless boy in Kingston, sleeping in Half Way Tree Park, among frogs. I gave him a 

make-believe guitar and a gun he named, Lloyd. He slept in a crocus bag with Lloyd under his head, and 

dreamed of a far-off Zion place where he strummed two-chord riffs on the pretend guitar. I named the boy, 

Delroy, and imagined the year, 1981—the year Bob Marley died; and the last year that I was a schoolgirl in 

Jamaica. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

In 2014, a few years after completing his narrative, I am in Half Way Tree, standing at a bus stop, observing 

the Victorian era clock tower in the square and contemplating its metal door, when a man calls, “You need a 

bus?” Then, “You look like a teacher or something.” I smile, wondering what to make of the “or 

something” part. We chat about this and that; he is a conductor and his job is to hustle and get people to board 

https://blankforms.org/publications/
https://lithub.com/author/marciadouglas/
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the waiting bus, but he seems to need a break right now. We talk about the traffic and the Tastee’s patty shop 

and how a long time ago there used to be a department store across the way called, “Miami.” 

His passengers board another bus, but still he talks. He is slender with a little goatee; his hand gestures 

puncture the air as he speaks. We share remembrance of the long-time ago Aquarius Recording Studio that 

used to be on the opposite side, and recall the Rasta breddren who would hang out in front, bass riddim filling 

the street. The studio had been started by the Chin Loy brothers, launching reggae greats such as Dennis 

Brown and Augustus Pablo. And too, my sudden friend wants to tell me about his life. When he was a boy, he 

says, he was homeless and would sleep in the area behind us—now Mandela Park. 

That’s when I realize, I am speaking with Delroy—the character in my novel. He says he used to beg money 

from the school girls, and it occurs to me that I could have been one of them. He says there were frogs in the 

park then, but that now there are rats. I leave Delroy and cross the street, a little dazed. I stand on the other 

side and watch for a while, almost expecting him to strum guitar. Maybe it was just coincidence, right? But 

for a fiction writer, such moments rupture the veil between truth and imagination. I watch the buses come and 

go; breathe in the humid air; buy some guineps from a lady sitting under the Tastee shop piazza, and then go 

home. 

Some sites on earth mark a faultline between real and unreal, wake and dream, life and death. Some sites 

know too much. Half Way Tree is one of those places. 

Wheel forward now to August, 2016; my novel is completed and impatient for publication. I’ve peopled it 

with folks come back from the dead—including Bob Marley, who secretly lives in the clock tower. In the 

world of this novel, bass riddim has the power to call back the departed—perhaps this is what coming of age 

in Half Way Tree does to the imagination. Growing up, I remember the clock always in disrepair. For years, 

the hands were stuck—a post-colonial malaise. 

Some sites on earth mark a faultline between real and unreal, wake and dream, life and death. Some sites 

know too much. Half Way Tree is one of those places. It was once the site of an old silk cotton tree. Some 

reports date the tree as early as the 1600’s. It was there during Spanish occupation of the island, and later saw 

the coming of the British. It’s huge branches were a shady resting place for soldiers and travelers, and later, 

market women—a crossroads between north and south, east and west. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

After the tree, a clocktower was erected in 1913—to commemorate King Edward VII. This became the new 

landmark. Today, it marks the middle space between uptown and downtown; it is where politicians come to 

speak, where Jamaica watches Usain Bolt win on big screen. It is where The Marvellous Equations of the 

Dread imagines a slave boy was hanged in 1766, his feet dancing to a one-drop beat coming from a far away 

future, and it is also where Bob Marley returns in guise of a homeless man, taking up residence in the tower. 

But be careful of what stories you tell. 

I’m ready to release this novel into the world and move onto another project, when I learn of a news story in 

Jamaica—the clock tower at Half Way Tree has caught fire. Photos show dark smoke erupting from the top. 

One news source reports that it is started by “a man of unsound mind who occupies the structure.” There are 

photos of his garbage taken from the base, and I find myself curious about the sound in his unsound—there at 

this Kingston crossroads where the very soil is soaked with history’s din. Bits of Linton Kwesi Johnson’s 

“Reggae Sounds,” stream through my mindscape: Riddim of a tropical, electrical storm…/ Bass history is 

a moving/ is a hurting black story… 

The Taino, first people of Jamaica, understood silk cotton trees, or ceiba, to be sacred. The ceiba was 

associated with the spirit world and it is from this wood that zemi gods were carved. The African slaves also 
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associated the silk cotton with spirit. In Jamaica, some people will tell you that such trees are the dwelling 

place of duppies; I imagine that spirits gather there, beat their drums and sing. 

I read once that moving between parallel universes is like turning the pages of a book. Half Way Tree square 

is such a page. On one side there is the world most people see of traffic jams and pedestrians and Kingston 

chaos; and on the other, this scene too exists, but also, ancestor spirits, pea doves (which are not really pea 

doves), bass riddim vibrating underground roots, and the longdead—collaborating on our behalf. 

I am fascinated by the nation in imagination, and the cane in hurricane—a word which would not be with us 

had it not been for the sweet-tooth English, and the Spanish before them who took the Taino word, “hurakán” 

and made it huracan; but then too, there would have been no hurakán in the first place had not the goddess 

Guabancex, driven to fury, twirled her arms anti-clockwise—like the minute hand gathering speed during 

Hurricane Carmen. Was Guabancex’s zemi made from an ancestor of the silk cotton that once stood at Half 

Way Tree? And if I stand in Half Way Tree long enough, feeling the riddim, will Guabancex arrive too, like 

Delroy? 

Wheel and turn to 2014: I see a woman standing in front of the clocktower, a kitchen knife clutched in her 

hand. She stands there quietly; no one pays her much attention. In Kingston, such sights do not necessarily 

invite surprise, just another day in Babylon. The woman watches the base of the door. She wears a long skirt 

and her head is wrapped in a piece of blue cloth; she is perfectly still—I think she hears far away music, a 

one-drop riff ricocheted across centuries. She reminds of another woman I used to see in Half Way Tree—

naked and wrapped in clear cellophane, pacing across the street from Victoria Mutual. This was back when I 

was a teenager standing at the VM bus stop after school; she entertained us school kids while we waited on 

the always-late bus. 

Where do stories come from? I am reminded of sounds carried in a dub tune. 

I think she too heard a far music—a humming, and moaning, and baby-cry. These two women are of one she-

lineage; in my book of bass riddim, I name them: “Our Mad Lady of Half Way Tree.” Our Mad Lady would 

have things to say about this Victoria turned Mutual— 

For Victoria Mutual, illustrious financial institution that it is, would not be in Half Way Tree had the Reverent 

G.W. Downer not founded a bank for the “deserving thrifty” in 1878; and Reverent G.W. Downer would not 

have been thrifty had his ancestor William Downer not settled in Snow Hill, Portland in 1760; and raised 

slaves, and cane— 

One hears humming in such cane fields—an alto carried by tribulation breeze. How this Half Way Tree 

makes a story digress. And how our fictions echo and reverb. Relentlessly. Where do stories come from? I am 

reminded of sounds carried in a dub tune. Dub music as a form evolved in the 1960s when the vocals were 

accidentally left out of a vinyl reggae track, leaving only the instrumental. The “accident” was played at a 

Kingston dancehall and became an instant hit—a new genre was born. 

Call it serendipity, or something—innovation from the mistakes we make. Later, the instrumental tracks were 

subject to further experiment by musicians and sound engineers such as King Tubby, Errol Thompson and 

Lee “Scratch” Perry, layering the instrumental with DJ talk-over, snippets of found sound—thunder, scratch-

scratch and goat bleat—that travelled and echoed across the dub plate, like the stories we are compelled to tell 

and retell, member and remember; version and re/versioning into infinity— 

AFRICARICARICARICARICARICARICA 

This is all to say that I would not have written this story had I not seen a woman wrapped in cellophane, 

dressed to the nines, across from Victoria Mutual; and she would not have been dressed to the nines had she 

not been there to have her say and cuss-and-trace the bad-minded people who stole her money to rah, and; 

she would not have had the courage to cuss-and-trace in the first place had someone’s long-ago zion-train 
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hum not dubbed itself over the bass riddim coming from the Aquarius Recording Studio down the way, filling 

her with deliverance; and filling me too, a girl at a bus stop; the clock telling the wrong time; the youth-man 

Delroy, begging “a money,” for he was not “deserving thrifty”— 

And years later, on the reverb—the two of us in front of Mandela Park; him, all longmemory; me, a 

storyteller, or something. 

https://lithub.com/at-the-crossroads-where-jamaicas-history-and-fictions-meet/ 

A Nostalgist’s Map of America 

by Agha Shahid Ali 

Issue no. 120 (Fall 1991) 

     A Route of Evanescence 

      With a revolving Wheel— 

   A Resonance of Emerald— 

         A Rush of Cochineal— 

And every Blossom on the Bush 

      Adjusts its tumbled Head— 

The mail from Tunis, probably, 

    An easy Morning’s Ride— 

—Emily Dickinson 

The trees were soon hushed in the resonance 

of darkest emerald as we rushed by 

on 322, that route which took us from 

the dead center of Pennsylvania 

(a stone marks it) to a suburb ten miles 

from Philadelphia. “A hummingbird,” 

I said, after a sharp turn, then pointed 

to the wheel, still revolving in your hand. 

I gave Emily Dickinson to you then, 

line after line, complete from heart. The signs 

on Schuylkill Expressway fell neat behind us. 

I went further: “Let’s pretend your city 

is Evanescence—There has to be one— 

in Pennsylvania—And that some day— 

the Bird will carry—my letters—to you— 

from Tunis—or Casablanca—the mail 

an easy night’s ride—from North Africa.” 

I’m making this up, I know, but since you 

were there, none of it’s a lie. How did I 

go on? “Wings will rush by when the exit, 

to Evanescence is barely a mile?” 

The sky was dark teal, the moon was rising. 

“It always rains on this route,” I went on, 

“which takes you back, back to Evanescence, 

https://lithub.com/at-the-crossroads-where-jamaicas-history-and-fictions-meet/
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=ad8e9b1db3&e=d538c8f2e0
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your boyhood town.” You said this was summer, 

this final end of school, this coming home 

to Philadelphia, WMMR 

as soon as you could catch it. What song first 

came on? It must have been a disco hit, 

one whose singer no one recalls. It’s six, 

perhaps seven years since then, since you last 

wrote. And yesterday when you phoned, I said, 

“I knew you’d call,” even before you could 

say who you were. “I am in Irvine now 

with my lover, just an hour from Tucson, 

and the flights are cheap.” “Then we’ll meet often.” 

For a moment you were silent, and then, 

“Shahid, I’m dying.” I kept speaking to you 

after I hung up, my voice the quickest 

mail, a cracked disk with many endings, 

each false: One: “I live in Evanescence 

(I had to build it, for America 

was without one). All is safe here with me. 

Come to my street, disguised in the climate 

of Southern California. Surprise 

me when I open the door. Unload skies 

of rain from your distance-drenched arms.” Or this: 

“Here in Evanescence (which I found—though 

not in Pennsylvania—after I last 

wrote), the eavesdropping willows write brief notes 

on grass, then hide them in shadows of trunks. 

I’d love to see you. Come as you are.” And 

this, the least false: “You said each month you need 

new blood. Please forgive me, Phil, but I thought 

of your pain as a formal feeling, one 

useful for the letting go, your transfusions 

mere wings to me, the push of numerous 

hummingbirds, souvenirs of Evanescence 

seen disappearing down a route of veins 

in an electric rush of cochineal.” 

for Philip Paul Orlando 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

 Agha Shahid Ali’s “A Ghazal for Michael Palmer,” published in Issue 154, Spring 2000? 

 This 2012 Daily post on the emotional cartography of maps? 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=ad8e9b1db3&e=d538c8f2e0 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=b1b0efdb23&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=124a19e5a1&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=ad8e9b1db3&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=ad8e9b1db3&e=d538c8f2e0
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Trees at Night: Stunning Rorschach Silhouettes from the 1920s 

“Aside from the appearance of a tree by day or night, is it not kin of the human family with its roots in the 

earth and its arms stretching toward the sky as if to seek and to know the great mystery?” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

Walt Whitman considered trees the wisest of teachers. Hermann Hesse found in them sweet consolation for 

our mortality. Wangari Maathai turned to them as a form of resistance and empowerment that earned her the 

Nobel Peace Prize. “The tree which moves some to tears of joy is in the eyes of others only a green thing 

which stands in the way,” William Blake wrote in his most beautiful letter. “As a man is, so he sees.” 

A century after Blake, the artist, writer, and activist Arthur Henry “Art” Young (January 14, 1866–December 

29, 1943) originated a sumptuous new way of seeing life, looking at trees. 

In his forties, Young had risen to prominence with his political cartoons, criticizing capitalism and war, 

railing against racism, and advocating for women’s suffrage and the abolition of child labor. During World 

War I, they had rendered him prosecuted on a charge of conspiracy to obstruct recruiting. With some of 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/11/06/walt-whitman-specimen-days-trees/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/09/21/hermann-hesse-trees/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/09/21/hermann-hesse-trees/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/06/04/wangari-maathai-the-woman-who-planted-millions-of-trees/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/07/14/william-blake-john-trusler-letter/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B0008671IK/braipick-20
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Thoreau coursing through his veins, Young made his art both an instrument of civil disobedience and a lens 

for contemplating nature’s transcendent beauty. 

Art Young 

In his fifties, Young’s imagination fell upon a subject both wholly natural and wholly original — the 

expressive humanlike shapes, states, and emotions emanating from the silhouettes of trees at night. He began 

rendering what he half-saw and half-imagined in pen and ink — haunting black-and-white drawings full of 
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feeling, straddling the playful and the poignant. These visual poems, replete with the strangeness and splendor 

of nature and human nature, become the kind of Rorschach test one intuitively performs while looking at the 

sky, but drawn from the canopy rather than the clouds. While the sensibility is faintly reminiscent of Arthur 

Rackham’s unforgettable trees, the concept is entirely Young’s own — no artist had done anything like this 

before. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/02/29/arthur-rackham-brothers-grimm/
https://society6.com/product/weary-and-heavy-laden-from-trees-at-night-by-art-young_print?curator=brainpicker
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https://society6.com/product/they-were-lonesome-from-trees-at-night-by-art-young_print?curator=brainpicker
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https://society6.com/product/last-appeal-from-trees-at-night-by-art-young_print?curator=brainpicker
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First published as a series in the Saturday Evening Post, Young’s tree silhouettes were soon picked up by 

mainstream magazines like Collier’s and LIFE. They drew impassioned letters from readers — some sharing 

poems inspired by his art, some enclosing tree photographs they hoped Young would draw, some simply 

thanking him for these uncommon portals into an unseen world of beauty and emotion. 

 

https://society6.com/product/panic-from-trees-at-night-by-art-young_print?curator=brainpicker
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In 1927, Young assembled the best of his arborescent silhouettes in the slim, lovely out-of-print 

treasure Trees at Night (public library). Upon the book’s publication, Brooklyn’s Daily Eagle exulted that it 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B0008671IK/braipick-20
https://www.worldcat.org/title/trees-at-night/oclc/1049121611?referer=di&ht=edition
https://society6.com/product/the-widow-from-trees-at-night-by-art-young_print?curator=brainpicker
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“places Art Young in a class by himself” and Baltimore’s Evening Sun lauded him as “one of the few real 

native talents that this country has produced in art.” 

 

https://society6.com/product/devils-orchestra-from-trees-at-night-by-art-young_print?curator=brainpicker
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https://society6.com/product/the-penalty-of-prominence-from-trees-at-night-by-art-young_print?curator=brainpicker
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Printed on the opening page is an excerpt from an early-autumn entry in Young’s diary: 

In common with most people of artistic perception, I like trees. While looking out of my window toward the 

wooded hills one summer night, a caravan of camels seemed to be humping along the sky. They were trees of 

course but enough like camels to key my imagination up to discover other pictures in the formation of foliage. 

The rest of the summer nights I enjoyed hunting for tree pictures against the light of the sky or thrown into 

relief by the glare of automobiles, and drawing them next day. It seemed to me that this silhouette handling of 

trees at night had never before been done by any artist. I felt that I had discovered something. 

https://society6.com/product/caravan-from-trees-at-night-by-art-young_print?curator=brainpicker
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After the caravan, I saw “a woman and a fan” and other subjects followed. Any night I could walk or ride 

along the road and see interesting silhouettes made by tree forms, many of them so clearly defined as to need 

no improvement on my part. But aside from the appearance of a tree by day or night, is it not kin of the 

human family with its roots in the earth and its arms stretching toward the sky as if to seek and to know the 

great mystery? 

 

https://society6.com/product/archangel-from-trees-at-night-by-art-young_print?curator=brainpicker
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https://society6.com/product/peace-from-trees-at-night-by-art-young_print?curator=brainpicker
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https://society6.com/product/beauty-and-beast-from-trees-at-night-by-art-young_print?curator=brainpicker
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https://society6.com/product/goodbye-summer-from-trees-at-night-by-art-young_print?curator=brainpicker
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https://society6.com/product/quarreling-neighbors-from-trees-at-night-by-art-young_print?curator=brainpicker
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https://society6.com/product/cathedral-from-trees-at-night-by-art-young_print?curator=brainpicker
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https://society6.com/product/rooted-pegasus-from-trees-at-night-by-art-young_print?curator=brainpicker
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https://society6.com/product/orchard-revel-from-trees-at-night-by-art-young_print?curator=brainpicker
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Available as a print 

Complement Young’s Trees at Night with something he never lived to know but would have cherished 

knowing — the fascinating science of what trees feel and how they communicate — then revisit The Night 

Life of Trees, drawn from Indian folklore, and philosopher Martin Buber on what trees teach us about being 

human. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/06/trees-at-night-art-

young/?mc_cid=b6aca43034&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://society6.com/product/hope-from-trees-at-night-by-art-young_print?curator=brainpicker
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/B0008671IK/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/09/26/the-hidden-life-of-trees-peter-wohlleben/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2011/09/20/the-night-life-of-trees-tara-books/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2011/09/20/the-night-life-of-trees-tara-books/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/09/11/martin-buber-tree/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/09/11/martin-buber-tree/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/06/trees-at-night-art-young/?mc_cid=b6aca43034&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/06/trees-at-night-art-young/?mc_cid=b6aca43034&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://society6.com/product/hope-from-trees-at-night-by-art-young_print?curator=brainpicker
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Early "monster" penguin found in New Zealand 

By David Szondy 

 

3D reconstruction of the monster penguin 

Canterbury Museum 

VIEW 1 IMAGE 

New Zealand was not only home to prehistoric giant parrots, but monster penguins as well. A set of bones 

found by amateur paleontologist Leigh Love in 2018 at the Waipara Greensand fossil site in North Canterbury 

in 2018 have been confirmed as belonging to a new species of extinct penguin standing 1.6 m (5.2 ft) and 

weighing up to 80 kg (176 lb). 

The new species, called Crossvallia waiparensis, isn't the first or the largest giant penguin to be found in New 

Zealand, but the team led by the Canterbury Museum that did the bone analysis say it reinforces the theory 

that penguins attained a giant size very early in their evolution, during the Paleocene Epoch between 66 and 

56 million years ago. C. waiparensis is one of the oldest known penguins and also shows how many animals, 

especially in island environments, moved into very unlikely environmental niches after the extinction of the 

dinosaurs. 

According to the researchers, C.waiparensis was a close relative of another giant penguin, Crossvallia 

unienwillia, which lived in Antarctica where its fossils were found in 2000. This indicates not only a direct 

connection between the Antarctic and New Zealand, but also how much both have changed. 

https://newatlas.com/author/david-szondy/
https://newatlas.com/heracles-giant-extinct-parrot/60917/
https://newatlas.com/ancient-giant-penguin/52595/
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"When the Crossvallia species were alive, New Zealand and Antarctica were very different from today – 

Antarctica was covered in forest and both had much warmer climates," says Canterbury Museum Senior 

Curator Natural History Dr Paul Scofield. 

Though C.waiparensis was a very large penguin, it wasn't as advanced as its modern counterparts. The leg 

bones indicate that it used its feet more in swimming than modern penguins, which rely more on their wings, 

and that it might not have been able to stand upright. In addition, the team expects more exotic penguin fossils 

to be uncovered at Waipara Greensand. 

"The fossils discovered there have made our understanding of penguin evolution a whole lot clearer," says Dr 

Gerald Mayr. "There's more to come, too – more fossils which we think represent new species are still 

awaiting description." 

The fossils of C. waiparensis along with those of other giant penguins will go on display at Canterbury 

Museum later this year. 

The research was published in Alcheringa: An Australasian Journal of Palaeontology. 

Source: Canterbury Museum 

David Szondy 

David Szondy is a freelance journalist, playwright, and general scribbler based in Seattle, Washington. A 

retired field archaeologist and university lecturer, he has a background in the history of science, technology, 

and medicine with a particular emphasis on aerospace, military, and cybernetic subjects. In addition, he is the 

author of a number of websites, four award-winning plays, a novel that has thankfully vanished from history, 

reviews, scholarly works ranging from industrial archaeology to law, and has worked as a feature writer for 

several international magazines. He has been a New Atlas contributor since 2011. 

 

https://newatlas.com/early-monster-penguin-new-

zealand/61106/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=6d6ee49d1b-UA-2235360-

4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-6d6ee49d1b-92970593 

  

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/figure/10.1080/03115518.2019.1641619?scroll=top&needAccess=true
http://canterburymuseum.com/about-us/media-releases/monster-penguin-find-in-waipara-north-canterbury/
https://newatlas.com/author/david-szondy/
https://newatlas.com/early-monster-penguin-new-zealand/61106/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=6d6ee49d1b-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-6d6ee49d1b-92970593
https://newatlas.com/early-monster-penguin-new-zealand/61106/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=6d6ee49d1b-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-6d6ee49d1b-92970593
https://newatlas.com/early-monster-penguin-new-zealand/61106/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=6d6ee49d1b-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-6d6ee49d1b-92970593
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On how climate change continues to turn fiction into reality 

Writer Amitav Ghosh on addressing the realities of climate change through the guise of fiction, the solidifying 

value of multiple edits, and why writing is a deeply mysterious pursuit. 

Writing,Inspiration,Process, Success,Money 

Part of: 

Developing a creative process 

From a conversation with Maddie Crum 

August 20, 2019 

 Highlights on 

Download as a PDF 

  

You’ve written that climate change is rarely present in literary novels and stories. Do you think that’s 

changed? 

I do think that there’s been a significant change in the last couple of years. I think there’s a much greater 

awareness of the reality of climate change, and I think that that’s true everywhere in the world. It’s true in the 

United States, it’s true across Asia. One of the reasons why it’s true is simply because the impacts are so 

clearly evident now. Just look at the most recent heat wave. In Europe, they’ve had two heat waves within a 

couple of weeks of each other. 

So, there are a whole lot of reasons why it’s becoming more and more a part of mainstream discourse. But 

simply because it’s becoming a part of mainstream discourse, we also see a pushback. I think in recent 

history, it’s hard to think of any American administration that has been so cavalier in regards to 

environmental issues. They’re just sort of flat out denying the reality of climate change. I mean, it is an 

ostrich trying to make a sound with its head under the sand. 

Do you find that these changes have been reflected in literature? 

Well, I think Richard Powers’ The Overstory was a very important book. I think its publication really mounts 

a significant change in attitude, in the way that books on these subjects are received now. 

You’ve written a novel, Gun Island, in which the characters notice and remark on the changing climate. It 

seems to me that the changing climate even propels parts of the plot. Did you set out to write about climate 

change? 

Not really. I felt that I was writing a book about the realities of our time. The realities of our time are exactly 

this, and because I’m from this particular part of India, I’ve seen the impact in front of my eyes over many, 

many years. I started visiting this region kind of seriously in about 2000, and already then you could see the 

impact of climate change quite clearly in the landscape and the impact that it is having on people’s lives. In 

the years since then, it’s just grown worse and worse. I was just setting out to write about the world as it exists 

today. 

I suppose where you’re living makes some difference, but in fact, the really weird thing is that now there’s no 

escaping it. It’s everywhere. 

It seems hard to write about an issue as big and omnipresent as climate change while still focusing on 

individual characters. How did you go about doing that? 

https://thecreativeindependent.com/disciplines/#writing
https://thecreativeindependent.com/themes/#inspiration
https://thecreativeindependent.com/themes/#process
https://thecreativeindependent.com/themes/#success
https://thecreativeindependent.com/themes/#money
https://thecreativeindependent.com/developing-a-creative-process
https://article-dispersion.herokuapp.com/api/v1/pdf?path=/people/writer-amitav-ghosh-on-how-climate-change-continues-to-turn-fiction-into-reality/&pdf_title=Writer%20Amitav%20Ghosh%20on%20how%20climate%20change%20continues%20to%20turn%20fiction%20into%20reality
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It is very difficult to write about something so vast with so many different strands to it. I wish I could tell you 

that I had a plan and that I just carried out the plan, but it wasn’t really like that at all. I don’t think stories 

happen like that. This is a lot of different things coming together in my head. But I did realize a couple things 

way back when I was writing The Great Derangement. One was that to write about climate change, to write 

about the world that we are living in today, you can’t any longer focus on particular locations or places or 

settings because this is a global phenomenon. It’s happening internationally. It’s creating all sorts of 

connections internationally, so you have to take that on board. You have to try to write books which are not 

localized in that particular way. 

Gun Island is not an apocalyptic novel. There are massive storms, there are strange animal encounters, but it 

seems to me that it’s in the realist tradition. 

I just felt that I was writing about the real world. That, for me, was a kind of touchstone that I was writing 

about the real world with the techniques of the novelist. At the same time, the real world that we live in today 

is really profoundly uncanny. All kinds of really strange things keep happening. Actually, in the process of 

writing this book and the aftermath have been so strange and so uncanny in so many ways. I mean, I 

constantly get messages now from people saying this thing that you talked about in your book, it just 

happened here. That in itself is just such a peculiar experience. 

In Gun Island, Deen—the main character—considers himself to be a very rational thinker, but his ideas are 

challenged by his friend who believes in myth and coincidence. Maybe you could even call it magical 

thinking. Do you think the return to these types of storytelling is important right now? 

Yeah, I think it’s certainly the case that only stories can tell us about certain aspects of the world that we live 

in, about the consciousness of non-human beings of various kinds. About various sorts of events which, on 

the surface, seem to be related only through chance, but which possess other possibilities. We’re living in a 

world that is really unreal. So, we have to find ways of telling these stories that are at once real and unreal. I 

think only in fiction can we do that. 

You’ve said that the distinction between fiction and nonfiction is increasingly strained amid climate change. 

Can you say more about that? 

Well, I think what I was trying to say there is that one writes things as fiction and suddenly they become 

nonfiction. I wrote about these poisonous spiders in Venice. The other day I got a message from a friend who 

lives in Venice, and he said he had to take his son to the hospital because of a poisonous spider bite. I mean, 

you just constantly come across these things now. 

It’s as though we need to allow fiction to accommodate for the weirdness and uncanniness of the real world. 

Yeah, that’s right. 

You’ve also said that moving away from individual stories and toward more collective stories and issues may 

help writers confront things like climate change. Is that something you’ve tried to do in your own work? 

Going back a long way, my work has never been so focused upon individuals, really. But I do feel that, 

yes, we have to find ways of telling stories where the focus is not just on identity or individual journeys or 

whatever. We have to try and find these connections between many different people, from many different 

places—and how they are being thrust together. 

Technology features prominently in Gun Island. There are characters who have these long conversations 

about the plus sides and the perils of personal tech. What’s your own relationship like with social media and 

e-mail and other online distractions? 

I’m on e-mail certainly, as one has to be nowadays. On social media, I have a very limited sort of exposure. 

I’m not on Facebook. I am on Twitter, and I am sort of in a limited way on Instagram. I find Twitter very 
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useful because I get many kinds of news from it. But I think I’m also very aware that social media can be a 

very difficult and dangerous place. One has to be very careful in how one deals with social media. I think, for 

me, one thing that was very revelatory is that while I was writing this book, I spent a fair amount of time, 

actually quite a long time, in Italy visiting migrant camps and speaking with migrants and refugees. I was 

really shocked by the degree to which social media and technology played a role in their journey. 

It’s a very striking thing that, in the past, we used to think of technology as being the province of affluence, so 

that rich nations had more access to technology. But one thing that has happened with communications 

technology and IT and so on is that it completely changed that dynamic. In many ways now, it’s the world’s 

poorest people who have the greatest access to these technologies. That’s a strange thing. But if you look at, 

say, cell phone use or social media use, you see that in percentage terms the places where they use the most 

are in fact places like Bangladesh, Kenya, and so on. 

On the flip side, it seems that being able to retreat from social media has become a privilege. 

Yeah, it very much seems that way. 

What do you do when you feel creatively stuck? 

I find that it’s very important to read. Really, a lot of the time I get my ideas for books or for essays, articles, 

whatever, from other sources. I think it’s very important to read not just literature but also history. It’s 

important to read poetry. It’s also very important to read in other languages because that also gives you a 

perspective on the world which can be very, very fruitful. 

How did you figure out how to make a living through your creative work? 

I have to say that I think that is my single greatest achievement. It’s only when you’ve done it that you realize 

how difficult it is and how unlikely it is. And also, that I’m perhaps of the last generation of writers who will 

actually be able to support themselves solely by writing. I hate to say it, but I think it’s the case. When I was 

in my 20s and 30s as a young writer, even in New York after I came here, so many of the friends in my circle 

were freelancers. In those days, you could actually make an okay living by freelancing, but now that’s 

become really almost impossible. I mean, magazines and so on that used to pay quite well no longer pay well. 

So, I think most of all you have to be very versatile. You can’t just do one thing. You have to have many, 

many strings to your bow. 

What is something that you wish someone had told you when you began to make art? 

One thing that I often tell younger writers is to work at a standing desk. We get used to very sedentary 

lifestyles, and we sit all day long. But really, working at a standing desk is a very good thing in many 

different ways. I think it makes me more alert for one thing, but it’s also better for your body and so on. 

How do you go about editing your own work? Do you edit as you go? Do you edit daily? Do you edit after a 

full draft is finished? 

All of the above is the answer to that. I mean, I edit what I wrote yesterday before starting writing again 

today, so that’s the first sort of layer of editing. Then, suppose I have a chapter, then I’ll edit it again and 

again. Every word I publish has been through 30 edits. My first draft I do with a pencil. I just write freehand 

with a pencil. I do that for quite a while, and then I write with a pen. I make a draft with a pen. And then I get 

onto the computer. For me, it would be really kind of crippling if I were to go straight onto a computer. I 

would just freeze up. I think there’s a lot to be said for trying to find ways of not freezing up, of being able to 

be loose. 

Is there something about the impermanence of the pencil? 
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That’s right. Simply because it’s not so permanent-looking. It’s not intimidating. You can be more playful. 

You can let your mind wander. I think the whole editing process is essentially one of reducing your thoughts 

into a kind of solidity. You can’t begin with the solidity. You have to begin with a kind of liquidity, if you 

like. Even a kind of airiness. The whole process of distilling it down to something very solid is that gradual 

process of going through multiple edits and so on. I think if you were to start at the other end, trying every 

day to produce something that’s absolutely solid and determinant, it could have the effect of just making you 

freeze in anxiety. 

Yeah, and sometimes the writing feels airless that way, too. 

That’s right. 

As far as your writing is concerned, how do you define failure and how do you define success? 

Well, I think you always know. I mean, when you’ve done a draft that doesn’t work, you know. You just have 

to throw it out and start again. I’m constantly doing that. The whole thing about writing is really a mystery. 

You can make up so many rules and have so many suggestions, but at the end of the day, it really is a 

mystery. I mean, the most important thing about any piece of writing is that it must have life. There’s no 

substitute for that. And if it doesn’t, it could still have the most beautiful context, it could have the beautiful 

sentences, and it could still be completely dead. That’s the one thing I think that’s really not communicable 

pedagogically to students because whenever I’ve had anything to do with creative writing courses and so on, 

they create so much self-consciousness about the whole writing process, they push students to really think and 

rethink and rethink their sentences until they’re completely perfect, but in the process, what’s often lost is a 

kind of energy, a kind of life. 

 

https://thecreativeindependent.com/people/writer-amitav-ghosh-on-how-climate-change-continues-to-turn-

fiction-into-reality/ 

  

https://thecreativeindependent.com/people/writer-amitav-ghosh-on-how-climate-change-continues-to-turn-fiction-into-reality/
https://thecreativeindependent.com/people/writer-amitav-ghosh-on-how-climate-change-continues-to-turn-fiction-into-reality/
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Faster Than Light: Marilyn Nelson Reads Her Exquisite Poem About the Purpose of Life and How Our 

Impermanence Both Frustrates and Fuels Our Creative Drive 

“My poems: a handful of dust trying to get back to supernova. Like every longing, everything alive.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

“It’s so much more a thing of pliancy, persuasion,” the astronomer and poet Rebecca Elson wrote in her spare, 

lovely poem celebrating the genius of Einstein’s theory of relativity — genius at the heart of which was his 

bold and, at the time, countercultural decision to fix the speed of light as an immutable constant around which 

all the other variables converged to construct his groundbreaking model of spacetime, which revolutionized 

our understanding of the universe. 

The speed of light and the vibrating mesh of our understanding and misunderstanding of the nature of reality 

come alive with uncommon originality of thought and feeling in the title poem from Marilyn Nelson’s 2012 

poetry collection Faster Than Light (public library), which she read at the third annual Universe in Verse. It is 

a long poem, a beautiful and poignant poem, a soaring, meandering meditation on the nature of reality, the 

purpose of our existence, the way in which our impermanence both frustrates and fuels our creative drive. 

Enjoy: 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/07/11/stephon-alexander-rebecca-elson-explaining-relativity/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/07/11/stephon-alexander-rebecca-elson-explaining-relativity/
https://www.powells.com/book/-9780807147344?partnerID=44711
https://www.worldcat.org/title/faster-than-light-new-and-selected-poems-1996-2011/oclc/818949550&referer=brief_results
https://www.brainpickings.org/the-universe-in-verse/
https://www.powells.com/book/-9780807147344?partnerID=44711
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My poems: a handful of dust 

trying to get back to supernova. 

Like every longing, everything alive. 

How lovely, too, that Nelson’s altogether magnificent Faster Than Light opens with the perfect tryptic of 

epigraphs, straddling two and a half millennia of culture at the boundaries of science, philosophy, art, and 

activism: 

 

For other highlights from The Universe in Verse, savor U.S. Poet Laureate Tracy K. Smith reading her ode to 

the Hubble Space Telescope, astrophysicist Janna Levin reading Maya Angelou’s cosmic clarion call to 

humanity, Amanda Palmer reading Neil Gaiman’s tribute to Rachel Carson, poet Marie Howe reading 

her stirring homage to Stephen Hawking, and Rosanne Cash reading Adrienne Rich’s tribute to Marie Curie. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/05/faster-than-light-marilyn-nelson-

reading/?mc_cid=b6aca43034&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

https://www.powells.com/book/-9780807147344?partnerID=44711
https://www.brainpickings.org/the-universe-in-verse/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/12/tracy-k-smith-life-on-mars/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/12/tracy-k-smith-life-on-mars/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/09/a-brave-and-startling-truth-maya-angelou/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/09/a-brave-and-startling-truth-maya-angelou/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/02/07/after-silence-neil-gaiman-rachel-carson/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/05/22/singularity-marie-howe-stephen-hawking
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/05/02/rosanne-cash-adrienne-rich-marie-curie/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/05/faster-than-light-marilyn-nelson-reading/?mc_cid=b6aca43034&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/05/faster-than-light-marilyn-nelson-reading/?mc_cid=b6aca43034&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.powells.com/book/-9780807147344?partnerID=44711
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Newly-identified blood-sucking leech has been quietly living in American swamps for decades 

By Ben Coxworth 

 

Macrobdella mimicus – not to be confused with the similar-looking but far less exciting Macrobdella decora  

Ian Cook 

VIEW 2 IMAGES 

It may not be a Bigfoot or a Loch Ness Monster, but a somewhat creepy new animal species hasrecently been 

discovered. Named Macrobdella mimicus, it's the first medicinal (human-blood-sucking) leech to be 

described in North America in over 40 years. 

The fun started in 2015, when Anna Phillips – who is the Curator of Parasitic Worms at the Smithsonian's 

National Museum of Natural History – returned from a field expedition with several orange-spotted, olive-

green leeches she'd collected from a Maryland swamp. 

Initially, she thought they were all members of the Macrobdella decora species, which is commonly found 

throughout the northern US. When their DNA was analyzed by National Autonomous University of Mexico 

grad student Ricardo Salas-Montiel, however, it turned out that some of them were different. Upon closer 

examination of those individuals, it was noted that their multiple reproductive pores – known as gonopores 

and accessory pores – were located differently relative to one another. 

https://newatlas.com/author/ben-coxworth/
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Anna Phillips, with a jar of old leeches 

Paul Fetters for Smithsonian 
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In a subsequent field trip to South Carolina, Phillips (pictured above) and her team found more leeches with 

that same pore placement, that had the same DNA as the oddballs from Maryland. When she then went 

through the Smithsonian's collections, she found other examples of the species, which had been identified 

as M. decora when filed away. They had been gathered at locations ranging from Long Island south to 

Georgia, as far back as 1937. 

Anna later found other preserved specimens in collections at the North Carolina Museum of Natural Sciences 

and the Virginia Museum of Natural History, plus she captured new live specimens in Georgia and North 

Carolina. It is now thought that M. mimicus has been occupying "a sliver of the eastern United States" 

between the ranges of two other medicinal leeches, for at least the past several decades. 

"We found a new species of medicinal leech less than 50 miles [80 km] from the National Museum of Natural 

History – one of the world's largest libraries of biodiversity," says Phillips. "A discovery like this makes clear 

just how much diversity is out there remaining to be discovered and documented, even right under scientists' 

noses." 

A paper on the research, which also involved scientists from Canada's Royal Ontario Museum, was recently 

published in the Journal of Parasitology. 

Source: Smithsonian via EurekAlert 

Ben Coxworth 

Based out of Edmonton, Canada, Ben Coxworth has been writing for New Atlas since 2009 and is presently 

Managing Editor for North America. An experienced freelance writer, he previously obtained an English BA 

from the University of Saskatchewan, then spent over 20 years working in various markets as a television 

reporter, producer and news videographer. Ben is particularly interested in scientific innovation, human-

powered transportation, and the marine environment. 

 

https://newatlas.com/macrobdella-mimicus-new-

leech/61107/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=6d6ee49d1b-UA-2235360-

4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-6d6ee49d1b-92970593 

  

https://bioone.org/journals/Journal-of-Parasitology/volume-105/issue-4/18-119/Phylogenetic-Position-and-Description-of-a-New-Species-of-Medicinal/10.1645/18-119.short
https://www.si.edu/
https://www.eurekalert.org/pub_releases/2019-08/s-bdf080819.php
https://newatlas.com/author/ben-coxworth/
https://newatlas.com/macrobdella-mimicus-new-leech/61107/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=6d6ee49d1b-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-6d6ee49d1b-92970593
https://newatlas.com/macrobdella-mimicus-new-leech/61107/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=6d6ee49d1b-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-6d6ee49d1b-92970593
https://newatlas.com/macrobdella-mimicus-new-leech/61107/?utm_source=New+Atlas+Subscribers&utm_campaign=6d6ee49d1b-UA-2235360-4&utm_medium=email&utm_term=0_65b67362bd-6d6ee49d1b-92970593
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Looking for Carolina Maria de Jesus 

For a brief period in the 1960s, the Afro-Brazilian author of the memoir “Child of the Dark” was one of the 

most well-known writers in the world. 

 

Illustration by Bex Glendining 

This story was funded by Longreads Members 

Join and help support great storytelling 

Tarisai Ngangura | Longreads | August 2019 | 18 minutes (4,506 words) 

Here in the favela, almost everyone has a difficult life to live. But I am the only one who writes of what 

suffering is. I do this for the good of the others. 

 —Carolina Maria de Jesus, Quarto de Despejo 

* * * 

In 1960, at the age of 46, Carolina Maria de Jesus published her first book, Quarto de Despejo: Diário de uma 

Favelada (Child of the Dark in English). It’s comprised of diary entries written on scraps of paper and 

assembled into a memoir about life in Canindé, a favela community in the Brazilian city of São Paulo. The 

book sold more than 10,000 copies in less than a week, was eventually translated into 16 languages, and 

distributed in 46 countries, making Carolina Maria one of Brazil’s most widely read authors. And for a while, 

the most famous person in the country.  

Starting in the late 1800s, the very first favelas, known as bairros-africanos, were inhabited by formerly 

enslaved people. Today, the country’s Institute of Geography and Statistics calls them “sub-normal clusters.” 

Favelas lack basic sanitation, electricity, and health facilities and are located primarily in city centers. 

https://longreads.com/2019/08/20/looking-for-carolina-maria-de-jesus/
http://lgions.com/
https://longreads.com/join/?utm_source=looking-for-carolina-mari&utm_medium=banner&utm_content=story-top&utm_campaign=member-promo
https://longreads.com/join/?utm_source=looking-for-carolina-mari&utm_medium=banner&utm_content=story-top&utm_campaign=member-promo
https://twitter.com/FungaiSJ
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After Quarto de Despejo’s instant success, Carolina Maria became a fleeting cause célèbre for the rights of 

favelados. 

Carolina Maria de Jesus was born in the state of Minas Gerais, about 500 miles north of Rio de Janeiro, and 

came into the world some time between 1914 and 1921. Like many Afro-Brazilians born during this time, she 

didn’t have a birth certificate. She grew up with her mother, grandfather, younger brother, and later her 

stepfather in the town of Sacramento, where most homes were small and functional, to guard from rain and 

sun. Her father was a street performer who abandoned the family soon after Carolina Maria was born. Her 

mother cleaned houses and washed clothes for white families who lived on farms bordering the city. She died 

when Carolina Maria was in her early twenties. 

After her mother’s death, Carolina Maria moved around trying to find her footing before settling 

in metropolitan São Paulo. She also made a living cleaning homes for wealthy white Brazilians, but after 

becoming pregnant, she was barred from the house she worked at and forced to move to a favela. She chose 

the neighborhood of Canindé for its proximity to a junkyard, where she sold bags of collected paper and scrap 

iron for pennies. Black people who were lighter skinned were referred to as morenas and morenos and had a 

greater measure of respect and access to more jobs, better restaurants, libraries, and social mobility. Carolina 

Maria, a dark-skinned black woman, was an outsider in more ways than one. 

After the surprise success of Quarto de Despejo, she traveled across Brazil’s states, signing books and giving 

public talks on the dire conditions of favelas. The press called her a rags-to-riches heroine: the one who had 

been born surrounded by garbage and yet became a writer. Carolina Maria became a reluctant (and ultimately 

unwilling) spokesperson for “bootstrap success” — her image vaunted to encourage others to let nothing keep 

them from their dreams. Not crippling debt or inaccessible education. Definitely not hunger, and most 

importantly, not racism. In the years after Carolina Maria’s debut, nine more books followed; six were 

published after her death in 1977. But the renown that came from her first frank writings on poverty wouldn’t 

be repeated.   

 

Kickstart your weekend reading by getting the week’s best Longreads delivered to your inbox every Friday 

afternoon. 

Sign up 

 

In the afterlife of the global slave trade and colonialism, black history is a study of spaces, silences, question 

marks, and asterisks. Growing up in Zimbabwe in the early 2000s, I learned of colonialism as if it had been a 

momentary blip in my country’s history, not a profound interrupting occurrence whose effects would forever 

shape how I moved and saw the world. When I left home for university in Toronto, I learned of Canada’s 

history as a celebrated haven for runaway slaves, but did not hear of Africville, a historically black 

community in Nova Scotia destroyed by provincial and federal negligence. I noticed the same kind of erasure 

when I arrived in Brazil’s city of Salvador, the capital of Bahia state, which I’d chosen to make my home base 

as I started my career in freelance journalism in 2016. 

Of the nearly 5 million Africans brought to the country during the transatlantic slave trade (10 times more 

than brought to North America), the first landed in Salvador, one of the oldest slave ports in the Americas. It’s 

where the Malê revolt erupted, which Brazilian historian João José Reis called “the most significant slave 

revolt in Brazil.”Brazil has more African descendants than any other country in the world except Nigeria — 

almost 51 percent of the nation’s population is black or mixed race. On a national scale, Salvador is the state 

capital with the highest number of Afro-Brazilians, with more than 80 percent of its people identifying as 

black or brown. The cadence and speech of Soteropolitanos (residents of Salvador) is audibly tinged with 

https://longreads.com/newsletter/?utm_source=in-story&utm_medium=banner&utm_campaign=email-signup
https://humanrights.ca/story/the-story-of-africville
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Bantu vocal patterns, and the moda (fashion) would not be out of place in pattern-rich Senegal. Local food is 

stamped with unmistakable West African flavors and beloved street snacks include acarajé, a deep-fried black 

bean bun that is also found in Nigeria and Ghana. Dende oil, an extract from the fruit of oil palms that leaves 

distinct orange marks on clothing, is an integral part of every meal and was also brought over from Africa’s 

West.  

Carolina Maria, a dark-skinned black woman, was an outsider in more ways than one. 

In the months following my arrival, I searched for writers to guide me through Brazil. Yet the authors I 

discovered online and on bookshelves did not reflect the faces I saw around me. When I refined my search, 

specifically noting ‘Afro-Brazilian’ in my digital prompt, I learned about Maria Firmina dos Reis, a 

prominent abolitionist and teacher; Abdias Do Nascimento, the pan-Africanist, playwright, and founder 

of Teatro Experimental do Negro (TEN); and Alzira Rufino, an activist and the first Afro-Brazilian woman to 

create a support service for female survivors of domestic violence. These writers exposed truths about their 

country’s treatment of black people, countering the myth of Brazil’s diverse, racial democracy. I also found 

Carolina Maria de Jesus, whose story was not only compelling, but was also to some degree a reflection of my 

own. I saw familiar breaks and patterns in her thoughts, dreams, doubts, and disappointments.  

Haunted by questions centuries older than her years, Carolina Maria constantly found equilibrium to be out of 

reach, even when it seemed as though she had finally achieved what she longed for. She landed at a 

crossroads so common to the “successful” black creative: a rapid abundance of opportunities contingent on 

total acquiescence, or nothing at all. She achieved renown for a season, then fell into obscurity and back, 

further still, into near poverty.   

It’s been more than 40 years since her death, and I wonder if anything has truly changed for black women 

anywhere who long for their art to be what takes care of them. 

* * * 

In 1962, The New York Times Book Review called Quarto de Despejo “a rarely matched essay on the 

meaning and feeling of hunger, degradation and want.” Carolina Maria’s debut pulled no punches and 

displayed no illusions about life in the favela. There was no long-suffering acceptance of martyrdom because 

a better life lay above. She’d hated where she lived, and even more so she hated those who allowed such 

places to exist. Quarto de Despejo literally translates to “room of garbage.” She wrote about culpability — 

whose fault was it that some people had to live among the garbage? Sometimes she blamed the people 

themselves, who, according to her, were lazy, drunk, vulgar, and illiterate. “I know very well there are 

contemptible people here, persons with perverted souls,” she wrote. This earned her no love from 

progressives, who found her sentiments self-righteous and demeaning to the poor. When she didn’t find fault 

with those around her, she chalked it up to sheer bad luck: “Is there no end to this bitterness of life? I think 

that when I was born I was marked by fate to go hungry.” More often, her mind would circle back to one 

answer — politicians. “When a politician tells us in his speeches that he is on the side of the people, that he is 

only in politics in order to improve our living conditions, he is well aware that touching on these grave 

problems, he will win at the polls,” she wrote. “Afterwards he divorces himself from the people. He looks at 

them with half-closed eyes, and with a pride that hurts us.” This was an entry she wrote on May 20th, 1955, a 

day she found herself particularly hungry and contemplating her place in a world where she was an “object 

banished to the garbage dump.” 

 The 1950s were, on the surface, an auspicious time for Brazil. Under the presidency of Juscelino Kubitschek 

de Oliveira (like Carolina Maria, a mineiro, born in the state of Minas Gerais), the country’s economic and 

political stability grew. Edson Arantes do Nascimento, soon to be known as Pelé, became an international 

soccer star. Bossa nova was born and on its way to becoming one of the country’s most distinctive musical 

innovations, with Johnny Alf’s “Eu e a Brisa” drifting in and out of bars across the country. For Carolina 

https://revistacult.uol.com.br/home/centenario-maria-firmina-dos-reis/
http://antigo.acordacultura.org.br/herois/heroi/abdiasnascimento
http://www.letras.ufmg.br/literafro/autoras/528-alzira-dos-santos-rufino
https://youtu.be/c0CCAldtkfo
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Maria, none of this mattered. The police regularly intimidated, arrested, and detained favela dwellers. 

Corruption was rampant at social services, and social elevation was only possible if she married a white man 

and had lighter-skinned children. All this she wrote in her diaries, sharing her confusion, disgust, and anger. 

In her eyes, to be poor and hungry was an undeserved burden for anyone, and it was a national shame she cast 

a glaring light on. 

* * * 

Carolina Maria had three children, and her only daughter, Vera Eunice Lima de Jesus, born in 1953, is the 

writer’s closest living relative. As the public face of her mother’s literary works, Vera Eunice speaks at 

roundtable discussions where the work is featured, but she doesn’t own the rights to any of it.  

Vera Eunice also accommodates writers like me, who come to her for answers about her mother’s life of 

contrasts. It’s been more than half a century since she lived in Canindé, and while some memories elude her, 

others she recalls as though they happened yesterday. She told me she’d barely turned 7 when fame came 

knocking at their barraco. Made of pieces of discarded timber and asbestos, it was stuffed with bits of plastic 

and paper to act as both insulation and ventilation. Carolina Maria had built it herself. During the summer 

months, it was unbearably hot inside the cramped home, with the asbestos emitting heat all day. São Paulo is 

also known for its torrential rainfall, so when it poured the roof would leak, drenching their two mattresses. In 

that small shack Vera Eunice lived a life stifled by scarcity. “We would eat once a day. My oldest brother was 

a teenager and he was always hungry,” she said.  

These writers exposed truths about their country’s treatment of black people, countering the myth of Brazil’s 

diverse, racial democracy. 

Like her mother’s writing style, Vera Eunice spoke to me in a direct, almost dry way — her voice strong and 

measured. “One day, my mother and I went out to look for food. We were passing this house and a white 

woman came running out and said she had a gift for us. My mother was so happy because we had not been 

able to find anything,” she said. “The gift was wrapped in newspapers so we rushed home and my mother 

quickly tore it open to see what it was. It was a pile of rats.” Carolina Maria had recounted this particular 

interaction in her diaries; it was a moment that scarred both mother and daughter. For the writer, particularly, 

this interaction showed that to outsiders she didn’t simply live amidst garbage, she too was disposable. 

Audálio Dantas, a young journalist working for the newspaper Diário da Noite, spent a week in Canindé in 

1958. He was researching life in the favela for what he hoped would be a story on the recently built 

playground donated by a politician soliciting votes from the poor. As the legend goes, he came across 

Carolina Maria threatening to put some neighbors in her diaries if they didn’t stop mistreating a group of 

children who were having fun on the swings. Intrigued, Dantas asked to see some of her work. He took a 

couple of her entries to his editor, and soon after, excerpts were published in the paper to great fanfare. Dantas 

later became bureau chief of O Cruzeiro, the leading weekly magazine from Rio de Janeiro. Although the 

newspaper exposure led to a book deal for Carolina Maria, it also attracted a barrage of harassment and a 

backlash that was unceasing.   

After the book came out, rumors began to circulate of Carolina Maria’s difficult disposition. Her politics 

during the book’s press tour failed to garner any favor when listeners realized that what she had written about 

sexism, political corruption, and poverty was not mournful musings, but rather her true convictions. She 

found it necessary to call out racial prejudice and in a country whose social stability and national identity was 

built on the idea of colorblindness through race mixing, her words were seen as not only inflammatory, but 

also blatantly false. When the novelty of a published black favelada wore off, the press coverage grew harsh; 

critics from well-known papers resorted to tabloid-like spitefulness. A writer from the paper O Globo called 

her “uncouth.” A literary critic from the largest newspaper in the country, Folha de São Paulo, found her work 
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after Quarto De Despejo to be “pastiche,” and a later article would run in that same paper with the headline, 

“Carolina: Victim or Crazy?” 

In the publishing industry, some writers are allowed to be all the messy parts of themselves, even when their 

behaviors and beliefs border on violent. The perceived strength of their work assures them a mythical cachet 

that leaves them faultless. This free pass was not given to Carolina Maria. She was not allowed to be 

mercurial and received little empathy. Some literary critics and political pundits questioned her competence, 

and she was forced to prove her legitimacy for the duration of her career. Those who want to protect her 

legacy face a similar interrogation. “Look, my mother wrote everything herself. We slept in the same bed and 

every night I would hear her get up to write,” Vera Eunice told me. “If we had no lights she would use 

candles and continue writing.” In 2012, Audálio Dantas talked about the events leading up to the publication 

of the first entries, which became the book Quarto de Despejo. “I had not written a single line. The story was 

in those books,” he said. 

When her first press tour came to an end, Carolina Maria wanted to step away from diaries, to write novels, 

poetry, and to be taken seriously as an author. Her publishers, however, wanted her to keep doing what had 

amazed before. She refused, and for a while, she stuck to her guns, because for the first time she had the 

privilege to say no. Money had come in, and four months after Quarto de Despejo debuted, Carolina Maria 

and her children were able to leave the favela for the middle-class neighborhood of Santana, a 30-minute train 

ride from Canindé.  

* * * 

To support Quarto de Despejo, Carolina Maria traveled so often and so extensively that airport workers would 

hug her at the arrival terminal. “Every day cards come from international editors who want to translate the 

book. Even I am astonished at the impact,” she wrote. She was happy, almost forcefully so. The kind of joy 

that’s laced with fear and doubt but is also desperately hopeful. 

After settling down in Santana, Carolina Maria set about creating a haven for herself and her small family. 

In Canindé they’d lived without electricity, relying on candles when she could afford to buy them. In her new 

home, she put in 14 light fixtures. She bought shoes for Vera Eunice, who had always hated walking barefoot, 

and her two boys, João José and José Carlos stopped acting out. “I used to think João was rude. But now that 

we have food in the house he has transformed,” she wrote in Casa de Alvenaria, her second book, also a diary 

published just under a year after the release ofQuarto de Despejo. “He has left rude João to be nice João. 

Hunger really makes people neurótico.” Memory of life prior to the book was still very clear and so too was 

the relief and gratitude for her new beginnings. As in Canindé, she still woke up before the sun, but now there 

was no hand-wringing as she worried about what she would feed her children. In Santana, when João José, 

José Carlos, and Vera Eunice woke up, they had breakfast with bread and their tea with milk and sugar. Once 

the children left for school, she would begin preparations for lunch, then dinner. She didn’t have to beg from 

people’s homes anymore or dig through the garbage, fearful of eating something dosed with poison by store 

owners attempting to dissuade favelados from searching for food. Carolina Maria could now go out to the 

butcher and choose any cut of meat that she wanted. She bought fresh fruit and vegetables from the market. 

“My life is now velvet. Now I have food. I have a house. I have things to wear,” she wrote.  

When the novelty of a published black favelada wore off, the press coverage grew harsh; critics from well-

known papers resorted to tabloid-like spitefulness. 

Carolina Maria could have chosen to write only the good things that came her way when she left the favela, 

but in Casa de Alvenaria, she wrote about her new life as bluntly as she had about her old one. She saw just 

how inflexible the middle-class reality was to her presence. The white maid she had hired constantly made it 

known that she believed their roles should be reversed, and Carolina Maria made note of her complaints: “My 

God in the sky. This is the end of the world. God is punishing me. The world has capsized. I, a white person, 
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have a black boss.” Her new neighbors treated her with contempt and saw her presence as an eyesore. “I am 

sad and not content because when something happens here, everyone always blames my children,” she wrote. 

Outside of her problems at home, she also had trouble opening a bank account because she didn’t have the 

proper ID. She opened a joint account with Dantas, who was now not only her editor but also her agent. She 

had money, but anti-blackness does not dissolve with improved social status. It stings differently, but is 

noticeable all the same.  

While many critics saw Casa de Alvenaria as the inconsequential ramblings of someone with no direction, it 

was here I saw Carolina Maria most clearly. She was painfully aware of what both the press and her peers 

thought and said about her, so she attempted to tread the tightrope carefully. She knew people were watching 

and wilfully betting on her failure, so she wanted to write without risking the welfare of her children. “I am 

not crazy about this idea of writing my diary based off my actual life now. I am writing against the rich. They 

are powerful and they can destroy me,” she agonized.  

Her first book had kicked up the reactionary dust of white guilt, and she tried to settle what her words had 

stirred up, while making it known that her success did not end social inequality. Carolina Maria had written 

her second book while caring for her three children, showing up to book signings, pleasing her agent and 

publisher, and trying to maintain her own sense of self. She was exhausted. “Due to the success of my book I 

am now regarded as a bill of exchange. A representation of profit. A gold mine,” she wrote in Casa de 

Alvenaria. The freedom money should have purchased now felt like a cruel joke, and her feelings of despair 

culminated in one of the saddest thoughts present in her known works: “Looking at the sky, if I had wings I 

would lift my children up there, one at a time, and never again return to the earth.” She had few friends and 

those who came to see her would ask for money, which she usually gave. Carolina Maria had done what 

we’ve all been told needs to be done to be a good citizen, to be happy and fulfilled, far away from hardship: 

She had worked hard. And now here she was, uncomfortable in her own brick house.  

* * * 

Carolina Maria de Jesus passed away in 1977 in Parelheiros, three hours from Santana and Canindé. She had 

moved there almost a decade earlier, after she could no longer afford to live in Santana. It was a poor, rural 

neighborhood on the periphery of São Paulo, known for its heavy pollution. She died from respiratory 

complications, exacerbated by the industrial waste sites surrounding her home. 

When memorializing her life, the writer of her obituary in Jornal do Brasil called her vassoura de papel — a 

paper scavenger. This was in reference to her work collecting scrap paper and iron, which she’d had to start 

again after she moved. She’d kept writing and financed the three books published before her death with the 

royalties from her first book. But she died poor. Not like how she started, but not how she should have been. 

Carolina Maria had signed a financially crippling contract and she saw very little of the money received from 

the international licensing of her books.  

‘Looking at the sky, if I had wings I would lift my children up there, one at a time, and never again return to 

the earth.’ 

For Tom Farias, author of Carolina: Uma Biografia, a book on the writer released in 2017, Carolina Maria 

deserves to be highlighted in the same Brazilian canon as Jorge Amado, Clarice Lispector, and Paulo Coelho. 

“She was more than just her diaries, she wrote plays, songs, and poetry. She was an artist,” he said. 

Since her death, she has been often acknowledged during Novembro Negro — Brazil’s Black History Month, 

when the achievements of living and dead Afro-Brazilian leaders are brought center stage. But on a day-to-

day basis, it’s mostly other black women who have kept her memory alive. In Salvador, Denise Ribeiro taught 

a popular class at Universidade do Estado Da Bahia (UNEB) on the social relevance of Quarto de Despejo in 

2008. A health and nutrition professor and former coordinator for the Municipal Health Secretariat of 

Salvador, she’s spent more than three decades studying health from a myriad of perspectives, with a focus on 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 500  october  2019 
 

 

59 

black feminism, traditional communities, and African spirituality. In her home, the names of well-known 

Afro-Brazilian women authors lined the spines of her library: Fatima Oliveira, Djamila Ribeiro, and 

Conceição Evaristo, alongside other voices from the diaspora such as Toni Morrison, Angela Davis, Alice 

Walker, Audre Lorde, and Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie. Carolina Maria was a fitting addition among the 

company of black women whose work forced the world to center blackness, even when it seemed 

inconceivable. “Carolina Maria had such a hard life and so much happened to her in that time,” Ribeiro told 

me. “Because I teach health, her book was so relevant to the things that affect the way black people live, and 

the reality is that her life is the life of so many people today. Nothing has changed at all.”  

Not that long ago, in March 2018, Marielle Franco, a queer Afro-Brazilian city councillor from Rio de 

Janeiro, was assassinated in her car just hours after speaking at an event for black women’s empowerment. 

Franco was born in Complexo da Maré, a Rio neighborhood made up of 16 favelas. It’s considered one of the 

largest communities in the city with almost 150,000 residents. In 2017 and 2018, more than 40 young people, 

the majority of them black and under 24, were killed during police raids in Maré, which happen frequently. In 

May of this year, eight people were left dead after another police operation in the area, which forced children 

to search for cover so they wouldn’t be struck by bullets. Access to electricity remains a problem with many 

using what’s locally known as gato, or cat. This device, made up of manually inserted wires, is attached to 

city electrical supplies and it diverts energy toward the overlooked favelas. Six years ago, the monetary 

amount of the diverted electricity came to $500 million in U.S. dollars. Prone to explosions, gatos are 

dangerous creations, but for many families, it is too expensive to get onto the formal electrical grid. Carolina 

Maria faced the same dilemma while living in Canindé during the 1950s. 

* * * 

Stories of black women creators whose work shook the world but who died underappreciated never cease to 

raise in me a familiar madness and a self-contained rage. It’s a hollow pain and a fear that hovers over my 

own hopes and dreams. But there is also a separate, wild appreciation for the existence of things deemed 

impossible. It is utter madness that Carolina Maria was able to write books at all, and it is madness that she 

made it enough for a girl from Zimbabwe to one day discover her work and see herself. In Carolina Maria’s 

writings, I saw a life that was lived even when living felt more like fighting. 

During my last conversation with Vera Eunice she asked me to help her petition for a Carolina Maria de Jesus 

archive in the southern city of Curitiba. She also wanted my help collecting original print photographs of her 

mother because she has none. Most are in the hands of Dantas’s grandchildren. “Dantas took a lot of pictures 

of my mother,” she said. “Before he died we had been negotiating about his giving them to me, and now it’s 

even harder.” When I reached out to the Dantas estate to ask about the photographs of Carolina Maria, his 

executor did not offer a response. 

In one of the most recognizable shots I found of Carolina Maria online, she is looking directly at the camera, 

head slightly tilted to the side. Her black skin, deep and smooth, her hair under a loosely tied headwrap. She 

spent most of her life unseen, living in shadows, and even when the light came, it didn’t brighten as much it 

blinded. She was the mirror, and what she reflected about her world was so startling it took time to properly 

process what she had released. When the noise died down, her unexpected work became an appalling 

reminder of a reality many would have rather just forgotten. In this picture, it’s as if she knew that she would 

not have many opportunities to really be seen, so she made it count. She looks determined, a little sad, a little 

proud. She was still, and for a moment she forced us to be still. Without anyone expecting it, a woman from 

the favela wrote a book that read an entire nation. 

  

* * * 
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Tarisai Ngangura is a journalist and photographer. She documents black lives around the globe — their 

histories, legacies and movements. Her work has appeared in Rolling Stone, Jezebel, The New York Times, 

The Globe and Mail, New York Magazine, Hazlitt, VICE and Catapult. 

Editor: Danielle A. Jackson 

Copy editor: Jacob Z. Gross 

Fact checker: Samantha Schuyler 
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On Victor Hugo’s Posthumous Career as a Religious Prophet 

How The Author of Les Misérables Became a Fixture of Cao Dai 

By Abby Walthausen 

 

August 21, 2019 

Ask a French reader about the legacy of Victor Hugo and you might get an answer strikingly different from an 

American rundown of works that have been adapted for Broadway and Disney. You might hear instead 

about Les Contemplations, a well-respected, well-loved collection of poems he wrote for his favorite 

daughter, Léopoldine, mostly after her accidental death by drowning. Ask someone in Southern Vietnam, and 

you might hear about Les Châtiments, a poetry volume about the injustices of Louis-Napoleon and the plight 

of the poor, one that helped inspire Vietnamese intellectuals of the 20th century to action against their French 

colonizers. 

But if you ask an adherent of the Vietnamese religion Cao Dai, you may get a different answer still—that 

Hugo’s legacy lies in the text of the séances he used to contact Léopoldine, and the prophecies that came to 

him there about a great new pan-religious faith that was to emerge in Asia in the coming century. 

In Garden Grove, California stands a scaled-down replica of the great temple of Tay Ninh, Vietnam. The 

worshipers, dressed in white robes, are mostly immigrants from Southern Vietnam, but the motifs of the 

building come from an intricate mix of eastern and western traditions. Inside, the ceiling is painted with blue 

clouds and a hall of candy pink columns wrapped with dragons leads to an altar featuring figures of the “three 

teachings”—Buddha, Confucius and Lao Tzu. Jesus is pictured too, a familiar Western interloper, but Victor 

Hugo is especially jarring, decked out in the costume of the Académie française. 

Hugo is not pictured among the spiritual leaders, but instead appears in a mural at the building’s entrance, 

writing the words “Dieu et Humanite, Amour et Justice” on a celestial tablet beside Chinese political leader 

https://lithub.com/author/abbywalthausen/
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Sun Yat-Sen and Vietnamese poet Trang Trinh. This image is so surprising that it is often mischaracterized: 

Hugo was not a god, nor was he worshipped, but his place in the religion is neither random or naive. When 

Hugo was inducted into the nascent religion of Cao Dai in the 1920s he was seen as a prophet, and his role 

has shifted according to the needs of believers ever since. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

But how did the author insinuate himself into a faith that was not formed until 42 years after his death? 

In part because of the humanistic ideals he stood for in his writing and in part because he accidentally made 

himself a kindred spirit to the needs and searchings of youth living under colonial regime. In different 

centuries, both Hugo and the Cao Dai founders used séance not for purely symbolic reasons, but as a practical 

tool for affirming their beliefs and identities. 

Hugo’s unexpected, posthumous ascendance in the Cao Dai religion was born from the best themes of his 

work: the dissent in his political writing, the love in his poems, and the humanism in his fiction. 

In 1853, during a period of political exile on the island of Jersey, and shortly after the death of his daughter 

Léopoldine, Victor Hugo turned to séances to relieve both grief and the boredom that came from isolation 

from his Parisian milieu. Although the séances themselves were painstakingly interpreted by counting taps 

that corresponded to the sequence of the alphabet, Hugo recorded loose transcripts after the fact, from 

memory. He contacted Léopoldine first but also used “table turning” to converse with historical figures from 

Hannibal to Galileo. But his most pressing concern was to contact literary giants and to solicit advice about 

the place of a writer in the afterlife. 

His opener to Shakespeare was about Cervantes, who died on the same day as him—did they meet and what 

did they discuss en route to heaven? Shakespeare has a lot to say about time in heaven working differently 

and politely dodges the question. But Hugo’s more urgent line of questioning has to do with posterity, about 

the audience a writer can expect after death, on earth and in heaven. Here is where Hugo gets his takeaway: it 

is not Shakespeare, but the spirit of Death himself who tells him to hold back his works with the expectation 

that they be released along a staggered timeline, once every ten years after his death. Hugo followed the 

advice and it kept him in the publishing game from his death in 1885 until 1951, another 65 years. 

Just like he distributed his work evenly through future decades, he also spent some of his Jersey exile 

distributing his work illegally through France. He sent copies of his diatribe against Napoleon III and the 

Second French Empire, Napoleon-le-Petit, back to his homeland printed on extra thin pages and smuggled in 

hay bales, sardine tins, and even hollow busts of Napoleon himself. And it was this stand against an imperial 

ruler by which he smuggled himself into the minds of Vietnamese civil servants grappling with the injustices 

of French colonialism. But if his obsession with posterity and self-promotion are one reason for Hugo’s 

perpetual notoriety, his unexpected, posthumous ascendance in the Cao Dai religion was also born from the 

best themes of his work: the dissent in his political writing, the love in his poems for Léopoldine, and the 

humanism in his fiction. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

The text of Hugo’s séances was not published until the 20th century and reached French Indochina (now 

Vietnam) in 1925, the year before the formation of Cao Dai. The faith was founded by a generation of 

intellectuals raised under the French school system, one which was notorious for beginning educational 

materials not just in France but in all the far-flung colonial holdings with the phrase “nos ancêtres les 

gaulois.” These words, “our ancestors the Gauls,” assumed for students an ethnically French ancestry and 

erased those who could not claim Gallic blood. 

During this period, the Confucian education system was thrown out, students were expected to write in the 

romanized version of the Vietnamese alphabet, and their exposure to literature and culture was centered 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 500  october  2019 
 

 

63 

squarely on French achievement. In his novel School Days, Patrick Chamoiseau writes about his own 

education in the French colony of Martinique and the arrogance of teachers who outlawed patois while 

proselytizing the glory of French culture. “When he lectured he was addressing not us alone but the whole 

world. A select member of the human condition, he loomed over us in the solitude of that responsibility, and 

without really seeing us, or even taking us into account, he beat the barbarians of this earth over the head with 

the gospel of universal values.” 

Hugo became a comforting presence and regular at séances, dictating poems and prayers for transcription, 

offering encouragement to fight against imperialist rule, and reiterating his prophecy that the next great world 

religion was on the horizon. 

It is just this arrogance of the school system that USC anthropologist Janet Hoskins argues made Victor Hugo 

into one of the religion’s first spiritual advisors. When a group of young civil servants in Saigon began 

rebelling against strict French authority through experimentation with Eastern and Western styles of séance, 

Hugo’s spirit surfaced out of natural affinity—they had grown up steeped in the literature and admired him 

because of his ideals of justice, anti-imperialism, spiritual unity. 

In contacting him through the spirit world, they were able to cut out the hypocritical middle-man of the 

French colonist and access the humanity that they saw in Hugo’s work and in the French ideals of “liberté, 

égalité, fraternité,” which were so absent under colonial rule. Furthermore, the text of his original Jersey 

séances was full of more than just the French ideals that founders hoped to access—they were also full of 

prophesy of a new religion: one that meshed heaven and hell, east and west, life and death. 

In 1927, Pham Cong Tac, a customs officer who had been educated in the French system and steeped in 

Hugo’s work, was transferred to Cambodia because his interest in séances was seen as a threat to his French 

employers. It was shortly after this disciplinary measure and after the death of his young son that Victor Hugo 

first began sending messages to Tac. Most certainly Tac had read Chez Victor Hugo: Les Tables Tournantes 

de Jersey, which was reviewed upon its 1925 publication in newspapers at which many of his peers worked, 

and almost as certainly, the similarities in situation—exile, death of a child—were not lost on Tac. Hugo 

became a comforting presence and regular at séances, dictating poems and prayers for transcription, offering 

encouragement to fight against imperialist rule, and reiterating his prophecy that the next great world religion 

was on the horizon. 

By 1931, he had made himself a fixture so much that two Cao Dai adherents were appointed Hugo’s “spiritual 

children.” Tran Quang Vinh was said to be the reincarnation of Hugo’s son François-Victor, while Dang 

Trung Chu took on Charles Hugo’s spirit. So through this, the young religion claimed a direct link to the 

“gauloise ancestry” that had been forced on its adherents during their education. But by 1949, in the midst of 

the Indochina War which liberated Vietnam from the French, Hugo’s role in the religion had changed. As a 

representative of the good of French culture, he was “indigenized” with a Vietnamese spiritual lineage. Tac 

proclaimed that Victor Hugo was actually the reincarnation of 18th-century Vietnamese poet Nguyen Du. 

Today, Hugo is still featured prominently in the Tay Ninh temple and in the many others that replicate its 

motifs—and though séances and thus direct contact have been banned in the religion since 1975, he is now 

considered the head of foreign mission. 
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Noon mass at a Cao Dai 

temple. Photo via Wikimedia Commons 

And the overseas mission is doing just fine without Hugo’s direct input by way of séances. The religion, as it 

is now, has the feel of an Eastern unitarianism; the headlines are tolerance, pluralism. At the Garden Grove 

Cao Dai temple in southern California, I was welcomed warmly, taught the motions for participation, and told 

to “pray my thoughts.” After the service, over a free and heaping plate of vegetarian pho, the two English 

speakers present—college students who had joined their mom to pay respects to their father at the shrine—

told me that they don’t know anything about Victor Hugo, but reassured me I don’t need to either: the part of 

the religion that matters is the left eye of God, which hovers above all the other figures and represents the 

sacred that exists within each person. 
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On the other side of town, at the Anaheim Cao Dai center, two scholars of the faith passed cake around at 

their book release party. They discussed striking a balance between the esoteric, the exoteric, self-

improvement. Dr. Hung Bui quoted Tennyson on being lifted from the evolutionary impulse to live in a way 

that is not “red in tooth and claw.” Ultimately, it is a religion with a humanistic approach, and its deep 

connection with literary figures—Shakespeare and Li Po and Pearl S Buck have also made their way into the 

pantheon of spiritual advisors—is just one more manifestation of that. 

Cao DaieducationFranceNapoleonReligionVictor HugoVietnam 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Abby Walthausen 

Abby Walthausen’s writing has appeared in The Public Domain Review, The Paris Review Daily, The 

Atlantic, Zocalo Public Square, Atlas Obscura, Common-place, Mutha, Extra Crispy, and LARB. Fictional 

work has been published by Gigantic,Vol. 1 Brooklyn, the Made in LA anthology, and is forthcoming in 

Sycamore Review, and Santa Monica Review. She lives in Echo Park, Los Angeles where she guides a tour 

about 20th-century printmaker Paul Landacre, and is at work on a novel, St. Cyr. 

 

https://lithub.com/on-victor-hugos-posthumous-career-as-a-religious-prophet/ 

  

https://lithub.com/tag/cao-dai/
https://lithub.com/tag/education/
https://lithub.com/tag/france/
https://lithub.com/tag/napoleon/
https://lithub.com/tag/religion/
https://lithub.com/tag/victor-hugo/
https://lithub.com/tag/vietnam/
https://lithub.com/author/abbywalthausen/
https://lithub.com/on-victor-hugos-posthumous-career-as-a-religious-prophet/
https://lithub.com/author/abbywalthausen/
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THE 7 MOST SUSPENSEFUL JURY VERDICTS IN LITERATURE AND FILM 

For courtroom drama, there's no topping a good jury verdict. 

BY HANK PHILLIPPI RYAN 

VIA FORGE 

 

 

So there we all were, packed into the media holding pen at some hotel in Providence, Rhode Island. For four 

days in June of 1985, we’d all been trapped in legal limbo,  watching a TV monitor of the courtroom across 

the street and waiting for the verdict in the Claus Von Bulow murder retrial. Did the sinister Von Bulow 

actually murder his heiress wife Sunny by injecting her with insulin? That life and death decision was in the 

hands of the jury, and as a reporter, I had already written two stories. Both ready to go on the air. One if the 

jury found him guilty, and one if the verdict was not guilty. 

Waiting for a verdict is the essence of suspense: there are only two outcomes. Either is devastating for 

someone. 

As I wrote my new thriller The Murder List, I kept thinking about the good guys. At every trial, the 

prosecution thinks they’re the good guy, right? The valiant protector of the public and the vanquisher of evil. 

And yet, the defense attorneys think they’re the good guys, too. The noble protectors of the individual, and 

intrepid guardians of the innocent. 

But how can they both be the good guys? And how does someone choose which “good guy” side to be on? 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

And for lawyers, when that verdict comes in—-as the audience and the reporters and the defendant hold their 

breath–it’s not only the life of the defendant/client that’s on the line, it’s their own career. In one sense, it’s all 

about winning. But as law student Rachel North discovers in The Murder List, there are surprising ways to 

manipulate the legal system to get that win. 

https://crimereads.com/author/hankphillipiryan/
https://us.macmillan.com/books/9781250197238
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In books and movies, authors have relished that heart-clenching moment, the moment that the jury files in and 

says “We have a verdict, Your Honor.”  They hand a piece of paper to the judge. The judge opens it. Reads it. 

That’s the instant the judge knows something that no one else but judge and jury know. The fate of another 

human being. 

In books and movies, the verdict may come at the beginning, at the middle, or at the end. Whichever way, it’s 

the moment we wait for, the moment we can’t predict, and the moment we wonder: what would we do if we 

were on the jury? Is it fair, is it right, did the good guys win?  And who are the good guys anyway? 

Were you holding your breath at the verdicts in any of these top seven classic books and movies? 

 

Barry Reed, The Verdict 

Barry Reed’s classic legal thriller, set in Boston and a perfect Boston courtroom (actually the statehouse), and 

driven by the desperation of sad-sack lawyer Frank Galvin (indelibly played in the movie version by Paul 

Newman) and the sensationally sinister James Mason as Edward Concannon (in a role that’s just as timely 

now as it was then.)  Galvin begins as a drunken has-been, and winds up a David versus the Goliath of the 

health-care hierarchy and the Catholic Church. Who can forget the tiny but pivotal role Lindsay Crouse 

played, a defeated mouse on the witness stand, with the classic line “I wanted to be a nurse. Who are these 

people?” 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

When the verdict comes in, we all know justice can work. 
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Agatha Christie, Witness for the Prosecution 

How can it be that this is suspenseful every single time? In the movie, or in the play, Agatha 

Christie‘s  riveting storytelling and devious courtroom misdirection lure us into rooting for the good guy. We 

understand exactly what happened, we hiss and cheer in all the right places. But, oh. Were we wrong or 

what?  (When the movie premiered, a slide came up after the end, saying: The management of this theatre 

suggests that for the greater entertainment of your friends who have not yet seen the picture, you will not 

divulge, to anyone, the secret of the ending of Witness for the Prosecution.) 

 

A Few Good Men 
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 We truly can’t predict what will happen in this court-martial of two poor sap Marines. When military justice 

is injected into the equation, the whole legal balance veers out of control.  Screenwriter Aaron Sorkin gives us 

that fabulous-at-the-moment and now almost clichéd line from Jack Nicholson to Tom Cruise: “You can’t 

handle the truth!” But when the verdict comes we can, indeed, handle it. And then, jaw-droppingly, maybe we 

can’t. 

 

Meyer Levin, Compulsion 

We already know the first verdict when this true-crime book by Meyer Levin and movie begin: Loeb and 

Leopold, louche Chicago socialite 20-somethings, have been found guilty of murdering little Bobby Franks, 

simply to see what it feels like, and if they could commit the perfect crime. The verdict Clarence Darrow is 

going for (and of course in the movie he’s Orson Welles) is whether they’ll be given the death penalty. The 

question that’s put to jury is not one of innocence or guilt, but whether human beings are civilized. 
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Harper Lee, To Kill a Mockingbird 

If you haven’t read this book, if you haven’t seen the movie, they are two different illustrations of the same 

thing. When the legal system is perverted, and juries are racist, and truth is situational, then the verdict will be 

poisoned. And yet, those people in the courtroom audience, those who are forced to sit up in the balcony, they 

understand real justice. And in Harper Lee’s book and the 1962 movie—they get to their feet in honor of it. It 

brings tears to my eyes even to describe that scene. If you haven’t read it or seen it, go now. 

  

12 Angry Men 
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It won the Edgar for Best Screenplay in 1957. Talk about good guys and bad guys: we see inside the jury, a 

room of men with no names, and watch take part in the seething tensions and personal prejudices as they 

argue and rationalize and persuade their way to the verdict.  It’s still powerful, it still works, and it’s so 

compelling that each time you still wonder–maybe the verdict will be different. 

 

 

 

 

Reversal of Fortune 

https://crimereads.com/the-7-most-suspenseful-jury-verdicts-in-literature-and-film/reversal-of-fortune/
https://crimereads.com/the-7-most-suspenseful-jury-verdicts-in-literature-and-film/reversal-of-fortune-book/
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 Whether the book by Alan Dershowitz, or the movie starring Jeremy Irons, this is a spellbinding story. Claus 

Von Bulow had already been convicted of killing wife Sunny, but when that trial’s verdict was reversed on 

appeal, the state brought the murder case against him again. 

How does a savvy lawyer defend someone he thinks is guilty? Does that make him a good guy or a bad guy? 

As Claus himself famously says: “You have no idea.” A brilliant deep dive into the legal system, Reversal of 

Fortune is an inside look at the imbalance between prosecution and defense. And how, by strategy or 

research, or the sheer power of belief, lives can change. In real life, when the verdict in the trial was read, an 

audience member fainted. 

Yes, that is me in that photo, questioning Claus van Bulow all those years ago at the Providence courthouse. 

Am I pursuing him? Or the truth? And which of us is the good guy? 

In THE MURDER LIST, a powerful prosecutor and a brilliant defense attorney facing off in a gruesome 

murder case must do battle for the legal soul of an ambitious young law student—each trying to convince her 

to join them on the good guy side. What they don’t know: she’s already chosen a side. Her own. 

It’s a cat and mouse and cat game—but which one is the mouse? The verdict will be yours. 

A Few Good MenAgatha ChristieCompulsionForge BooksHank Phillippi RyanHarper LeeJuryMeyer 

LevinReversal of FortuneThe Murder ListThe VerdictverdictWitness for the Prosecution 

 

 

 

Hank Phillippi Ryan 

HANK PHILLIPPI RYAN is the on-air investigative reporter for Boston's WHDH-TV, winning 34 EMMYs 

and dozens more journalism honors. Nationally bestselling author of 10 mysteries, Ryan's also an award-

winner in her second profession—with five Agathas, two Anthonys, two Macavitys, the Daphne, and Mary 

Higgins Clark Award. National reviews have called Hank a "master at crafting suspenseful mysteries" and "a 

superb and gifted storyteller.” Her novels are in Library Journal's Best of 2014, 2015 and 2016. Hank’s 

newest book is the acclaimed psychological suspense thriller The Murder List.  Hank’s a founder of MWA 

University and past president of National Sisters in Crime. 

 

 

 

https://crimereads.com/the-7-most-suspenseful-jury-verdicts-in-literature-and-film/ 

  

https://crimereads.com/tag/a-few-good-men/
https://crimereads.com/tag/agatha-christie/
https://crimereads.com/tag/compulsion/
https://crimereads.com/tag/forge-books/
https://crimereads.com/tag/hank-phillippi-ryan/
https://crimereads.com/tag/harper-lee/
https://crimereads.com/tag/jury/
https://crimereads.com/tag/meyer-levin/
https://crimereads.com/tag/meyer-levin/
https://crimereads.com/tag/reversal-of-fortune/
https://crimereads.com/tag/the-murder-list/
https://crimereads.com/tag/the-verdict/
https://crimereads.com/tag/verdict/
https://crimereads.com/tag/witness-for-the-prosecution/
https://crimereads.com/author/hankphillipiryan/
https://crimereads.com/the-7-most-suspenseful-jury-verdicts-in-literature-and-film/
https://crimereads.com/author/hankphillipiryan/
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How Overeating Changes the Brain 

This is a guest post by Professor Juan M. Dominguez and is reposted with permission from his blog at 

Psychology Today. Dominguez is a behavioral neuroscient and professor of psychology at the University of 

Texas-Austin. His research focuses on the neural-endocrine regulation of motivated behaviors and associated 

disorders like addiction; using mating behavior as a prototypic model to better understand motivation and 

associated disorders, especially the neuroendocrinological factors that regulate depression and addiction; the 

neuroendocrine underpinnings of gender differences in response to drugs of abuse. 

Photo: University of Texas-Austin 

New research shows a high-fat diet changes the brain and promotes overeating 

Juan M. Dominguez, PhD 

Are you wondering if this afternoon’s cheesecake is going to change your body? While most of us imagine it 

changing our waistline, few wonder whether it also changes the brain. But it does, and a recently published 

study (Rossi, 2019) shows us how. 

The idea that the brain influences nearly everything we do should not be surprising; whom we like, how we 

feel, and even what we eat is affected by brain activity. Lying deep at the base of our brain lives a group of 

cells that comprise the hypothalamus. The hypothalamus orchestrates control over several behaviors related to 

the survival of the species; behaviors that, as I often tell my students, comprise the four F’s of hypothalamic 

regulation — fighting, fleeing, feeding, and mating. 

Like most brain regions, the hypothalamus is divided into smaller structures; these are frequently named using 

words that point to directionality. Consider, for example, the lateral hypothalamus. Its name implies that it 

resides in the lateral portion of the hypothalamus, or away from the middle. Those of us interested in 

motivated behaviors know that to study the brain’s influence over feeding you will inevitably cross paths with 

the lateral hypothalamus. This is because the structure is crucial to facilitating or increasing eating. It does this 

by modulating metabolism, digestion, insulin secretion, and taste sensation, to name a few factors. The lateral 

hypothalamus is also highly conserved across species and thus suitable for modeling various aspects of human 

eating behavior. So when you think increased eating, think increased activity in your lateral hypothalamus. 

This relationship was first evidenced in early non-human animal studies, which showed that rodents with 

damage to their lateral hypothalamus often refused to eat and, conversely, as one might expect, stimulating or 

activating this region elicited insatiable eating. The idiosyncrasies of the link between eating and the lateral 

hypothalamus have since been extensively studied and these details are beyond the scope of our discussion. 

Rest assured, however, that many excellent behavioral neuroscientists have dedicated an immeasurable 

number of hours to informing our understanding of how the lateral hypothalamus mediates eating and food 

https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/experts/juan-m-dominguez-phd
https://liberalarts.utexas.edu/psychology/faculty/jmd3342
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/deception
https://www.psychologytoday.com/us/basics/mating
https://speakingofresearch.files.wordpress.com/2019/08/professor-juan-dominguez.png
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reward. The article by Rossi and colleagues does just that, by showing how overeating remodels the lateral 

hypothalamus and how these changes then impact how we eat. 

By combining a variety of cellular techniques, the experimenters examined whether a high-

fat diet altered gene expression of cells in the lateral hypothalamus. The experiment was designed to compare 

gene expression of cells in mice receiving a high-fat diet versus those receiving a normal diet. They 

discovered altered gene expression as a result of obesity in a variety of cells within the lateral hypothalamus. 

However, the strongest obesity-induced genetic changes occurred in cells containing a protein called vesicular 

glutamate transporter type-2. Generally, these cells use a fast-acting excitatory brain chemical called 

glutamate. They examined these cells further and discovered that they are responsive to sugar consumption; 

however, the magnitude of response depended on the animals’ motivational state: How much food the animal 

wanted impacted how responsive the cells were to sugar. 

Pre-feeding the mice (low-motivational state) or introducing a 24-hour fasting condition (high-motivational 

state) before the experiment controlled motivation for food. The excitatory cells in the lateral hypothalamus of 

animals in the low motivational state (not hungry) experienced greater activation after sugar consumption 

than in animals that were fasting. This shows that food satiety influences the reward encoding for food 

occurring within the lateral hypothalamus. 

What was most interesting about the coding profile of these excitatory cells was that a high-fat diet also 

altered their response rate. Namely, cells of animals on a regular diet maintained their ability to detect sugar 

consumption, but cells in mice on a high-fat diet became progressively less responsive to sugar; thus, the 

change in the brain. 

These findings are novel and exciting, as they show that a high-fat diet alters encoding for a food reward in 

individual cells in the lateral hypothalamus. Moreover, we now see that a chronic high-fat diet modifies the 

lateral hypothalamus by deterring their neural response and thus weakening an endogenous “brake” on eating. 

In other words, a high-fat diet may change your brain to promote overeating. 

References 

Rossi MA, Basiri ML, McHenry JA, Kosyk O, Otis JM, van den Munkhof HE, Bryois J, Hübel C, Breen G, 

Guo W, Bulik CM, Sullivan PF, Stuber GD. (2019) Obesity remodels activity and transcriptional state of a 

lateral hypothalamic brake on feeding. Science. 364(6447):1271-1274. 
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From “Alcohologues” 

by Hilda Hilst 

Issue no. 207 (Winter 2013) 

The coat of Italian red eyes me. Wool 

Unraveling from abuse, 

Creased and spent at the armpits. 

The front bares smudges living 

Variable, distinct 

Because when I pull on my high boots 

Towards dawn, or when I hop into them quickly 

At dusk, I always fall on my face. 

Life is who puts me on my feet. And thirst. 

And saliva. The tongue looks for that taste 

Of golden dryness, and caresses the lips 

Drooling shamelessly onto my coat. 

It is good and gentle my coat of Italian red 

Sometimes it cries: ah, if only you remembered me 

In your prolixity. Wash me, hilda. 

—Translated from the Portuguese by Julia Powers 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

 Hilda Hilst’s “Ten Overtures to the Beloved,” published in Issue 225, Summer 2018? 

 Ana Luísa Amaral on the difficulty of translating Emily Dickinsoninto Portuguese.  

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=acd8282991&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=acd8282991&e=d538c8f2e0
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF ACADEMIC MYSTERIES, CAMPUS THRILLERS, AND RESEARCH NOIR 

The cloistered, high-pressure world of academia has always been a perfect setting for crime fiction. 

AUGUST 29, 2019 BY MOLLY ODINTZ 

 

 

Academia is brutal, even without a murder. Adjuncts spend hours on the road for little pay and no health care; 

research grants get smaller each year as the competition for resources grows tighter, graduate departments 

exploit labor without providing opportunities, and tuition (and student debt) are ever increasing. And in this 

land of broken dreams, misplaced cash, and vicious competition, springs the Academic Mystery, and it’s 

closely related cousin, Research Noir. 

A history of the academic mystery mirrors the rise and fall of academia itself, and particularly, women’s place 

within academia. The more women who have become academics, the lower the status of their profession and 

the size of their salaries (see computer science for an exercise in the reverse: computer programmers, once 

primarily a profession of low-paid women, has morphed into a high-status, high-salary job as the profession 

has become coded…get it?…as male).   

Early academic mysteries are concerned with fighting for a place for women within academia, and more 

broadly, for women’s right to live as intellectuals. Academic mysteries from the 70s and 80s often featured 

female professors at the top of their game, with jobs that were a clear result of hard work and education, yet 

with plenty of jealous and old-fashioned colleagues waiting for the slightest misstep to swoop and say “I told 

you so.” The elegant mysteries of the late millennium, in contrast, were tinged with a dawning realization that 

academia might be in trouble; the jobs that women educators had earned weren’t as stable as those that 

previous generations of male colleagues had vacated, while ever-higher tuition rates translated into ever-lower 

returns. 

https://crimereads.com/author/molly-odintz/
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And, in the new millennium, a burst of psychological thrillers have chronicled academia’s modern-day 

implosion, bowled over by school shootings, sexual harassment, rising tuition, low returns for intellectual 

investments, and a narrowing vision of access to the ivory tower, based more on privilege than merit. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

The less access we have to elite institutions, the more we rely on fiction to provide us with a behind-the-doors 

scene. The university system may be imperiled, but it still represents, in its most elite institutions, access to a 

level of power unimaginable to the ordinary American attending a public university or community college 

(Hook ‘em horns!). Perhaps the fact that we can all access the most restricted halls of privilege through crime 

fiction is yet another key to the academic mystery’s enduring appeal, and continued relevance. How else are 

you gonna learn about Skull and Bones? 

Academia increasingly resembles bare-knuckle capitalism, and the desperate struggle of life under capitalism 

has always been great fodder for crime fiction. Your experiment fails? You don’t publish this year? You get a 

bad review on your teaching style? You don’t have tenure? Not quite “phft, to the Russian front,” but you 

catch my drift. Academia used to be a journey with an end, and now it’s a struggle without end. 

The resources are few. The consequences are real. You will work as hard as you possibly can as a graduate 

student, apply to 300 jobs each year after getting a doctorate, and depending on your degree, you may end up 

back in school to become an accountant. And that’s okay, because let’s face it: academia sucks. The failure is 

not yours. The failure is the system’s. 

I’ve rounded up 12 of academic mysteries through which we can trace this history, and enjoy the violent 

delights of revenge, both petty and justified. There is, of course, a sizable oeuvre already dedicated to 

academia in crime fiction, and research noir, its modern-day outgrowth, is ever-expanding.  

___________________________________ 

THE ACADEMIC MYSTERY 

___________________________________ 
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ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

Dorothy Sayers, Gaudy Night (1935) 

Dorothy Sayers’ Gaudy Night is the academic mystery that started them all, taking her character Harriet Vane 

to an alumni dinner at Shrewsbury College, an all-women college at Oxford based on Sayers’ own alma 

mater, where things quickly go awry. Graffiti, poisoned-pen letters, anti-feminist harassment, and academic 

fraud all make their appearance in a mystery equally compelling for its plot and its defense of women as 

intellectuals. 

 

Helen Eustis, The Horizontal Man (1947) 

This Edgar-Winner from 1947 affectionately pillories the eccentric denizens of Hollymont College, based on 

Eustis’ time at Smith. When a young student confesses to killing a professor, a friend steps in to investigate 

the crime herself, unwilling to believe the fragile confessor capable of the act. She joins forces with a fast-

talking journalist to discover the truth, and along the way, encounters a variety of female students testing the 

limits of allowable female transgression, and heralding the soon approach of Second Wave feminist 

sentiment. Plus, sweaters! 
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P.D. James, An Unsuitable Job For A Woman (1972) 

P. D. James’ classic PI novel fulfills the classic pattern of noir—“starts bad, gets worse.” Private investigator 

Cordelia Gray walks into her office only to find her partner has killed himself and left the agency to her. She 

soon gets her first solo client—a woman investigating the disappearance of her employer’s son Mark, dead 

under mysterious circumstances at Oxford. As Gray investigates further, she soon becomes convinced that 

Mark could never have committed suicide. The novel unfolds for a shocking denouement that wraps up plot 

threads neatly while exploring class, gender, and of course, money. 

 

Amanda Cross, Death in A Tenured Position (1979) 
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Caroline Gold Heilbrun, writing under the name Amanda Cross, penned this feminist classic in the late 70s. 

In Death in a Tenured Position, an unpopular but hard-working professor receives tenure, only to immediately 

face jealousy and scorn from her male colleagues. When she’s found dead in the men’s faculty bathroom, it’s 

up to her only friend to discover the truth. Death In A Tenured Position asks, at its heart, “What now?” 

Heilbrun’s characters, who have gone farther than any generation before, find themselves struggling for 

recognition and ostracized by male colleagues in a profession that remains less than inclusive to this day. In 

the end, the murder is solved, but academia remains broken, and the question remains remains unanswered. 

___________________________________ 

CAMPUS THRILLERS 

___________________________________ 

 

Donna Tartt, The Secret History (1992) 

Tartt’s debut featuring classics students gone haywire takes us into the world of status insecurity in an elite 

college, as a student who feels himself not quite at home is lured into a cult of classics students whose taste 

for bacchanalias turns deadly. A fascinating take on the outside-in narrative, from an enigmatic and brilliant 

talent who I still can’t believe was at school with Bret Easton Ellis. Despite its bleaker sections, The Secret 

History is still a work that fundamentally believes in the possibilities and opportunities of academia—the 

students at the center of the work are so besotted with the classics that they engage in ritual violence to satisfy 

their hunger for twinned knowledge and experience. 
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Ian Smith, The Ancient Nine (2006) 

Ian Smith’s adventurous thriller about a Harvard student recruited to a powerful and secretive private club 

was an entertaining reminder that academia is still the best place to take down the power structure from the 

inside. When Smith’s protagonist sours on the concept of so much privilege restricted to so few members, he 

vows to learn the club’s darkest secrets, and harness its power for good. 

 

Lori Rader-Day, The Black Hour (2014) 
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Lori Rader-Day has a talent for telling traditional mystery stories with language that’s noir to the bone. In 

this, her debut, a professor wakes from a coma to learn she’s been shot by a student. Unable to understand the 

shooter’s motivation, she casts recovery to the wind and launches into a desperate and revelatory investigation 

of her own. 

 

Christine Mangan, Tangerine (2018) 

Tangerine is only partially a campus novel, but it fulfills so many of its classic tropes that I thought I’d 

include it. Two former roommates reunite in 1950s Morocco, but the heat quickly gets to them, leading to 

conflict and plenty of revelations about their twisted relationship at school. This one reads as if Patricia 

Highsmith, Paul Bowles, and Donna Tartt had written a campus novel together, with plenty of twists, turns, 

and lingering glances exchanged between the two central characters as they aimlessly wind their way through 

campus and casbah, conversation pregnant with subtext and unease. 

___________________________________ 

RESEARCH NOIR 

___________________________________ 
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Lucy Atkins, The Night Visitor (2017) 

In this brutal academic noir, a TV historian’s research assistant is engaged in an intricate deception when it 

comes to research materials for a soon-to-be-bestseller. As the two women engage in a vicious struggle over 

intellectual property, contributions to research, and academic credit, you’re not quite sure whose side you’re 

on, except, perhaps, whatever side both of the main characters are not on. Atkins uses her mystery to poke fun 

at the dilution of history for sake of story that so plagues our new entertainment-driven era. 

 

Megan Abbott, Give Me Your Hand (2018) 
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Megan Abbott stunned me once again with grim rendition of the struggle beneath the surface – for credit, as 

much as for knowledge—when it comes to scientific research. Give Me Your Hand explores the intensely 

competitive environment of a research lab investigating premenstrual dysphoric disorder (P.M.D.D.), a 

powder keg of jealousies and resentments, that needs only the entrance of a charismatic new scientist in 

charge to explode. In Give Me Your Hand, women have achieved individual power in academia, but the grim 

realities of academic struggle and shrinking budgets (even for the sciences) negate many of the gains made in 

the past half-century. Give Me Your Hand represents, in short, the brave new world of academia. 

 

Dervla McTiernan, The Scholar (2019) 

In The Scholar, a woman found murdered on a college campus is quickly identified as the heir to a fortune, 

and child to the university’s biggest financial supporter. Dervla McTiernan uses her second novel to explore 

the backroom deals that keep colleges afloat—and under the sway of wealthy donors. While Ireland’s 

universities have yet to soar to US-level tuition hikes, The Scholar still has seemingly universal relevance 

when it comes to the disproportionate power wielded by the wealthy when government subsidies begin to dry 

up. 
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Nina Revoyr, A Student of History (2019) 

In A Student of History, Revoir’s grad student protagonist Rick Nagano, broke and desperate, lands a sweet 

research assistant gig to one of Los Angeles’ ultra-wealthy .01 percenters, only to discover the dark secrets 

underpinning his newly wealthy surroundings. A Student of History asks, what would you do to stay in 

school? And what would you cover up about someone else’s past, in the service of your own future? 

 

https://crimereads.com/a-brief-history-of-academic-mysteries-campus-thrillers-and-research-noir/ 

  

https://crimereads.com/a-brief-history-of-academic-mysteries-campus-thrillers-and-research-noir/
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Researchers propose new technique to remodel the gut microbiome 

By Rich Haridy 

 

Specifically engineered peptides have been designed to help modulate the gut microbiome into healthy 

profiles 

lightsource/Depositphotos 

VIEW 1 IMAGE 

While our rapidly evolving knowledge of the gut microbiome, and its intrinsic connection with general health, 

is offering incredible insights into many different kinds of disease, exactly how to translate these findings into 

clinical treatments is still unclear. Fecal transplants seem like an almost primitive, brute-force technique, 

and pre or pro-biotics only really focus on one or two single bacterial species. 

Reza Ghadiri, from the Scripps Research Institute, has recently developed a new kind of microbiome-

modulating treatment. In a presentation at the American Chemical Society (ACS) Fall 2019 National Meeting 

& Exposition, Ghadiri suggests novel peptides can be designed to remodel the microbiome to resemble a 

bacterial population seen in healthy individuals. 

“The gut microbiome contains hundreds of different species of bacteria and is where the largest concentration 

of bacteria living in us resides,” says Ghadiri. “If we all ate a healthy diet, exercised and didn’t age, we 

wouldn’t have problems with our gut microbiome and many diseases. But, that’s not how all people live. 

Current methods aimed at improving the makeup of gut microbiomes have involved prebiotics, probiotics or 

drug therapies. Our goal was to take a totally new approach – to remodel the microbiome.” 

https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
https://depositphotos.com/274243122/stock-photo-bacteria-intestine.html
https://newatlas.com/gut-bacteria-microbiome-revolutions-round-up/55786/
https://newatlas.com/fecal-transplant-super-donor-microbiome-gut-bacteria/58148/
https://newatlas.com/probiotic-brain-fog-bloating/55776/
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The strategy was not to kill harmful bacteria, or transplant beneficial bacteria, but rather remodel a 

dysfunctional microbiome into a healthy one, using a novel set of peptides designed by his laboratory. Called 

self-assembling cyclic D, L-α-peptides, these molecules can be specifically engineered to modulate the 

growth of different bacterial species. 

The initial proof-of-concept tests used a classic mouse model for cardiovascular disease. Called LDL receptor 

knockout mice, these animals remain healthy when fed low-fat diets, but rapidly develop high blood 

cholesterol and arterial plaques when eating high-saturated fat, or Western diets. The blueprint for a healthy 

microbiome in the study was the bacterial make-up in the animals when fed a low-fat diet. Using mass 

screening assay techniques the researchers tested a number of different peptides to discover which molecules 

most effectively turned an unhealthy microbiome into one resembling those seen in the low-fat eating 

animals. 

After two specific peptides were isolated, the researchers tested the new molecular treatment. Alongside a duo 

of mouse control groups – one eating a low-fat diet, and one eating a Western-style diet – a third group of 

animals was fed the peptide treatment with a fatty Western diet. The results were undeniably impressive, with 

the peptide treatment effectively remodeling the animals’ microbiome to resemble the low-fat eating cohort, 

as well as significantly improving the animals’ health. 

“Mice fed the Western diet with our peptides had a 50 percent reduction in total plasma cholesterol, and there 

was no significant plaque in the arteries, compared to the mice fed a Western diet and no peptides,” says 

Ghadiri. “We also saw suppressed levels of molecules that increase inflammation and rebalanced levels of 

disease-relevant metabolites. These mice resembled those on a low-fat diet.” 

It is important to note Ghadiri’s research has yet to be peer-reviewed and published in a journal, so plenty of 

questions do remain regarding the technique’s ultimate safety and efficacy. However, the general concept 

behind the research is compelling. Instead of trying to kill harmful bacteria, or transplant beneficial bacteria, 

this hypothesis imagines remodeling, or reconstructing, a dysfunctional microbiome into a healthy one by 

using highly targeted peptides that can affect a broad number of different bacteria in very specific ways. It 

may be several years before this kind of work achieves human clinical outcomes but it certainly appears to 

have the potential to make fecal transplants look like a brutally archaic way of modulating a person’s 

microbiome. 

“This is the first time anyone has shown that there are molecules to purposefully remodel the gut microbiome 

and turn an unhealthful gut into a more healthful one,” says Ghadiri. “This opens up clear therapeutic 

possibilities. We can sequence the guts of individuals and eventually develop therapies.” 

The research was presented at the American Chemical Society Fall 2019 National Meeting & Exposition. 

Source: American Chemical Society 
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https://www.acs.org/content/acs/en/meetings/national-meeting.html
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Rich Haridy 

Rich is based in Melbourne, Australia and has strong interests in film, new media, and the new wave of 

psychedelic science. He has written for a number of online and print publications over the last decade while 

also acting as film critic for several radio broadcasters and podcasts. Rich was Chair of the Australian Film 

Critics Association for two years (2013-2015) and completed a Masters degree at the University of 

Melbourne. Since joining the New Atlas team three years ago Rich’s interests have considerably broadened to 

examine the era-defining effects of new technology on culture and life in the 21st century. 

 

https://newatlas.com/medical/microbiome-modulating-molecules-peptides/ 

  

https://www.360dx.com/business-news/neogenomics-posts-4-percent-increase-q3-revenues?utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&utm_source=TrendMD&trendmd-shared=1
https://www.360dx.com/business-news/oncocyte-q3-net-loss-narrows?utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&utm_source=TrendMD&trendmd-shared=1
https://www.360dx.com/business-news/abbott-q3-dx-business-grows-43-percent?utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&utm_source=TrendMD&trendmd-shared=1
https://www.trendmd.com/how-it-works-readers
https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
https://newatlas.com/medical/microbiome-modulating-molecules-peptides/
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We should all be reading more Ursula Le Guin 

Her novels imagine other worlds, but her theory of fiction can help us better live in this one. 

Siobhan LeddyAUG—28—2019 02:01PM EST 

    

A paleolithic man crouches in the bushes, waiting for something to catch his attention. The tiniest movement 

kick-starts the bloodlust, that hard-wired desire to just fucking get it. He flings a projectile in its direction, an 

arrow or a spear maybe — weapons that create just the right amount of distance between his own body and 

that of his prey. This is important. If his aim is true, if the animal drops lifelessly to the ground, he will have 

accomplished two things: one, dinner. Two, and perhaps more important, he will have won. 

Human history, or so conventional wisdom goes, is a story of violent, merciless competition. We have come 

to embrace the idea that a succession of one thing defeating another literally is history, whether that’s between 

species, political leaders, or conflicting ideologies. In our inherited notion of human history, our caveman — 

and he is always a man — comes home from a hard day on the plains with a wildebeest or a deer slung over 

his shoulder. His adoring cavewife and cavekids tuck into the prize around the campfire, as the winner 

recounts the tale of his courage and heroism. Just as significant as the prize, that hard-won carcass of meat, is 

the story. The drama. Many stories, told in chronological order, are what we call history (perhaps why, in 

German, the word for story and history are identical: Geschichte.) 

This muddle of history and heroism has given us theories of Great Men, and a truly incomprehensible number 

of World War II documentaries, and also goes some way to explaining our current and insufficient appraisal 

of climate change. Capitalism, or so wrote Marx back in 1844, supposedly alienates us from four different 

things: from ourselves, from each other, from the products of our labor, and from nature. We develop an 

adversarial relationship with each. “Nature”(a constructed, slippery category that shifts over time) can, or 

even must, be tamed: capricious rivers are diverted, genomes are edited, crude oil is transformed into fuel. 

The unpredictability brought on by climate change should, in theory, disrupt this thinking. The catastrophic 

repercussions of human activity, like melting glaciers and collapsing ecosystems, tell us that “nature” was 

never really “mastered” after all. Yet the same story persists: humans will win. We must. We always win. Not 

long ago, I saw a poster in central London, presumably put there by some university department, that said 

something like “Don’t worry. We’re on it” — the ‘it’ being the solution to climate change. The sheer hubris 

of some of the techno-fixes being bandied about with varying levels of seriousness, like sending a mirror the 

size of Greenland into space or pumping clouds of sulphur dioxide into the air, border on the dystopian. 

Conferences may have replaced the campfire, but the principle is basically the same: it’s the story, the legend, 

that matters. 

 

Storytelling is a way of configuring and reconfiguring worlds; narratives can bring realities into being. I once 

took a writing workshop with someone who swore by power posing — the idea that adopting a wide stance 

with one’s arms raised quite literally invokes stature — and she would spend a minute before every reading 

“hacking” confidence into her body. With her arms above her head and her legs astride, she swore the 

technique changed her mentality and made her feel like she controlled the room. Without it, she claimed, she 

would be a gibbering, nervous wreck. However daft you might think power posing is, I was always impressed 

by her ability to slip fiction into the realm of the real. 

QUESTIONING THE SPEAR’S PHALLIC, MURDEROUS LOGIC, INSTEAD LE GUIN TELLS THE 

STORY OF THE CARRIER BAG, THE SLING, THE SHELL, OR THE GOURD. 

https://theoutline.com/contributor/102/siobhan-leddy
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The generative potential of storytelling is especially pronounced in speculative fiction, a genre that mines our 

current reality as raw material for imaginary worldbuilding (this includes things like sci-fi, fantasy and 

horror). The genre’s patron saint, Ursula Le Guin, died last year aged 88, but she left behind her a 

breathtaking legacy of fiercely intelligent books and short stories imbued with her own anarcho-feminist, 

anticolonial politics. One of her best-known novels, The Dispossessed, imagines a small, separatist planet 

administered according to anarcho-syndicalist principles, what she subtitles an “ambiguous utopia” full of 

contradictions and complexity. On the planet Anarres, prison does not exist, work is voluntary, any claim to 

ownership is dismissed as “propertarian” — yet, despite all this, greed and power can still take hold. It feels 

like a book of thinking aloud, in which Le Guin is trying to figure out different realities through writing. It 

speaks to the kind of writer Le Guin was: generous and open minded, investigative and bursting with ideas, 

willing to be wrong, yet always reaching for a world free from harm. 

“The Carrier Bag Theory of Fiction,” an essay Le Guin wrote in 1986, disputes the idea that the spear was the 

earliest human tool, proposing that it was actually the receptacle. Questioning the spear’s phallic, murderous 

logic, instead Le Guin tells the story of the carrier bag, the sling, the shell, or the gourd. In this empty vessel, 

early humans could carry more than can be held in the hand and, therefore, gather food for later. Anyone who 

consistently forgets to bring their tote bag to the supermarket knows how significant this is. And besides, Le 

Guin writes, the idea that the spear came before the vessel doesn’t even make sense. “Sixty-five to eighty 

percent of what human beings ate in those regions in Paleolithic, Neolithic, and prehistoric times was 

gathered; only in the extreme Arctic was meat the staple food.” 

Not only is the carrier bag theory plausible, it also does meaningful ideological work — shifting the way we 

look at humanity's foundations from a narrative of domination to one of gathering, holding, and sharing. 

Because I am, despite my best efforts, often soppy and sentimental, I sometimes imagine this like a really 

comforting group hug. But it’s not, really: the carrier bag holds things, sure, but it’s also messy and 

sometimes conflicted. Like when you’re trying to grab your sunglasses out of your bag, but those are stuck on 

your headphones, which are also tangled around your keys, and now the sunglasses have slipped into that hole 

in the lining. 

Le Guin’s carrier bag is, in addition to a story about early humans, a method for storytelling itself, meaning 

it’s also a method of history. But unlike the spear (which follows a linear trajectory towards its target), and 

unlike the kind of linear way we’ve come to think of time and history in the West, the carrier bag is a big 

jumbled mess of stuff. One thing is entangled with another, and with another. Le Guin once described 

temporality in her Hainish Universe (a confederacy of human planets that feature in a number of her books) in 

the most delightfully psychedelic terms: “Any timeline for the books of Hainish descent would resemble the 

web of a spider on LSD.” 

This lack of clear trajectory allowed Le Guin to test out all kinds of political eventualities, without the need to 

tie everything neatly together. It makes room for complexity and contradiction, for difference and 

simultaneity. This, I think, is a pretty radical way of looking at the world, one that departs from the idea of 

history as a long line of victories. Le Guin describes her discovery of the carrier bag theory as grounding her 

“in human culture in a way I never felt grounded before.” The stick, sword, or spear, designed for “bashing 

and killing,” alienated her from history so much that she felt she “was either extremely defective as a human 

being, or not human at all.” 

 

The only problem is that a carrier bag story isn’t, at first glance, very exciting. “It is hard to tell”, writes Le 

Guin, “a really gripping tale of how I wrested a wild-oat seed from its husk, and then another, and then 

another, and then another, and then another, and then I scratched my gnat bites, and Ool said something 

funny, and we went to the creek and got a drink and watched newts for a while, and then I found another 

patch of oats…” 
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As well as its meandering narrative, a carrier bag story also contains no heroes. There are, instead, many 

different protagonists with equal importance to the plot. This is a very difficult way to tell a story, fictional or 

otherwise. While, in reality, most meaningful social change is the result of collective action, we aren’t very 

good at recounting such a diffusely distributed account. The meetings, the fundraising, the careful and drawn-

out negotiations — they’re so boring! Who wants to watch a movie about a four-hour meeting between 

community stakeholders? 

The introduction of a singular hero, however, replicates a very specific and historical power relation. The 

pioneers and the saviors: likely male, likely white, almost certainly brimming with unearned confidence. The 

veneration of the hero reduces others into victims: those who must be rescued. “The prototypical savior is a 

person who has been raised in privilege and taught implicitly or explicitly (or both) that they possess the 

answers and skills needed to rescue others,” writes Jordan Flaherty in his book No More Heroes. To be a hero 

is fundamentally privileged, and any act of heroism reinforces that privilege. 

The carrier bag story, with its lack of heroes, is a collective rather than individualist endeavor. It’s this that 

differentiates the carrier bag from Walter Benjamin’s “ragpicker,” an emblematic modernist figure who “early 

in the morning, bad tempered and a tad tipsy, spears remnants of discourse and fragments of language with 

his stick and throws them, grumbling, into his cart.” Engaged in endless bricolage, the ragpicker is a serial 

appropriator — it’s John Cage taking the Balinese gamelan as his own, it’s Picasso’s “primitivism.” The 

carrier bag gatherer, meanwhile, is no lone genius (genius being its own kind of heroism, after all), but rather 

someone rooted in a shared existence. 

 

We will not “beat” climate change, nor is “nature” our adversary. If the planet could be considered a container 

for all life, in which everything — plants, animals, humans — are all held together, then to attempt 

domination becomes a self-defeating act. By letting ourselves “become part of the killer story,” writes Le 

Guin, “we may get finished along with it.” All of which is to say: we have to abandon the old story. 

The social theorist Donna Haraway, who has been deeply influenced by Le Guin’s writings, implores us to 

tell other stories about this weird shared reality: “It matters what stories tell stories,” she writes. “It matters 

what worlds world worlds.” We are still learning how to tell stories about climate change. It is fundamentally 

a more-than-human problem, one that simultaneously affects all communities of people, animals, plants — 

albeit asymmetrically. The kind of story we need right now is unheroic, incorporating social movements, 

political imagination and nonhuman actors. In this story, time doesn’t progress in an easily digestible straight 

line, with a beginning, middle and end. Instead there are many timelines, each darting around, bringing 

actions of the past and future into the present. It collapses nature as a category, recognizing that we’re already 

a part of it. In a climate change story, nobody will win, but if we learn to tell it differently more of us can 

survive. 

 

https://theoutline.com/post/7886/ursula-le-guin-carrier-bag-theory?zd=2&zi=bcg5njgo 

  

https://theoutline.com/post/7886/ursula-le-guin-carrier-bag-theory?zd=2&zi=bcg5njgo
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A face for Lucy's ancestor 

 

Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology 

Summary: 

Researchers have discovered a remarkably complete 3.8-million-year-old cranium of Australopithecus 

anamensis at Woranso-Mille in Ethiopia. The 3.8 million-year-old fossil cranium represents a time interval 

between 4.1 and 3.6 million years ago. 

Share: 

     

FULL STORY 

 

Australopithecus anamensis is the earliest-known species of Australopithecus and widely accepted as the 

progenitor of 'Lucy's' species, Australopithecus afarensis. Until now, A. anamensis was known mainly from 

jaws and teeth. Yohannes Haile-Selassie of the Cleveland Museum of Natural History, Stephanie Melillo of 

the Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology and their colleagues have discovered the first 

cranium of A. anamensis at the paleontological site of Woranso-Mille, in the Afar Region of Ethiopia. 

The 3.8 million-year-old fossil cranium represents a time interval between 4.1 and 3.6 million years ago, 

when A. anamensis gave rise to A. afarensis. Researchers used morphological features of the cranium to 

identify which species the fossil represents. "Features of the upper jaw and canine tooth were fundamental in 

determining that MRD was attributable to A. anamensis," said Melillo. "It is good to finally be able to put a 

face to the name." The MRD cranium, together with other fossils previously known from the Afar, show 

that A. anamensis and A. afarensis co-existed for approximately 100,000 years. This temporal overlap 

challenges the widely-accepted idea of a linear transition between these two early human ancestors. Haile-

Selassie said: "This is a game changer in our understanding of human evolution during the Pliocene." 

Working for the past 15 years at the site, the team discovered the cranium (MRD-VP-1/1, here referred to as 

"MRD") in February 2016. In the years following their discovery, paleoanthropologists of the project 

conducted extensive analyses of MRD, while project geologists worked on determining the age and context of 

the specimen. The results of the team's findings are published online in two papers in the international 

scientific journal Nature. 
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Discovery of the cranium 

The Woranso-Mille project has been conducting field research in the central Afar region of Ethiopia since 

2004. The project has collected more than 12,600 fossil specimens representing about 85 mammalian species. 

The fossil collection includes about 230 fossil hominin specimens dating to between more than 3.8 and about 

3.0 million years ago. The first piece of MRD, the upper jaw, was found by Ali Bereino (a local Afar worker) 

on February 10, 2016 at a locality known as Miro Dora, Mille district of the Afar Regional State. The 

specimen was exposed on the surface and further investigation of the area resulted in the recovery of the rest 

of the cranium. "I couldn't believe my eyes when I spotted the rest of the cranium. It was a eureka moment 

and a dream come true," said Haile-Selassie. 

Geology and age determination 

In a companion paper published in the same issue of Nature, Beverly Saylor of Case Western Reserve 

University and her colleagues determined the age of the fossil as 3.8 million years by dating minerals in layers 

of volcanic rocks nearby. They mapped the dated levels to the fossil site using field observations and the 

chemistry and magnetic properties of rock layers. Saylor and her colleagues combined the field observations 

with analysis of microscopic biological remains to reconstruct the landscape, vegetation and hydrology where 

MRD died. 

MRD was found in the sandy deposits of a delta where a river entered a lake. The river likely originated in the 

highlands of the Ethiopian plateau while the lake developed at lower elevations where rift activity caused the 

Earth surface to stretch and thin, creating the lowlands of the Afar region. Fossil pollen grains and chemical 

remains of fossil plant and algae that are preserved in the lake and delta sediments provide clues about the 

ancient environmental conditions. Specifically they indicate that the watershed of the lake was mostly dry but 

that there were also forested areas on the shores of the delta or along the side the river that fed the delta and 

lake system. "MRD lived near a large lake in a region that was dry. We're eager to conduct more work in 

these deposits to understand the environment of the MRD specimen, the relationship to climate change and 

how it affected human evolution, if at all," said Naomi Levin, a co-author on the study from University of 

Michigan. 

A new face in the crowd 

Australopithecus anamensis is the oldest known member of the genus Australopithecus. Due to the cranium's 

rare near-complete state, the researchers identified never-before-seen facial features in the species. "MRD has 

a mix of primitive and derived facial and cranial features that I didn't expect to see on a single individual," 

Haile-Selassie said. Some characteristics were shared with later species, while others had more in common 

with those of even older and more primitive early human ancestor groups such 

as Ardipithecus and Sahelanthropus. "Until now, we had a big gap between the earliest-known human 

ancestors, which are about 6 million years old, and species like 'Lucy', which are two to three million years 

old. One of the most exciting aspects of this discovery is how it bridges the morphological space between 

these two groups," said Melillo. 

Branching out 

Among the most important findings was the team's conclusion that A. anamensis and its descendant species, 

the well-known A. afarensis, coexisted for a period of at least 100,000 years. This finding contradicts the 

long-held notion of an anagenetic relationship between these two taxa, instead supporting a branching pattern 

of evolution. Melillo explains: "We used to think that A. anamensis gradually turned into A. afarensis over 

time. We still think that these two species had an ancestor-descendent relationship, but this new discovery 

suggests that the two species were actually living together in the Afar for quite some time. It changes our 

understanding of the evolutionary process and brings up new questions -- were these animals competing for 

food or space?" 
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This conclusion is based on the assignment of the 3.8-million-year-old MRD to A. anamensis and the 3.9-

million-year-old hominin cranial fragment commonly known as the Belohdelie frontal, to A. afarensis. The 

Belohdelie frontal was discovered in the Middle Awash of Ethiopia by a team of paleontologists in 1981, but 

its taxonomic status has been questioned in the intervening years. 

The new MRD cranium enabled the researchers to characterize frontal morphology in A. anamensis for the 

first time and to recognize that these features differed from the morphology common to the Belohdelie frontal 

and to other cranial specimens already known for Lucy's species. As a result, the new study confirms that the 

Belohdelie frontal belonged to an individual of Lucy's species. This identification extends the earliest record 

of A. afarensis back to 3.9 million years ago, while the discovery of MRD nudges the last appearance date 

of A. anamensis forward to 3.8 million years -- indicating the overlap period of at least 100,000 years. 

 

Story Source: 

Materials provided by Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology. Note: Content may be edited for 

style and length. 

 

Related Multimedia: 

 Images of the cranium, fossil site, and facial reconstruction 
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CELEBRATING HITCHCOCK'S MOST ICONIC SHOTS 

The master of suspense could tell a whole story with a single visual. 

BY RADHA VATSAL 

 

 

For several months after I first watched Psycho as a teenager, I had difficulty sleeping. It wasn’t just the 

famous shower scene. It was the image of the Bates Motel in the darkness, Norman Bates’s demonic face, the 

claustrophobic interiors.  Alfred Hitchcock deployed his command of the visual possibilities of cinema to 

produce an electrifying effect on his audience. His style might seem clichéd today, but that’s only because it’s 

been copied and riffed-on so often. 

Hitchcock’s filmmaking career began in London during cinema’s silent era. His first credited film as director 

was Number 13 (1922), and his last—more than fifty features later—was 1976’s Family Plot.  In between 

those, he directed suspense classics like The Thirty-Nine Steps (1935), Rebecca (1940), Shadow of A 

Doubt (1945), Rear Window (1954), To Catch a Thief (1955), and The Birds (1963). His thoughts on 

filmmaking are explained in a series of interviews conducted by Francois Truffaut and collected 

in Hitchcock, a volume that’s a must-read for film fans. 

What makes Hitchcock’s films so memorable is the clarity and impact of his visual sequences. His best films 

often contain a single image, short sequence or repeating visual motif that encapsulate the dilemma of the 

main character or of the film as a whole. Hitchcock wanted nothing to detract from the audience’s experience 

of suspense, and strove to keep his visuals as clear as possible. “I’ve often found that a suspense situation is 

weakened because the action is not sufficiently clear,” he explained to Truffaut. “For instance, if two actors 

should happen to be wearing similar suits, the viewer can’t tell one from the other… and if a crucial scene 

unfolds while he is trying to figure these things out, its emotional impact is dissipated. So it’s important to be 

explicit, to clarify constantly.” 

Here, in chronological order are some obvious, and also less well-known but equally compelling, examples of 

Hitchcock’s visual storytelling and gripping suspense creation. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

https://crimereads.com/author/radhavatsal/
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Suspicion (1941) 

Joan Fontaine plays a young bride who suspects that her debonair husband, played by Cary Grant, is plotting 

to kill her.  In a particularly striking sequence, Grant walks up the staircase carrying a glass of milk on a tray 

for his wife who is in bed. The viewer, like the character played by Fontaine, fears that the milk might be 

poisoned. The film keeps the viewer and Fontaine on edge about whether Grant’s behavior is truly sinister. To 

convey the fear in Fontaine’s mind without resorting to dialogue or close-ups of the glass, Hitchcock films 

Grant in the shadows and lights the glass from inside so that it’s luminous. He tells Truffaut: “I put a light 

right inside the glass… Cary Grant’s walking up the stairs and everyone’s attention had to be focused on the 

glass.” The implications for the viewer couldn’t be clearer. 
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Strangers on a Train (1951) 

Based on the novel by Patricia Highsmith, Strangers On A Train tells the story of what happens when a 

psychopath, Bruno Anthony (Robert Walker), offers to “trade murders” with an unsuspecting tennis player, 

Guy Haines (Farley Granger).  The opening credits—two sets of footsteps arriving at a train station and 

walking in different directions until they finally bump into each other—is a clever Hitchcock touch and neatly 

encapsulates the film’s premise of two lives that collide seemingly by accident.  The climactic sequence on a 

an out-control carousel is also unforgettable.  But the murder of Guy’s wife, filmed from the perspective of its 

reflection in the female victim’s fallen spectacles, perfectly captures the film’s themes of distorted doubles 

and the undesirability of women with minds of their own.  (Women and glasses come up again later in the 

film to trip up Bruno.) 

 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 
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Vertigo (1958) 

Another story about doubles, this time with an added fear of falling and obsession with a woman who never 

existed.  The camera lingers on Kim Novak’s spiral hairdo, which mirrors the spiral hairdo in a portrait that 

Novak’s character spends a fair amount of time gazing at, which mirrors the images of the abyss or unknown 

(flight of stairs in the cathedral) that Jimmy Stewart if so afraid of falling into. Spiraling out of control is one 

of Vertigo’s central preoccupations, and it’s not-so-plausible plot takes on an eerie and unsettling resonance 

precisely because of Hitchcock’s use of strong and repeating visual imagery. 

 

North By Northwest (1959) 

Cary Grant chased through cornfields by a crop duster is such an iconic image that it seems to exist outside 

the film in which it occurs.  The sequence transcends the narrative of North By Northwest by perfectly 

dramatizing the terror of being chased by a nameless, faceless threat with nowhere and no one to turn to. 

Hitchcock explains the manner in which he stretched out time to build up the suspense of the moment. If the 

scene had been filmed to show the way it was experienced by Grant’s character, it would be finished in an 

instant.  Instead, Hitchcock stretches it over several minutes, during which he shows the barren, flat landscape 

and the vast distances involved, so that the viewer can see and fully appreciate that there is nowhere for 

Grant’s character to take cover. He also shows the crop duster before Grant’s character would have noticed it. 

“This kind of scene can’t be wholly subjective [from Grant’s point of view] because it would go by in a 

flash,” Hitchcock told Truffaut.  “It’s necessary to show the approaching plane, even before Cary Grant spots 

it, because if the shot is too fast, the plane is in and out of the frame too quickly for the viewer to realize 

what’s happening…  You deliberately abandon the subjective angle and go to an objective viewpoint… so 

that that the audience might be fully aware of what is happening.  [We have to] prepare the public for the 

threat of a plane dive.” 
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Psycho (1960) 

Hand. Knife. Shower curtain.  We know which film this is without having to be told.  Hitchcock famously 

explained the distinction between surprise and suspense.  Surprise, he says, is when a bomb goes off without 

warning.  Suspense is when the public knows that the bomb has been placed and is waiting for it to go off. 

“In the first case we have given the public fifteen seconds of surprise…” he tells Truffaut.  “In the second 

case we have provided them with fifteen minutes of suspense.” Clearly, Hitchcock usually prefers the 

latter.  But in Psycho, the audience is given the surprise of Janet Leigh, who appears to be the main character, 

being killed without warning, very early on in the film, and in an extremely violent manner.  Unlike the scene 

in North By Northwest in which time is drawn out to create suspense and which consists of several long takes, 

here the scene is choppy: it required seventy camera set-ups but plays for just about 45 seconds. For 

Hitchcock, the satisfaction comes from using cinematic techniques to generate an emotional response from his 

audience. “I feel it’s tremendously satisfying for us to be able to use the cinematic art to achieve something of 

a mass emotion.  And with Psycho we most definitely achieved this.  It wasn’t a message that stirred the 

audiences, nor was it a great performance… They were aroused by pure film.” 

alfred hitchcockNorth by NorthwestPsychoRadha VatsalStrangers on a TrainSuspicionVertigo 
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Radha Vatsal 

Radha Vatsal is the author of the mystery novels A Front Page Affair  and Murder Between the Lines set in 

WWI-era New York. She received her Ph.D. from Duke University and her writing has appeared in the online 

editions of the Atlantic, the Los Angeles Review of Books, and the Smithsonian magazine. She is co-editor of 

the Women Film Pioneers Project. Follow Radha on Instagram:@radha_vatsal or Facebook: radha.vatsal 

 

https://crimereads.com/celebrating-hitchcocks-most-iconic-shots/ 
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Graphene film shown to keep mosquitos from biting 

By Ben Coxworth 

 

Mosquitos may be no match for graphene 

nataba16/Depositphotos 

VIEW 1 IMAGE 

We've seen quite a few proposed alternatives to the toxic DEET commonly used in mosquito repellant, and, 

well … not all of them work that great. Now, though, scientists are getting good results using everybody's 

favorite wonder material: graphene. 

For those who don't know, graphene is made up of one-atom-thick sheets of carbon atoms, linked together in 

a honeycomb pattern. It's the world's thinnest, strongest manmade material, plus it's also very electrically and 

thermally conductive, and highly impermeable. Among many other things, it may help to 

improve transistors, computer chips, DNA sequencing, and batteries. 

Recently, scientists at Rhode Island's Brown University Superfund Research Center applied a transparent film 

of graphene flakes to the skin of test subjects, who were then exposed to biting mosquitos. 

It was observed that when the film was dry, very few of the insects landed on it or bit the volunteers, 

suggesting that the graphene interfered with the mozzies' ability to sense both skin and sweat. Some 

mosquitos did land on the film when it was wet, although when any of them tried to subsequently bite through 

it, they couldn't penetrate its surface. 

https://newatlas.com/author/ben-coxworth/
https://newatlas.com/effective-safe-mosquito-control/30042/
https://newatlas.com/graphene-transistor-with-record-high-switching-performance/17823/
https://newatlas.com/graphene-computer-chips/11399/
https://newatlas.com/paul-trap-dna-sequencer/22376/
https://newatlas.com/adding-graphene-to-titanium-dioxide/12917/
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Utilizing current graphene-production techniques, a single-use spray-on film probably wouldn't be very cost-

effective. That may change as new manufacturing methods are developed, however, plus it's possible that 

graphene could also find use in mosquito-repellant clothing. 

"This innovation using graphene to repel mosquitos could help reduce the burden of ill health associated with 

a number of infectious diseases and might reduce the need for pesticides to eradicate the mosquitos that carry 

them," says Dr. William Suk, director of the National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences' Superfund 

Research Program. "New material such as this one should be assessed in the field to determine full public 

health implications." 

A paper on the research was recently published in the journal Proceedings of the National Academy of 

Sciences. 

Source: National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences 
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Based out of Edmonton, Canada, Ben Coxworth has been writing for New Atlas since 2009 and is presently 

Managing Editor for North America. An experienced freelance writer, he previously obtained an English BA 

from the University of Saskatchewan, then spent over 20 years working in various markets as a television 

reporter, producer and news videographer. Ben is particularly interested in scientific innovation, human-

powered transportation, and the marine environment. 
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FANNY AND THE MYSTERY IN THE GRIEVING FOREST 

RUNE CHRISTIANSEN (TRANS. KARI DICKSON) 

 

The following is excerpted from Rune Christiansen's novel, translated by Kari Dickson. The publication of his 

first poetry collection Where the Train Leaves the Sea made Rune Christiansen a notable Norwegian literary 

figure who has since turned to prose. Among his acclaimed novels is bestselling, Brage prize-winning 

novel The Loneliness in Lydia Erneman's Life. Kari Dickson was born in Edinburgh and grew up bilingual. 

She has a BA in Scandinavian studies and a MA in translation. 

A couple of months after her mother and father had died, on the day it was agreed with social services that 

Fanny could live on her own, as she wanted, she went up to her parents’ room. She looked at the objects: the 

alarm clock on her father’s bedside table, the hair bands on her mother’s. It’s so spartan, almost impersonal, 
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Fanny thought, or was it in fact deeply personal, in the way a reality can be uncomplicated, or a truth requires 

frankness. There was a photograph of the small family on the wall, taken on the day she came home from the 

hospital: a little baby in a white bonnet, with a slightly vacant expression on her face. 

Fanny stripped the bed, carried the bed linen out into the bathroom, and put it in the washing machine. She 

wanted to make her parents’ bedroom her own. She wanted to sleep where they had slept, to breathe where 

they have breathed, and dream where they had dreamed, as though it were possible to blend these different 

perspectives: her mother’s, her father’s, and her own. There wasn’t much there to change. The bed could stay 

where it was, as could the two small bedside tables, which were actually two stools that had been painted 

white, and the yellow chair was practical, somewhere to put your clothes at night. Fanny opened the window 

wide, she washed and vacuumed, and then finally hung on the wall an album cover she’d found in her father’s 

vinyl collection. There was a shark on the cover, with its mouth open wide, and in the mouth it said inner 

space in red letters. And with this alarming image above the headboard, and fresh linen on the bed, Fanny 

took possession of the room. She got undressed and crept in under the duvet. She thought that at some point in 

her life she would be so moved she would burst into tears. Only not now, not for a long time, because she was 

so happy. She closed her eyes and fell asleep instantly. 

In the first year after the accident, her friend Margit, from the neighbouring farm, found every opportunity to 

go home with Fanny, and often stayed overnight. They snuggled down under the duvet on the large double 

bed and lay there chatting far into the night. In the morning they made coffee and breakfast, before going to 

school together. Fanny enjoyed these visits, she loved the uninhibited talk in the evenings. They were happy 

times, these evenings full of insinuations, admissions, and fun. But then Margit and her family moved to 

Canada. It was like a fire dying down to glowing embers. For a while they exchanged messages—affectionate 

messages, messages full of longing and loss—but then the messages petered out and there was no contact. 

She was hell-bent on not remembering, on not being filled with memories of things that had been lost. 

Fanny realized how tired she was when she came home from school in the evenings. How exhausted she was 

when she unlocked the front door. And as for the journey, she felt it was only for the sake of sleep that she 

went back to the house in the country. She stumbled through her increasingly difficult existence like someone 

who had lost track of time. But it never crossed her mind to sell the house and get an apartment in town. Not 

because she felt bound to the house in any way, or that by moving she would cut a more of less abstract, 

sentimental link to her childhood and parents. She was, on the contrary, hell-bent on not remembering, on not 

being filled with memories of things that had been lost. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

One autumn morning, when she was in her final year at school, Fanny woke up abruptly as though someone 

had shaken her roughly. The wind had made the birch trees outside sway so wildly that the branches were 

knocking against the wall. She kicked off the duvet and sat on the edge of the bed, barely awake. Her mother 

had always had the radio on to listen to the news. But it was quiet in the house now, and even though Fanny 

had got used to it a long time ago, she sat there for a moment, listening. Then she got up from the bed and 

went over and stood by the window. She yawned loudly and leaned her forehead to the glass. There was a 

crack in the irregular pane, a defect in the top right-hand corner. She pressed the glass gently with her finger, 

stood there waiting for something to happen, something normal or something shocking, anything; it was as 

though the defect were symbolic of something intangible, beyond possible. But she quickly realized it was 

nothing more than the kind of nonsense one sometimes imagines when one isn’t fully rested. There was a 

small ball lying on the window sill, a miniature mirrored ball like those that spin above dance floors in discos. 

She held it in her hand, a gentle prism vibrated against her skin. With a straight finger, she started to count the 

small mirrors, but soon gave up. What a waste of time! She opened the window to get some fresh air. Puh, she 

had to have a shower and get a move on. 
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Later, as she stood over the kitchen counter, stirring some sugar into her tea, it struck her how little the world 

was affected by whether or not she existed, nothing, really, other than the sweetener dissolving in the golden 

brown liquid, the woolen socks that had been abandoned on the bathroom floor when she went to bed the 

night before, and the window latch that she secured carefully every morning—trivialities, all of them. She 

drank her tea in greedy gulps, put her school books in her bag, slipped into her sneakers, and pulled on her 

coat. As she did this, she thought about how little she remembered, that perhaps she didn’t want to remember, 

that she had instinctively held the memories at arm’s length. Something popped up, and she interrupted it by 

thinking about something else. But “thinking about something else,” what did that mean? No matter what you 

thought about, you thought about something else. That was the way of the world. Wasn’t it? When you 

stacked newly chopped wood, you thought of your father, you pictured a forest path leading up a hill. One 

morning, when Fanny was a lot younger, just a little girl, she had opened the kitchen door and called for the 

dog, who usually lay under the eaves at night. It was standing on stiff legs and whimpering. But why? What 

had caught its attention? What had frightened the dog? She’d forgotten. Forgotten or suppressed, pushed back 

down. And the dog’s name? Ah, she really had to get a move on now. 

She had a long journey to school. First she had to cycle two kilometers to the bus stop, which fortunately had 

an old shelter where you could get out of the rain and snow, then it was a ten-kilometer drive to the nearest 

village and station, and then half an hour on the train into town. But in town, she was just like everyone else, 

it was as if the senses remembered less than reality here. She had no idea what the others thought about the 

fact that she lived so far out in the country, so far away from everything and everyone. Did they not care? Or 

were they just careful to avoid any conversations that might be painful? In which case, that suited her fine, 

because Fanny did not want to talk about her moods and emotions. Only on bad days did she imagine that the 

others at school, the teachers and pupils, her friends even, felt sorry for her, having to live such a miserable 

life out there in the sticks. 

She checked that her cellphone was in her coat pocket, put an apple in her mouth, and unlocked the front 

door. She had left the bedroom window open. She couldn’t be bothered to go back upstairs to close it. She ate 

the hard apple and threw the core into the underbrush. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

She was on time for the train again that day too. She had travelled this route so many times, it was familiar, 

the open fields, the well-maintained farms, the factories along the river, the clusters of houses and woods at 

regular intervals. Everything was familiar and safe, and the hilltops that ran along either side of the open 

valley lay lethargic like a procession of dozing animals. She found comfort in these journeys; in the morning, 

in particular, she like to sit with her head against the cool glass of the window, with her eyes shut and music 

playing in her ears. The clouds didn’t care, and sailed on, undisturbed by her existence, the wind blew in gusts 

in the treetops and the cars on the main road where indifferent to her gaze. She thought she was the only one 

who was dependent on her. 

 * 

The school lay on the east side of town, opposite the train station. The brick building towered over one of the 

busy, narrow streets and was not in very good shape: the walls were full of cracks, and the section that faced 

the parking lot was covered in all kinds of cryptic signs and peeling graffiti tags; the eavestroughs were 

blocked with old leaves and birds’ nests, so the dirty water had trickled down and stained the facade. The 

building had of course retained some of its former glory, but decades of decay had staked out a sorry course 

for the once grand and reputable seat of learning. In summer, when the only way to get any circulation in the 

classrooms was to open the windows, the noise of the traffic was so loud that several of the pupils wore 

headphones when reading and writing. As teaching was out of the question, the teachers simply gave out 

tasks—pupils were asked to read from this page to that in the geography textbook, to solve these equations, or 
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to write an essay on one of the given topics in ancient history or literature, or a comprehensive argument on a 

political theme. 

The schoolyard was surrounded by a high wall, and above the gate was a wrought-iron decoration: an 

elongated, ornate landscape with figures, people and animals, reaching up toward the sun. And in the sun was 

written Scientia in flaking gold letters, as though this celestial body, in some mysterious way, which was only 

enhanced by the Latin, represented all wisdom, all mortal experience, and mundane routine. To an 

unobservant eye, the building behind the high wall might resemble a miserable prison or godforsaken factory 

from a bygone age. 

In the row in front of Fanny, by the window, sat Janos, a clever and articulate student. They had barely 

exchanged a word since he appeared in the class halfway through term. Fanny had no idea where he came 

from, no accent gave away a mother tongue other than her own, but from the start she had noticed his 

reserved, almost cold, manner, and the way he sat quietly until any discussion was almost over, only then to 

add his solemn opinions. And sometimes, when he read out something he had written, an essay or an answer, 

Fanny noted down the odd formulation, quite literally behind his back, not so that she could use it herself, but 

so she could understand what he meant, really get to the bottom of what he was saying. One such essay, a 

very sombre one, captured Fanny’s interest in particular: Janos was reading in his even, sophisticated way 

about the snail, the coldest of all creatures, and how it seeks to mate, seeks contact, in order to turn away from 

death. Where did he find information like that? Fanny couldn’t help but be intrigued by the young man. It was 

as though he wanted to make sure that everything could be put into words, that it was possible to name every 

component in the world, all existing parts and organs. But Fanny wasn’t sure that was possible, because it 

wasn’t possible to remember everything, and what wasn’t remembered was lost, wasn’t it, and in any case, 

bits of some memories were paradoxical and abstract, sensations and glimpses rather than language, not like 

some revelation, not like complete events that could be recaptured in words. Despite these misgivings, Fanny 

wished she could find a way to get to know Janos. It was impossible in the schoolyard. At break time, he was 

always busy with other people, besieged, he was in another orbit. In class it was the same—he worked hard, 

made notes, read, listened, in his own unique languid and laid-back way. And as time was allowed to elapse 

without Fanny expressing in any way that she liked him, let alone that she was attracted to him, it became 

increasingly difficult, if not impossible, to hope that the non-existent relationship would develop any further. 

Fanny had looked for him on the train, without any luck, they clearly did not go the same way; she had even 

followed him twice, to find out where he lived, but both times he’d just walked the streets, without any 

apparent plan or destination. But then, one afternoon, Fanny was later than usual as she had to do some 

errands in town, and she ran into him. She was rushing to catch the train, and when she turned the corner onto 

the main square, she collided with an elderly gentleman. The man let go of his umbrella, which was then 

lifted over their heads by a gust of wind and blown some way down the pedestrian zone. Fanny apologized, 

then turned around to go and get the umbrella, which had already been picked up. By Janos. He handed it to 

the man, who hurried on his way. So there they stood, Fanny and Janos, unable to escape each other. Janos 

held out his hand, and Fanny took it. She heard him say something, but didn’t catch it, as, at just that moment, 

a van turned into the street and they had to move. A fleeting and vague thought made her recall something 

unpleasant: that in the old days, they tied up a corpse’s chin so the mouth wouldn’t be left open when rigor 

mortis set in. They stood there next to each other. Fanny told him her name, and Janos said he already knew 

what she was called. There was no irony in his voice. Fanny lived out in the country, didn’t she? And she took 

the train? Fanny nodded, yes. Janos held out his hand again, this time to say goodbye. She was disappointed, 

disappointed in herself, disappointed in the young man’s haste. He clearly did not share her infatuation. 

Where the anger came from, Fanny had no idea, but every now and then it was there, and she cursed her 

parents. 

While Fanny waited for the train, she stood poker-backed on the platform, shivering in the grim weather. She 

watched a boy desperately chase his little sister, who couldn’t have been much more than two, as the girl 
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tottered with short steps perilously close to the platform edge. Her parents reined her in now and then, but the 

girl always managed to escape. She obviously thought the whole thing was a daring game. Her brother 

shouted at her and at the two adults. He grabbed the little girl, but every time she managed to slip loose with 

incredible agility. Only when the train rolled into the station did the father lift up the enterprising child and 

carry her into the passenger car. 

Fanny found herself a seat by the window. She put on her headphones and closed her eyes. Sometime later, 

the train slowed down, and then, not long after, it came to a complete stop in the middle of scrubland. Fifteen 

minutes passed, then another ten, without anything happening. Fanny turned down her music in case there 

was an announcement, but nothing was said. She looked around the passenger car. A young boy was sleeping 

in the seat opposite her, a woman was leaning over a stroller farther down the aisle, and an old couple were 

sitting side by side dozing. 

A mist hung low over the fields. Fanny moved to another seat to try and see what was preventing them from 

moving. The parallel tracks lay straight and shiny on rust colored sleepers. Then she noticed a marshland with 

trees and scrubby brush close by. She pressed her forehead to the window and studied this unexpected 

discovery in the dark, not that there was anything unusual about wooded areas like this along the tracks, it was 

just that she had never noticed this particular one before, this untidy, dense tangle of trees, not here among all 

the orderly fields and grazing grounds. She was tempted to get off the train, to open the door, jump down onto 

the tracks, and climb over the wire fence into the trees. 

When she finally got home, she brushed her teeth and went to bed, troubled by an indefinable tumult. She lay 

there with her eyes open, waiting for sleep, almost desperate, filled with this sensation that alarmed her, and 

the normally imperceptible transition from a state of awakeness to dreaming was now slippery and tense, and 

with small judders she tossed between the two. She thought about Janos. They would of course meet again as 

usual; the next day, in fact, they would meet in the classroom, but now the bond was of no interest, just 

awkward. What would he think of her? She wished she could be like a coin that had gone out of circulation 

and was worthless but kept appearing nevertheless. 

* 

Where the anger came from, Fanny had no idea, but every now and then it was there, and she cursed her 

parents, cursed their absence as if they had abandoned her for selfish reasons, as if they had left her no more 

than crumbs she should happily gather up from the floor. All these more or less diffuse, rarely welcome 

memories that dangled in front of her nose, what good were they to her? Of what benefit were they, now that 

they no longer arose from happy and secure expectations? No, she would rather suppress it all: was childhood 

not just a sorry episode? And her youth, which would soon be over; was it not just unbearably tedious, like a 

dripping tap or a pipe in a wall that had sprung a leak? 

A still, sleepless night, with only small intermittent puffs of moonlight through driving clouds. Fanny sat out 

on the front step. She had pulled on her father’s rain boots and a coat. She couldn’t stop shivering. Should she 

tell Alm that she was ever more frequently gripped by panic? If indeed it was panic that gripped her? Perhaps 

it was simply pining. Talk, tell, confess, no, it occurred to her that all these words meant the same thing, to get 

rid of, or perhaps they were all words that hungered for attention. Fanny didn’t want attention. Attention was 

the same as having a constant eye on you, a frenetic, scrutinizing, and distrustful eye that found no rest. She 

lit a cigarette. The first she had ever smoked. A forgotten packet from her mother. Forgotten? She wanted to 

feel what it was like to inhale the smoke of tobacco and paper. A ritual. Not one to inherit, she didn’t want to 

subject herself to her mother’s habits, but rather to bid farewell, again to get rid of, to settle something, move 

on. Fully aware, she sucked down the smoke, coughed a little, felt dizzy. Her hands stopped shaking. She 

studied them, observed how they held the cigarette, the glowing end that tipped into ash. She started to hum, 

listened to the pure notes that came from her mouth, as though it wasn’t her own but someone else’s 

bewitched voice that had taken up residence in her body and was now leaking out, unhindered. And this 
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voice, it manifested itself in the smoke that twirled in front of her face, silent and palpable rotations in the 

night dark. She would never think of her parents again now. Nor what was in the past. And if she did happen 

to think about her parents, her childhood, all that was in the past, then she would let it pass as though it didn’t 

concern her, didn’t upset her, didn’t humiliate her. She would conquer her own memory. As though her 

memories were junk, worn-out toys, knick knacks. Because she really didn’t want to fall prey to a kind of 

desperation, or to the kind of grief that was like burrs on a woolly sweater, impossible to shake loose. She 

flicked the cigarette butt onto the ground, and went back to bed, and fell asleep almost immediately, calmed, 

with her face buried in the sheet. 

__________________________________ 

Excerpted from Fanny and the Mystery in the Grieving Forest by Rune Christiansen translated by Kari 

Dickson. Featured with permission of the publisher, Book*hug Press. Copyright © 2019 by Rune 

Christiansen. Translation copyright © by Kari Dickson.  

 

https://lithub.com/fanny-and-the-mystery-in-the-grieving-forest/ 

  

https://bookhugpress.ca/shop/books/fanny-and-the-mystery-in-the-grieving-forest-by-rune-christiansen-translated-by-kari-dickson/
https://lithub.com/fanny-and-the-mystery-in-the-grieving-forest/
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The Oligarch Threat 

Tamsin Shaw 

Netflix 

A still from The Great Hack, 2019 

On July 24, 2019, a buoyant Boris Johnson swept past crowds shouting “Bollocks to Brexit! Bollocks to 

Boris!” and was ushered into the hushed splendor of Buckingham Palace. There, he shook hands with the 

antique, bejeweled Queen Elizabeth II, and became the prime minister of Great Britain, elected not by popular 

mandate but by members of his Conservative Party. That same day, on the other side of the Atlantic, a frail 

and reluctant Robert Mueller took his oath before giving public testimony to the House Judiciary Committee, 

and later the House Intelligence Committee, on a controversial and difficult twenty-two-month-long 

investigation—made more challenging by multiple witnesses’ lying under oath—in which he had 

painstakingly examined Russian interference in the 2016 election of Donald Trump.  

That day was also chosen by Netflix for the worldwide release of the documentary by filmmakers Karim 

Amer and Jehane Noujaim, The Great Hack. Within a week, millions of viewers had watched it. For many, 

this was their first exposure to the links between the political upheavals on both sides of the Atlantic. The 

documentary almost certainly alarmed many more people than Mueller’s testimony did. July 24 was as close 

as we have got so far to a day of reckoning with the nefarious activity designed to manipulate voters in both 

the UK and the US in 2016. 

The primary focus of The Great Hack is the infamous and now insolvent data analytics firm Cambridge 

Analytica, which worked for the Trump campaign as well as the Leave.EU campaign promoting Brexit. 

Among various legally questionable activities was the company’s harvesting of huge quantities of data from 

Facebook in ways unknown to that platform’s millions of users. This data, used to target voters with specific 

“messages”—in many cases, a euphemism for outright lies—was a powerful propaganda tool, although the 

precise extent of its influence on electoral outcomes in Britain or the US is incalculable.  

https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/tamsin-shaw/
https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/great-hack3.jpg
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PUBLICIDAD 

The hero of The Great Hack is Carole Cadwalladr, a British journalist 

for The Observerand The Guardian who broke the Cambridge Analytica story, and in so doing, has had to 

brave waves of misogynistic abuse, hate campaigns on social media, and numerous bullying legal threats 

(some still current). Together with colleagues at The New York Times, Cadwalladr was a Pulitzer Prize 

finalist for their joint reporting.  

I know Carole personally, and in the months leading up to the publication of her big Cambridge Analytica–

Facebook scoop, I spoke to her often. Initially, she wasn’t writing a story about Facebook and didn’t expect 

the social network to be a main focus. But executives made Facebook the story’s headline when, two days 

before publication on March 18, 2018, they sent her a threat of legal action. This was such a bizarrely 

aggressive move that it drew a great deal of public attention; Facebook later admitted that it had been a 

mistake and apologized. But by the time an alabaster-faced Mark Zuckerberg appeared before the US 

Congress, barely a month later, propped like a mildly indignant dauphin upon extra seat cushions and reciting 

scripted answers to committee members’ questions, the Cambridge Analytica story had wiped $134 billion off 

his company’s share value. 

Netflix 

British journalist Carole Cadwalladr in The Great Hack, 2019 

It was somewhat surprising that Facebook succeeded in hogging the limelight in a field so rich with villains. 

The bigger picture, which Carole and I had been discussing during those preceding months, was the way in 

which the Cambridge Analytica story opened a window onto a new constellation of international billionaires, 

corrupt politicians, and war profiteers who were apparently amassing enormous power. That story isn’t only 

about technology, data, and psychographic profiling; it’s also, at root, a story about the consequences of 

entrenched economic inequality, the privatization of essential public assets and government functions, 

including even national security, and the challenge to conventional foreign policy posed by the bargains being 

https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/big-hack1.jpg
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struck between international kleptocrats. And it tells us why, beyond being manipulated on social media, we 

should care about businesses like Cambridge Analytica—and why we should be concerned about what the 

Mueller investigation failed to expose. 

* 

In both Britain and America, there exists a class of billionaires who seek to become oligarchs and a 

corresponding class of government officials who want to become billionaires. Since 2008, when the financial 

markets’ development of complex and ill-regulated derivatives led to a credit crisis and crash that erased huge 

sums from the fortunes of the global ultra-rich—with Western tycoons like Rupert Murdoch and Sheldon 

Adelson, and Russian oligarchs like Oleg Deripaska among the biggest losers—the world’s billionaires have 

been moving away from a commitment to free markets. Learning from the banking bailouts and the 

socialization of moral hazard, they have instead embraced an ambition to build lasting monopolies that enjoy 

both official and unofficial forms of state support.  

Russia has pioneered this new form of “state capitalism,” in which the state absorbs risk for the companies of 

certain loyal oligarchs, allowing them to reap enormous profits. In exchange, these billionaires advance 

strategic objectives, not just through energy deals but also by investing in foreign companies that own 

sensitive technology or valuable data, or which provide important forms of economic leverage abroad. One 

recent example is the huge investment Oleg Deripaska’s Rusal made in a Kentucky aluminum plant, funding 

the economic revival of the area. Shortly before the announcement of the investment, Kentucky Senator Mitch 

McConnell had backed the successful effort to lift sanctions on Deripaska and his businesses. The investment 

increases Russia’s political leverage in the US, since if sanctions were to be reimposed on Deripaska now 

under another administration they would directly harm the people of Kentucky. Putin is happy for his 

oligarchs to invest outside Russia so long as they are serving Russian strategic interests. None of the 

accumulated profit is distributed back to the Russian people: it is generally held off-shore.  

The United States has its own versions of the oligarchs, albeit ones who made their money legally rather than 

through the criminal enterprises for which many Russians have been indicted by American prosecutors or 

sanctioned by the federal government. As I’ve previously written, the oligarchs of Silicon Valley managed to 

establish their extraordinary monopolies—viewed by the state as a form of soft power as well as an essential 

national security asset in a world of cyber-conflict—only because that entire sector received huge injections 

of venture-capital funding from the military and intelligence agencies. In this case, too, the astronomical 

profits are largely untaxed and held off-shore. Other national security–related industries have sought a similar 

status under the Trump administration. 

This international billionaire class is also establishing and using private intelligence and influence agencies 

like Cambridge Analytica to help them manipulate national and international politics. It’s well known that the 

Koch brothers have their own such agency (called i360), but other billionaires have firms whose names we 

don’t even know. That’s not to say there’s a grand conspiracy of global elites or coordinated centralization of 

power for mutual advantage. But what these messy conflicting interests do have in common is that they are all 

working against liberal-democratic institutions. The free-market dream of being liberated from government 

authority, once an article of faith for the billionaire class, has turned into the oligarchs’ dream of coopting, or 

even usurping, government authority in pursuit of profit. 

At one time, it seemed inevitable that Special Counsel Robert Mueller’s investigation would expose much of 

this underworld to public scrutiny. It didn’t—though we do get glimpses of it in his report. Mueller tells us, 

for instance, that in January 2017, Kirill Dmitriev, the Stanford- and Harvard-educated head of Russia’s 

sovereign wealth fund, set up a phone call between Putin and Trump. He sent Putin in advance an optimistic 

report on negotiations with representatives of Trump’s transition team, indicating that business and 

investment opportunities had been discussed, as well as possibilities for joint counter-terrorism initiatives and 

other strategic objectives.  

https://www.nybooks.com/articles/2018/04/05/silicon-valley-beware-big-five/
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If these negotiations followed the usual Russian modus operandi, the business opportunities and strategic 

objectives would have been closely aligned. Russian and American oligarchs, supported by their respective 

states, would make billions of dollars in exchange for advancing an agenda that had been negotiated in secret. 

It’s striking that the ingenues on the Trump team—some of whom, such as Jared Kushner and Donald Trump 

Jr., had never been involved in politics before—seemed to approach negotiations viewing their skills and 

strategic insight as equal to those of the Russians. Back-door foreign policy, uninformed by government 

intelligence services, the State Department, or foreign service officers, can easily create national security 

vulnerabilities—if a Kentucky aluminum deal could compromise US interests we can only imagine the 

unintended consequences of deals involving cyber-powers, nuclear power, or other sensitive areas—yet these 

actors did not lack confidence.  

Despite this account in the Mueller Report, we still don’t know many details of what was discussed ahead of 

the Trump–Putin phone call. But we do know the details of one joint Russian and American plan intended to 

supply power plants to Middle Eastern countries, to be funded by Saudi Arabia on the understanding that the 

venture would ultimately lead to the Saudis’ acquiring nuclear technology as a safeguard against a nuclear 

Iran. In his brief tenure as national security adviser, Lt. General Michael Flynn was the point man inside the 

Trump administration, aiming to negotiate an end to Russian sanctions so the Saudi project could proceed, but 

many other senior military and intelligence figures were on the masthead of the group, known as 

IP3/Ironbridge, that was pitching to the Saudis. A recent congressional report found that the plan, still alive 

though without the Russian partners, “virtually obliterated the lines normally separating government 

policymaking from corporate and foreign interests.”  

Dmitriev’s own negotiations were with one of the most ambitious of America’s would-be oligarchs, Erik 

Prince. He is a private military contractor, formerly of Blackwater; his present company, the Frontier Services 

Group, has backing from the Chinese government and a Hong Kong billionaire named Johnson Ko, the 

company’s executive director. Prince’s meetings on behalf of the Trump team were arranged by a former 

Blackwater colleague who is now an adviser to Crown Prince Mohammed bin Zayed al-Nahyan of the United 

Arab Emirates, George Nader. Nader, who is currently in federal custody in Virginia as an accused child sex 

trafficker, claims that Prince was sent as an emissary for Trump’s chief strategist, Steve Bannon, to the 

notorious Seychelles meeting with Dmitriev and Bin Zayed. The accounts given by Bannon and Prince, to 

Mueller’s team and in congressional hearings, have conflicted, but we know that Prince met with Bannon 

frequently during the transition period, and Bannon acted as Prince’s advocate in the White House when 

Prince was lobbying for his Frontier Services Group to take over military operations in Afghanistan (a scheme 

Prince was still promoting in a New York Times op-ed months later). 

The special counsel’s investigation acknowledged the existence of these back-channel negotiations but failed 

to shed light on them, in part because vital elements of the testimony Mueller’s investigators heard were false, 

and various encrypted communications had been erased. But Mueller also interpreted his remit in the 

narrowest possible way: his principal areas of investigation were the Russian social media campaign during 

the election, and the DNC hackings and release of materials. There had been some expectation that a further 

area of inquiry would take on financial entanglements, and even potential RICO crimes. Some hoped that if 

Mueller’s investigation implicated Trump and Russian entities in racketeering, possibly even providing 

evidence that Trump was compromised by Russia, then the cooption of government by private actors, foreign 

and domestic, would be exposed. 

In the event, Mueller’s main finding, a “sweeping and systematic” campaign of interference by Russia in the 

2016 election, has simply reinforced the idea that the United States and Russia are combatants in a fairly 

traditional form of political warfare. Mueller’s report and testimony had no impact in exposing the 

multilateral business deals—here involving American, Russian, Saudi, Israeli, Qatari, and Emirati actors—

that bypass national interests, official foreign policy, international regulations, electoral laws, and even 

ordinary market pressures. 

https://www.nytimes.com/2017/08/30/opinion/erik-prince-contractors-afghanistan.html
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* 

By telling the story of Cambridge Analytica, The Great Hack takes us just a little further into this world. The 

company wasn’t set up by smart fashion students with pink hair or young crypto-grifters in bikinis, yet the 

film focuses disproportionate attention on the morally ambiguous, countercultural characters that 

moviemakers and audiences love to imagine at the heart of the cyber-world. It follows, in particular, a young 

former Cambridge Analytica employee named Brittany Kaiser. In the film, she claims to have been a human 

rights activist until she was drawn into the world of covert influence campaigns by the apparently seductive 

Etonian, Alexander Nix. Just how this former social-justice warrior managed to overlook the fact that her new 

employment was in part funded by corrupt leaders to sway elections in developing countries is not explained.  

But Ann Marlowe, an expert on Libya who first met Kaiser in 2015, has pointed outthat Kaiser’s self-

presentation is distorted. At one point in the film, Kaiser is pictured standing in front of a poster board 

advertising a conference on foreign investment in Libya, in 2012, wearing a red cloche hat and red lace dress, 

smiling politely next to three men in suits. In her voiceover, Kaiser says that after working on Obama’s 

Facebook team in 2008, she “spent several years working on human rights and international relations.” 

Marlowe looked into that claim and discovered that Kaiser had been working with the then prime minister of 

Libya, Ali Zeidan, who was at the time “presiding over its looting and political collapse.” The world Kaiser 

comes from is darker than she’s prepared to admit.  

But Kaiser, and even Nix, were always the show-people for Cambridge Analytica, the circus-masters who 

distract us—with their eccentricities, their preposterous entitlement, and their moral insouciance—from the 

real powers that placed them in the public eye. The less TV-friendly conservative donors, hedge-fund 

managers, kleptocrats, and mercenaries who made people like Kaiser and Nix agents of the far right’s assault 

on liberal democracy are able to remain in the shadows.  

Netflix 

Brittany Kaiser in The Great Hack, 2019 

https://thebulwark.com/how-netflixs-the-great-hack-misses-the-point/
https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/big-hack2.jpg
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The pertinent information, though, is that Cambridge Analytica was set up by Steve Bannon—who boasts on 

camera of devising the name—in 2015, with funding from his right-wing billionaire friend, Robert Mercer. 

The new firm was carved out of a larger company called SCL Group, which had held government contracts 

around the world for influence operations and unorthodox and covert election campaigns. From 2005 to 2015, 

the biggest investor in the SCL Group was a major donor to Britain’s Tory Party, Vincent Tchenguiz. 

Tchenguiz made an employee at his Consensus Business Group named Julian Wheatland a director of SCL. 

Wheatland appears in the movie plaintively lamenting the demise of Cambridge Analytica with all its talented 

young people. But he needn’t be too disconsolate. His boss continues to be a powerful and extremely 

connected figure in this sector.  

Tchenguiz has invested in State of Mind Ventures, a venture capital fund headed by Pinchas Buchris, a former 

commander of Israeli military intelligence’s Unit 8200, which has been described as equivalent of the NSA. 

Tchenguiz also has stakes in Terrogence (part of the Verint Group, which describes itself as a world leader in 

“actionable intelligence,”), an Israeli agency known as Businesscope Business Intelligence, and the British 

company Quintel intelligence. 

Among the big investors in this shady netherworld of intelligence-gathering and influence operations, there 

are naturally many overlaps. Tchenguiz’s interests and investments connect with those of Erik Prince, as the 

freelance journalist Wendy Siegelman has shown in her fine-grained mapping of the field on Medium. Both 

men have links to one of the best-known private intelligence companies, Black Cube, founded in Israel by 

another former military intelligence officer. Tchenguiz was involved in setting up Black Cube and was its first 

major client. (Black Cube first came to widespread public attention when The New Yorker reported that its 

operatives were working for the former movie mogul Harvey Weinstein in an apparent effort to frustrate the 

newspaper’s reporting of allegations of sexual assault made against him.) Though Black Cube denies it, the 

Cambridge Analytica whistleblower Chris Wiley has claimed the two companies did work together. The 

Israeli newspaper Ha’aretz has reported that Prince also considered investing in a joint venture with 

Tchenguiz and the Israeli financier Dorian Barak. 

Siegelman has also tracked the development of a new company named Emerdata, since its emergence in the 

wake of the Cambridge Analytica bankruptcy. Julian Wheatland and Alexander Nix were both initially 

directors, though since they’re now under investigation for their Cambridge Analytica activities, they’ve both 

had to resign. Robert Mercer’s daughters, Rebekah (who has worked closely with Steve Bannon) and the less 

high-profile Jennifer, are the major investors, alongside Prince’s billionaire business partner, Johnson Ko. 

(The Mercer sisters have also acquired their father’s stake in Breitbart, the far-right media outlet Bannon built 

up.) Emerdata is thus essentially a reincarnation of Cambridge Analytica, possibly with even more funding. 

From time to time, a scandal emerges that gives us a glimpse of this deeply interconnected, secretive realm of 

power wielded by the ultra-rich. The Miami Herald’s recent investigation of Jeffrey Epstein by Julie K. 

Brown revealed the existence of a company he was involved in named Carbyne. Ostensibly, Carbyne supplies 

tools for use by emergency services, such as geolocation devices and equipment for live video feeds, but 

much of this material doubles very effectively as surveillance technologies. The company was founded by the 

former Israeli general and politician Ehud Barak; its investors and board members are a who’s who of the 

private security world, and include Peter Thiel and his Palantir co-founder, Trae Stephens, Pinchas Buchris, 

Michael Chertoff, and, of course, Erik Prince. 

* 

The Great Hack is an important film, one that people need to see, but its account of the Cambridge Analytica 

operation scarcely touches the shady world of the billionaire oligarchs who are the real financial and political 

forces behind the scenes. Perhaps it’s too much to expect a Netflix documentary to accomplish what the 

special counsel, with all the resources of federal prosecutors and FBI investigators at his disposal, also failed 

to account for. Although Robert Mueller succeeded in indicting Michael Flynn, Paul Manafort, and others, he 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 500  october  2019 
 

 

115 

framed his investigation in such a way that the most significant aspects of what happened in 2016 were 

judged to be classified counterintelligence threats, about which the public may never learn. The erosion of 

norms of governance in Washington now means that, according to chairman Adam Schiff, even the House 

Intelligence Committee has had no counterintelligence briefings in a year and a half. 

The public needs to ask questions about these violations of democratic accountability before government 

intelligence services are completely prevented from finding the answers. President Trump has repeatedly 

vilified the US intelligence community, and may still appoint a loyalist as Director of National Intelligence 

who would close down counterintelligence operations related to Trump family foreign involvements.  

In Britain, in spite of election law violations by all three organizations supporting Brexit in the 2016 EU 

referendum and after extraordinarily large donations of money with questionable origins, there has been no 

public inquiry into the finances and incentives that lay behind this criminal activity. Although many senior 

civil servants, members of Parliament, and other public figures have called for an inquiry, Britain has had no 

Mueller. It does have Carole Cadwalladr and a handful of other investigative journalists looking into the 

peculiar trans-Atlantic alliances that are corroding from within a once-robust parliamentary democracy. 

As for Boris Johnson, the wayward Etonian princeling, he was reportedly denied access to sensitive 

intelligence when he was foreign secretary, even though the two main agencies, MI6 and GCHQ, ordinarily 

report directly to that officeholder. In April 2018, Johnson was photographed at an airport without the foreign 

secretary’s customary security detail, in a hungover and disheveled state after partying all weekend in Italy 

with the British-based Russian oligarch Evgeny Lebedev. Since July 24, when Johnson became prime 

minister, the prospects of protecting liberal-democratic institutions on either side of the Atlantic have dimmed 

still further. For both Britons and Americans, the only hope of halting the stealthy advance of oligarchic 

power is in upcoming elections. But one thing The Great Hack and the Mueller report show is that this path is 

narrowing all the time. 

 

https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/08/27/the-oligarch-threat/ 

  

https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/08/27/the-oligarch-threat/
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Agues and Fugues 

by Martha Ronk 
Issue no. 226 (Fall 2018) 

Under the weather would put one 

just about left of the cirrus and right of 

the objective correlative, 

would locate the ague 

in earlier centuries, beneath 

the armpit, soaking in a hot tub 

as the cloud cover lifts and finds 

its place and dizzily high 

before beginning again, its fugue. 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

 “Payment” by Martha Ronk, also published in Issue 226, Fall 2018? 

 “A Taxonomy of Wind” by Ben Shattuck, published on the Daily in June 2018? 

 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=2f487fc35d&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=05957a532f&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=8d88332f40&e=d538c8f2e0
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What is sentience? 

Juan Carlos Marvizon, Ph.D., Adjunct Professor, David Geffen School of Medicine at UCLA 

I must confess that I initially disliked the word “sentience”. Maybe it was because for me it carried religious 

connotations that should not be mixed with science. Or maybe it was because I saw it as a devious way to 

avoid confronting the issue of animal consciousness, which would involve answering difficult questions like 

these: Are animals conscious? Are some animals conscious while others are not? If so, how can we tell them 

apart? If animals are conscious, is their consciousness the same as ours or there is something unique to human 

consciousness? 

Which ones are sentient?         Source: thinglink.com 

Wikipedia gives a definition of sentience analogous to the definition of consciousness: “Sentience is the 

capacity to feel, perceive or experience subjectively. Eighteenth-century philosophers used the concept to 

distinguish the ability to think (reason) from the ability to feel (sentience). In modern Western philosophy, 

sentience is the ability to experience sensations (known in philosophy of mind as “qualia”).” In the context of 

animal welfare, saying that animals are sentient means that they are able to feel pain. However, as I discussed 

in previous articles (Not Just Intelligence, The Uniqueness of Human Suffering, The Difference Between Pain 

and Suffering, More Thoughts on Animal Suffering), we cannot say that a living being feels pain if it is not 

conscious, because how can there be pain if there is no awareness of the pain? After all, in humans the same 

stimulus that causes pain when we are conscious does not cause pain when we are unconscious. However, 

since the problem of animal consciousness is so difficult to address, it does not seem to be realistic to wait 

until we solve it to decide how we should treat animals. The idea of sentience could be a temporary 

compromise with which to accept that some animals feel pain and should be treated with compassion. In fact, 

we all have the strong intuition that the animals with which we interact the most (cats, dogs, horses, etc.) are 

conscious and able to feel pain. Although it is probably true that these pets are conscious, it also seems that 

their consciousness is different from human consciousness in some important aspects. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sentience
https://speakingofresearch.com/2016/12/06/not-just-intelligence-why-humans-deserve-to-be-treated-better-than-animals/
https://speakingofresearch.com/2015/01/12/the-uniqueness-of-human-suffering-suffering-from-pain/
https://speakingofresearch.com/2018/01/11/the-difference-between-pain-and-suffering/
https://speakingofresearch.com/2018/01/11/the-difference-between-pain-and-suffering/
https://speakingofresearch.com/2017/01/27/more-thoughts-on-animal-suffering/
https://speakingofresearch.files.wordpress.com/2019/08/treeoflife.jpg
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As we move down the complexity scale to small mammals, cold-blooded vertebrates, and invertebrates, it 

becomes more and more difficult to know if they have feelings. Here, our tendency to anthropomorphize 

(assign human feelings to animals and objects that do not have them) may deceive us. Even simple animals 

respond with aversive behavior when given stimuli that we would feel as painful. However, this behavior 

could well be an automatic response created in the absence of any subjective feelings. After all, plants and 

even microbes also have aversive responses and we do not infer from them that they are feeling pain. 

Therefore, it seems that some animals are automatons able to generate responses in the absence of 

consciousness and pain, while others are conscious and do feel pain. How can we tell them apart? Is there a 

gradient in consciousness and hence in the ability to feel pain in the animal kingdom? If so, how can we 

assign moral status to these different levels? Could sentience be a useful concept to designate intermediate 

levels of consciousness? 

The question of what is sentience and how to detect it is not merely academic, because a lot of legislation is 

being built around this concept. “In 1997, the concept of animal sentience was written into the basic law of 

the European Union. The legally binding protocol annexed to the Treaty of Amsterdam recognizes that 

animals are ‘sentient beings’, and requires the EU and its member states to ‘pay full regard to the welfare 

requirements of animals’” (Wikipedia). Are we foolishly building large bodies of legislation around a concept 

that nobody can define clearly? Or could there be scientific criteria to define if an animal is sentient or not? 

The religious origins of the word “sentience” 

Many people assume that the word sentience has a scientific meaning, not being aware of its origin in Eastern 

religions like Hinduism, Jainism and Buddhism. In fact, I became exposed to the word sentience during my 

practice of Zen Buddhism. In the Zen retreats called sesshins, we intoned chants in which we expressed our 

commitment to seek salvation from suffering for all sentient beings, which is one of the main tenets of 

Mahayana Buddhism. The concept of sentience in Buddhism means “capable of suffering”. However, digging 

a bit deeper its metaphysical origins start to become clear. Buddhism accepts that suffering requires 

consciousness, but consciousness is considered a spiritual entity that can be transmitted from one being to 

another in the process of reincarnation, a belief it has in common with Hinduism and Jainism. Hence, if 

human consciousness can migrate from human to animal, this means that animals can suffer just like humans 

and deserve the same moral consideration. 

This idea seems to have transmigrated to Western philosophy to be reborn as animal rights. However, it had 

to be recast as based on evolutionary principles because most Westerners would reject the idea of 

reincarnation. The naturalistic view proposed by science is that the human mind is not an independent entity 

but the product of the brain and therefore cannot exist independently from it. By the same token, brains 

differing vastly in the number of neurons and synapses would produce completely different minds, and only 

the most complex of them are likely to be conscious. In the secular Western democracies, laws about animal 

welfare cannot be based in Eastern religious beliefs, just like laws against abortion or homosexuality should 

not be formulated based on Christian dogma. If animal welfare regulations are to be based on the idea of 

sentience, it has to stand on a firm scientific and rational foundation. We should be careful not to let religious 

ideas about consciousness and sentience be smuggled into science and politics. 

Agency does not imply sentience 

As I pointed out above, one source of confusion about animal consciousness is that when we see animals do 

things we may infer from that they have intentions and therefore are conscious. However, the ability to “do 

stuff” is common to all living creatures, not just animals, and does not require consciousness. It was called 

“agency” by Stuart Kauffmann, a scientist who studies complexity as a fundamental property of life. In his 

books At Home in the Universeand Investigations, Kauffman defines agency as the ability of living beings to 

generate their own causes through an internal program which includes their metabolism and genetic 

information. However, this internal program is an automaton, it is not conscious. Even in humans, the basic 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sentience
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processes of life take place automatically, and mental processes and consciousness are additional programs 

that run on top of this basic software of metabolism. Therefore, just like we would not assume that a robot 

that does stuff is conscious, we cannot not assume consciousness or sentience merely from animal behavior. 

The ability to measure pain in animals does not imply sentience 

An argument for an animal being sentient may go like this: “scientists are able to measure pain in this animal, 

therefore this animal is sentient because it can feel pain”. As one of those scientists who measure pain in 

animals, let me walk you through what these experiments really entail to find out whether they really measure 

pain or not. 

It is common knowledge that pain thresholds can be manipulated, usually by using drugs that increase them 

(analgesics) in order to alleviate the pain of patients. Other things like stress and excitement can also alter 

pain levels, sometimes quite dramatically. Scientists have developed a variety of methods to measure pain that 

are used to develop new analgesic and to study pain pathways. One type is called “reflexive pain measures” 

because they measure the reflex withdrawal responses of an animal to a noxious stimulus. These techniques 

do not hurt the animals, because the stimulus is only mildly painful and animal is able to stop it the moment it 

feels it. One example of these technique is the “von Frey filaments”: nylon filaments calibrated to exert a 

fixed pressure to the skin when their tip is pressed against it. They measure sensitivity to mechanical pain by 

testing the amount of pressure that can be applied to the paw before the animal moves it. These von Frey 

filaments are also used on humans and can be applied to different parts of the body. If we want to measure 

sensitivity to heat instead of sensitivity to mechanical pressure, we use a device that shines a strong light on 

the paw of the animal. The time it takes it to withdraw the paw from the beam of light tells us how sensitive it 

is to heat. 

Conditioned 

place aversion box. Source: Ugo Basile. 

https://speakingofresearch.files.wordpress.com/2019/08/cpa-box.png
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But – here is the catch – these methods do not really measure pain, which is a conscious experience. Rather 

they measure the ability of the body to process and react to a noxious stimulus, something called nociception. 

Perhaps the animal is not aware of the stimulus and the withdrawal is merely a reflex. After all, automatic, 

unconscious withdrawal reflexes occur in humans. What if we want to measure if the animal really feels the 

pain? Other techniques have been developed to do that. One of the most popular is called “conditioned place 

aversion”. It consists of a box with two compartments painted with different patterns and with different floor 

texture. The rat or the mouse is placed in one compartment and given the stimulus that we want to know if is 

painful. Sometime later, the animal is placed again in the box and given access to both compartments. If it 

avoids the one where it was given the stimulus, we can deduce that it didn’t like it and therefore it must have 

been painful. This technique is purported to measure the “emotional component of pain”, something that 

could be interpreted as suffering. 

Example: are crabs sentient? 

The crab Carcinus maenas, used in the behavior experiments of Magee & Elwood. Source: Flickr. 

In a  2013 paper, Magee and Elwood claimed to have shown conditioned place aversion in crabs, which they 

interpreted as meaning that crabs feel pain. This was hyped by the media, by Science magazine and (of 

course) by PETA, and considered proof that crabs are sentient. If true, this could have important repercussions 

beyond stopping us form eating delicious crabs, because crustaceans like crabs and lobsters have nervous 

systems smaller (100,000 neurons) than insects like flies (250,000 neurons) and cockroaches (1 million 

neurons). So, if crabs are sentient, we could soon have laws making insecticides and roach motels illegal. But, 

is this really the case? Strictly speaking, the Magee and Elwood experiment just showed two things: 1) that 

crabs are able to differentiate between different locations, 2) that they are able to associate some locations 

with noxious stimuli and thus avoid them. These are things that we would expect to evolve in crabs because 

https://speakingofresearch.com/2018/01/11/the-difference-between-pain-and-suffering/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/23325857
https://theweek.com/articles/736689/crabs-lobsters-probably-feel-pain-why-are-still-boiling-alive
https://www.sciencemag.org/news/2015/11/crabs-feel-pain
https://www.peta2.com/news/lobsters-and-crabs-feel-pain/
https://ipfs.io/ipfs/QmXoypizjW3WknFiJnKLwHCnL72vedxjQkDDP1mXWo6uco/wiki/List_of_animals_by_number_of_neurons.html
https://ipfs.io/ipfs/QmXoypizjW3WknFiJnKLwHCnL72vedxjQkDDP1mXWo6uco/wiki/List_of_animals_by_number_of_neurons.html
https://speakingofresearch.files.wordpress.com/2019/08/crab.png
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they are key for their survival and do not imply that crabs have the subjective experience of pain. Yes, crabs 

can learn, but even the worm C. elegans is able to learn to avoid noxious stimuli despite having only 302 

neurons and 7,500 synapses. In fact, they did not show even this, because in a later paper in 2016 (which 

received much less attention by the media), Magee and Elwood recanted their previous assertion by 

recognizing that in fact the crabs “lack discrimination learning between the two shelters” and concluded that 

their “behavior is only partially consistent with the idea of pain”. However, I would not be surprised if future 

studies showed conditioned place aversion in some invertebrate, because, in my opinion, conditioned place 

aversion does not really measure the “emotional component of pain”, just the ability of animals to associate 

places with noxious stimuli. This type of associative learning does not require a lot of computing power, 

much less consciousness. Therefore, we do not really have experimental methods that can tell us for sure 

whether an animal feels pain, we can only know if it has nociception. “Proof of pain is not possible in any 

animal” (Elwood, 2017). 

Do emotions imply sentience? 

Source: slideshare.net 

Following on the footsteps of Charles Darwin, who speculated that some animals experience emotions, Paul 

Ekman proposed that many mammals shared six basic emotions: joy, sadness, anger, fear, disgust and 

surprise. Darwin and Ekman argued that these emotions can be detected as facial expressions and are not 

learned or cultural, but genetically inherited. Ekman went on to describe other emotions, like guilt, shame, 

contempt and pride, that are influenced by culture and seem to be uniquely human. Today, scientists accept 

that mammals experience the six Ekman emotions and that these are linked to specific states of the brain and 

the body, such as secretion of adrenaline and cortisol by the suprarenal glands during fear and anger. It is also 

https://www.nature.com/articles/srep29284
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/27305928
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/28365460
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Expression_of_the_Emotions_in_Man_and_Animals
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paul_Ekman#Emotions_as_universal_categories
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paul_Ekman#Emotions_as_universal_categories
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Paul_Ekman#Emotions_as_universal_categories
https://speakingofresearch.files.wordpress.com/2019/08/6-emotions.png
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accepted that pain, itch and pleasure are not just sensations but have a distinct emotional component. Then, 

should we define sentience as the ability to experience positive and negative emotions? In this view, not just 

pain but negative emotions like fear and sadness could be a source of animal suffering. In fact, current animal 

welfare practices in scientific research are based on this idea and consider environmental factors that can be 

detractive to the emotional well-being of the animal. However, it is unclear if animals other than mammals 

experience the six basic emotions of Ekman. Do snakes feel sad? Do fish get angry? The most we can observe 

in these animals are stereotypical flight-fight reactions, but we do not know if they are tied to negative 

emotions like anger and fear. Therefore, although we could infer that mammals and birds are sentient based 

on their ability to feel emotions, this still leaves us in the dark regarding other animals. 

Sentience, happiness and suffering 

A more subtle issue is that both suffering and its opposite, happiness, are not emotions but global states of 

being that are influenced by emotions but also by other factors. Thus, we can be happy even when we 

experience negative emotions like sadness (for example, when watching a tragic movie), fear (in a roller-

coaster or watching a terror movie) and anger (in the exhilaration of a fight). Conversely, positive emotions 

like pleasure, joy or pride can coexist with an underlying state of suffering caused by dissatisfaction with 

ourselves or our life, or existential angst. In humans, happiness and suffering are certainly influenced by 

emotions, but they are more critically dependent on deeper things like self-esteem, feeling loved and 

appreciated, flourishing or eudaimonia, and finding meaning in life. In humans, happiness and suffering also 

exist in time, as a continuum anchored in our past experiences and extending into our outlook for the future. 

In contrast, although animals have memory, their experience is limited to a narrow time interval around the 

present because they lack extended consciousness and an autobiographical self (see below). All these 

considerations show that in humans happiness and suffering cannot be separated from the cognitive and 

cultural elements that are needed for our self-esteem and sense of meaning. These are not present in animals. 

Hence, animals cannot suffer and be happy in the same way as humans. Perhaps we can say that humans 

experience deep suffering and deep happiness, while animals experience shallower forms of suffering and 

happiness that can be called sentience? 

Could sentience be considered “consciousness-light”? 

According to Wikipedia, “sentience is a minimalistic way of defining consciousness, which otherwise 

commonly and collectively describes sentience plus other characteristics of the mind”. But then, how are 

sentience and consciousness different? What are those “other characteristics of the mind”? 

Some concepts of consciousness view it as something unitary and indivisible. When consciousness is viewed 

solely as our subjective experience, it is hard to see how it can be divided into parts: either one is conscious or 

is not. This concept of consciousness does not seem to leave room for sentience to be considered as a reduced 

form of consciousness. Quite the opposite: it would lead us to believe that humans and animals are equally 

conscious. Nevertheless, we know from experience that there are different levels of consciousness, from sleep 

to the hyper-alertness produced by danger, meditation or some drugs. States of consciousness can also vary 

qualitatively, from introverted to extroverted, from intellectual to emotional. All this suggests that 

consciousness may be formed by different elements. 

In contrast with the unitary view of consciousness, I have come to think of human consciousness as 

multilayered, integrating multiple mental functions. In this view, consciousness can function in a sensory 

mode in which the different sensations entering the brain are selected according to their emotional weight 

(“salience”) so that some become conscious and others do not. Consciousness can also function in a proactive 

or “motor” mode in which it directs attention and behavior to achieve a particular goal. For example, this 

occurs in a cat stalking a mouse or a dog tracking a scent. In humans, the ability of consciousness to direct 

attention is used in internalized actions that do not seem to exist in animals, for example, when we recall a 

particular memory, imagine a future or hypothetical scenario, or engage in rational thinking. In turn, this 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Suffering
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Happiness
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Angst#Existentialist_angst
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eudaimonia
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sentience
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ability to remember the past and imagine the future gives rise to ‘extended consciousness’: our ability to 

perceive ourselves as beings that exist through time. Human subjective awareness also allows us to know that 

we have a mind. I think that this ability of the human mind to reflect on its own functioning derives from the 

“theory of mind”, the uniquely human ability to make mental models of the minds of other persons. By 

applying theory of mind to our own mind, we construct a narrative about what we are thinking and feeling. 

Theory of mind applied to our own mind repeatedly over time may be what give raise to extended 

consciousness and the autobiographical self or the ego: a continuous narrative of who we are. Extended 

consciousness, knowing that we have a mind, our internal narrative of our own experience and our 

autobiographical self are uniquely human, because they require cognitive and cultural elements that only 

happen in the human mind. Things that we know about ourselves, our society and our culture are 

indispensable to construct narratives about what goes on in our minds right now, about who we were, and 

about who we will be. 

If this multilayer hypothesis of consciousness is true, it would be possible for animals to have sensory and 

motor consciousness but not other elements of human consciousness like theory of mind, extended 

consciousness and a sense of self. Thus, animals would be able to filter sensations to give salience to the ones 

that are important for survival. Like in humans, pain would be given more saliency because it directs attention 

to body injuries that need to be protected and healed. Another salient sensation is itch, which alert of attacks 

by insects or parasites that can be fend off by scratching. Many animals feel pain in this sense of a salient 

sensation that elicits a particular behavior. However, whether pain leads to suffering seems to require 

elements of consciousness other than a simply ranking of sensations. These include the presence of negative 

emotions like fear, anger and sadness, which are experienced by mammals and birds. However, like 

consciousness, human suffering entails cognitive and cultural elements that are absent in animals. For 

example, we perceive our pain together with the knowledge that we will continue to experience it in the 

future, that we have experience it in the past, and that it may be experienced by people we love. All this adds 

extra dimensions to our suffering. In contrast, an animal only experiences pain as something occurring now, 

without being amplified by any cognitive elements. In this sense, we could talk of a gradation of suffering that 

mirrors the gradation of consciousness from less complex to more complex animals, and then to humans. 

Human suffering has a depth and a meaning that no animal suffering has, because human consciousness is 

qualitatively different from animal sentience. 

Conclusions 

In conclusion, sentience seems to be a good word to designate our intuition that some animals possess 

intermediate forms of consciousness between human consciousness and the automatic behavior of the most 

simple animals. Animals with rudimentary nervous systems formed by less than a million neurons are likely 

automatons incapable of any form of feeling. They should be given the same moral status as plants. I cannot 

see any ethical difference between eating a carrot and eating a clam, since they are both not sentient. On the 

opposite end of the scale, mammals and birds should be considered sentient and capable of experiencing pain. 

However, my multilayer hypothesis of consciousness is speculative, so deriving a concept of sentience from it 

is premature at best. Strictly speaking, there is no scientific way to determine if a given animal is able to feel 

pain (as opposed to having nociception). Moreover, given that pain, distress and suffering are entirely 

different concepts, we can only say that an animal suffers based on our empathy and our intuition. For the 

time being, suffering is more a philosophical than a scientific concept. Therefore, sentience has no scientific 

basis so far and should be used with care when legislating animal welfare. 

 

https://speakingofresearch.com/2019/08/26/what-is-sentience/ 

  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Damasio%27s_theory_of_consciousness#Extended_consciousness
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Theory_of_mind
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Animal_consciousness
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Animal_consciousness
https://speakingofresearch.com/2019/08/26/what-is-sentience/
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My Decade of Falling in Love with the Writing of José Esteban Muñoz 

Marcos Gonsalez Looks Back at a Landmark Queer Text, Cruising Utopia 

By Marcos Gonsalez 

 

Devoid of markings, my 21-year-old self in the early years of the 2010s takes this as an opportunity to mark 

the newly purchased text, to make José Esteban Muñoz’s Cruising Utopia: The Then and There of Queer 

Futurity mine. Younger me highlights recklessly. Something is in the text, he tells himself, a wannabe 

intellectual, as he puts bright green and blue across the words. He can’t articulate it at the time but my 

younger self knows he is looking for all-knowingness, this getting beneath the layers of words, this more than 

surface reading. He is looking to master the text. 

That copy now, six or so years later, is unreadable. I’m too distracted by all the blue and green highlights to 

read it again from start to finish. I decide to fork over the money to buy the 10th anniversary re-issue of the 

book. There are additional essays in this version, one published in an anthology and the other a lecture he 

gave for the launch of a women and gender studies Ph.D. program, and a forward from the editors of Sexual 

Cultures, the book series he co-founded with Ann Pellegrini at NYU Press. Reading it this time around is 

from a totally different vantage point: I finished undergrad, have spent several years undertaking doctoral 

work, and have read much more theory and scholarship since then. 

Muñoz is celebrated as one of the forebears of fields like performance studies, queer of color critique, and 

Latinx cultural studies. His work is read and cited well beyond those fields, and well beyond the realm 

of scholarship and academia. Quotes by him are circulated across social media platforms like Twitter, 

soundbites cherry-picked from their original contexts, free-floating excerpts meant to awe us or remind us of 

his intellectual grandeur. By this point, it almost feels obligatory to cite Muñoz if one is talking in any way 

about queerness, performance, and minoritarian aesthetic practice. His name has monumentalized, reaching 

mythic proportions. In becoming so well-cited and referenced, one seems to lose a sense of his particularity, 

the sense of him being singularly Muñoz. 

But what do I know of José Esteban Muñoz? I know nothing more about him than the words I read on a page. 

https://lithub.com/author/marcosgonsalez/
https://electricliterature.com/my-butch-lesbian-mom-bruce-springsteen/
https://lithub.com/the-stonewall-revolution-is-still-happening/
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ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

In my queer theory course taken my sophomore year of undergrad, we read an excerpt from Muñoz’s first 

monograph, Disidentifications: Queers of Color and the Performance of Politics. Which passage or chapter I 

can no longer recall but I know the electric feeling coursing through my body, the fully embodied ah-ha 

moment I experience when I first read it. If I have to take a guess as to which passage it is where I first get 

this striking feeling from Muñoz’s work, basing the guess off my earliest memory of noting the most 

memorable part, I would have to say it is the final paragraph of the chapter focusing on the gay Cuban 

American Pedro Zamora. One of the first openly gay Latinx men living with HIV/AIDS to be portrayed on 

television, Zamora is the focus of chapter six in the monograph. Muñoz argues in the chapter the ways in 

which Zamora outfitted the televisual to stage a defiant presentation of queer Latinx life in order to form 

subaltern counterpublics. The scholar concludes the chapter with an anecdote. 

Am I cruising after Muñoz’s style? To feel his distinction in words, to touch his prose singularity? Do I want 

to be cruised on by him? 

As I sat in the living room with my parents, I marveled at the televisual spectacle of this young man and his 

father, both speaking a distinctly Cuban Spanish, on television, talking openly about AIDS, safe sex, and 

homosexuality. I was struck because this was something new; it was a new formation, a being for others… 

Here is where I see the televisual spectacle leading to the possibility of new counterpublics, new spheres of 

possibility, and the potential for the reinvention of the world from A to Z. 

I want to say this is the chapter excerpted in my queer theory course. I want to say this paragraph, which 

struck me in my countless readings before, as it strikes me again now, is what first moves me when I 

encounter Muñoz. This concluding paragraph which breaks from the monographic time, breaking away from 

the regimented and objective prose of the scholar. It’s not that the passage is anecdotal which makes it 

memorable. It is the flare of it. The flaming staccato of the opening sentence which asks us to note it, to 

luxuriate over it, to notice what he is doing. The jerky rhythm of the clauses documenting the body and 

relations of the scholar, the affinities and intimacies the scholar is having with the object of analysis, the 

movements between space, time, and materialities reaching out to the reader. It is the insistence to conclude 

otherwise, to tie the spectacle that Pedro is doing on the screen to the one Muñoz is doing in the book, this 

queer flashiness. But what is he doing, exactly? What is this textual performance of making distinct, the 

demand to notice, the desire to stand out in prose? Am I cruising after Muñoz’s style? To feel his distinction 

in words, to touch his prose singularity? Do I want to be cruised on by him? 

* 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

As the highlighting of my first read through of Cruising Utopia attests, my younger self is interested in the big 

ideas, large chunks of prose, hell-bent on absorbing the knowledge. In a year or so he will apply to literature 

doctoral programs. He does this knowing intellectual savvy and competence looks a certain way. He wants 

senior scholars to take him seriously, to think he is worthy of being one of them. He highlights thinking it will 

give him mastery over the text and ideas. He puts all the blue and green on the page wanting to prove wrong 

all those teachers and professors who said he would amount to nothing, who said he would never be a thinker 

or writer because of who he is. 

The highlighting of my younger self is a failed effort because I dreamed of comprehensiveness, of all-

knowingness. This failure, though, is integral to utopia, as Muñoz notes in the lecture given for the 

inauguration of a women and gender studies Ph.D. program added to the 10th anniversary edition, “Hope in 

the Face of Heartbreak.” “Hope’s biggest obstacle is failure” he writes and, if we can acknowledge failure is a 

necessary obstacle, if we can brace for the fact we will be disappointed, then hope remains possible, then hope 
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endures. For my younger self, hope is in the highlighting. It feels like permanence, guiding me in how I read. 

Some highlightings, like the many I do when younger, are pressed in harder when moving across a line 

effectively scarring the surface of the page, making the texture rough and indented. Highlighting, like death, 

is not ephemeral. It’s material. It remains. Highlighting is a practice of preservation against the loss that is 

death, the loss of knowledge, the loss that is forgetting, and to forget is the ultimate death. 

Full of hope, idealistic, the boy swipes across those lines in efforts to mark a not yet here, a not yet us 

between Muñoz and I. 

What is the hope I cling to now? The wanting of the touch by the style of a thinker I will never know? The 

hopeful intimacy of style’s reach? 

This time, in the unmarked text of this 10th anniversary edition, I notice what I could not notice before or 

what I might not have been ready to notice before. 

Scholarly in construction through and through, nevertheless, I’m struck by this sentence in the second chapter: 

“I see world-making here as functioning and coming into play through the performance of a queer utopian 

memory, that is, a utopia that understands its time as reaching beyond some nostalgic past that perhaps never 

was or some future whose arrival is continuously belated—a utopia in the present.” The placement of the em 

dash, its end of sentence forcefulness, is an emphasis Muñoz wants us to pay attention to. Scholarly, again, in 

tenor, though radiating a magnitude I had not noticed before: “Utopia is not prescriptive; it renders potential 

blueprints of a world not quite here, a horizon of possibility, not a fixed schema.” I pause over the semicolon. 

Staying awhile and letting it become a thought, a story, a showy interruption on the speeded up reading I have 

been taught to perform in graduate school. Both sentences let me linger, let me wonder and wander, going 

astray for a little while which feels like utopia, feels very queer to me. 

This attentiveness I give to the 10th anniversary edition is surely afforded by my growth as a writer and 

scholar. Many of the ideas Muñoz expresses in the book about queer methodology, ephemeral archives, the 

anti-relational turn in queer theory, and the critical possibilities of hope, I have come to embody in thought 

and writing practice. Though needing to still cite his work, though needing to still read him, Muñoz’s work 

generously moves beyond citationality, moving into the realm of doing his ideas in everyday thought and life. 

Turning to this text time and time again through my doctoral work, feeling this monumentalizing of his work, 

had shielded me from the surprise and chance of the words. Reading the 10th anniversary edition attunes me 

to Muñoz again. The experience of reading him anew becomes sensory. The reading of this new edition 

produces a kind of intercalated effect: a non-linear temporal and spatial layering, a tacking on from the 

thinking of my younger self reading it in NYCHA housing in the Lower East Side to my now self reading in 

an overpriced apartment in Washington Heights and my future self wherever he may be. The foreword by the 

editors reminds us he was a person who was cared for, whose intellectual contributions resonate still at 

different intensities for different people. 

The additional essays build onto the original monograph, putting into constellation writing produced for other 

contexts which speaks to the project Muñoz gives to us. My own intellectual journeying, coupled with reading 

this 10th anniversary edition, produces a kind of intercalated reading practice which doesn’t hold to the belief 

that thought progresses through an arch of beginning, middle, and end. An intercalated reading practice which 

is accretive, open to chance and modification and insertions, ready and eager for all kinds of thought and 

sensory experience. 

I underline more sparingly this time around. Underlining for my future reading self, underlining for those who 

might acquire this book if it is to leave my bookcase, underlining as a form of paying attention differently. An 

underlining practice which attests to my search for the mark of specificity, the mark of singularity, the mark 

which designates our being us. The mark of style. This impossible desire to mark him with my reading style 

and he to mark me with his writing style. It’s in those asides, those cuttings away, those prose flourishes, 
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those syntactical immediacies, which strike most pleasurably, most astoundingly, most memorably. They 

shake us from our readerly complacency, and remind us there is more than the top-down relation where the 

book is to impart on us its all-knowingness. As a result, we construct other modes of being together, 

breaching binaries like words and flesh, mind and body, yesterday and tomorrow, New York City and Los 

Angeles, the scholar and the reader, the dead and the alive. 

The excessive highlighting of my younger self is—if I might look at the act differently than how I posed it 

earlier in this essay, if I might imagine it other than an attempt at all-knowingness—a queer utopian act. Full 

of hope, idealistic, the boy swipes across those lines in efforts to mark a not yet here, a not yet us between 

Muñoz and I. A hoping against hope to remind the future self and the past self and the self that will never be 

to slow down, to pay attention, to read carefully and generously. What my younger self and I have in common 

is the cruising after style, and our desire to be cruised on by style. 

It must have been immediate, the impact of those lines, when I read the first edition as a twenty-or-so-year-

old queer, and today, in 2019, reading the 10th anniversary edition, I agree with my former self, appreciating 

his decision to mark in blue highlighting the first three sentences in Cruising Utopia, admiring his need to 

mark those lines as something to remember: “Queerness is not yet here. Queerness is an ideality. Put another 

way, we are not yet queer.” 

Cruising UtopiaDisidentificationsJosé Esteban MuñozLGBTQPedro ZamoraQueerutopias 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Marcos Gonsalez 

I am an essayist and PhD candidate in Literature living in New York City. My essay collection about growing 

up a gay son of an undocumented indigenous Mexican immigrant and a poor Puerto Rican mother in white 

America, Pedro’s Theory: Essays, is represented by agent Lauren Abramo and is currently on submission with 

publishers. My essays can be found or are forthcoming at Inside Higher Education, Ploughshares, Electric Lit, 

Catapult, and The New Inquiry, among others. 

https://lithub.com/my-decade-of-falling-in-love-with-the-writing-of-jose-esteban-munoz/ 

  

https://lithub.com/tag/cruising-utopia/
https://lithub.com/tag/disidentifications/
https://lithub.com/tag/jose-esteban-munoz/
https://lithub.com/tag/lgbtq/
https://lithub.com/tag/pedro-zamora/
https://lithub.com/tag/queer/
https://lithub.com/tag/utopias/
https://lithub.com/author/marcosgonsalez/
https://lithub.com/my-decade-of-falling-in-love-with-the-writing-of-jose-esteban-munoz/
https://lithub.com/author/marcosgonsalez/
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Prehistoric puma feces reveals oldest parasite DNA ever recorded 

Cambridge University Press 

Summary: 

The oldest parasite DNA ever recorded has been found in the ancient, desiccated feces of a puma. 

     

FULL STORY 

 

 

Modern-day puma (stock image). 

Credit: © Joshua Haviv / Adobe Stock 

The oldest parasite DNA ever recorded has been found in the ancient, desiccated faeces of a puma. 

A team of Argentinian scientists from the National Council of Scientific and Technical Research (CONICET) 

made the discovery after studying a coprolite taken from a rock-shelter in the country's mountainous 

Catamarca Province, where the remains of now extinct megafauna have previously been recovered in 

stratigraphic excavations. 

Radiocarbon dating revealed that the coprolite and thus the parasitic roundworm eggs preserved inside dated 

back to between 16,570 and 17,000 years ago, towards the end of the last Ice Age. 

At that time, the area around the shelter at Peñas de las Trampas in the southern Andean Puna was thought to 

have been wetter than today, making it a suitable habitat for megafauna like giant ground sloths, and also 

smaller herbivores like American horses and South American camelids which the pumas may have preyed on. 

https://stock.adobe.com/
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Ancient mitochondrial DNA analysis was used to confirm the coprolite came from a Puma (Puma concolor) 

and that the eggs belonged to Toxascaris leonina, a species of roundworm still commonly found in the 

digestive systems of modern day cats, dogs and foxes. 

The study, published in the journal Parasitology, explains that the extremely dry, cold and salty conditions 

which took hold at the Peñas de las Trampas site since the onset of the Holocene would have helped to reduce 

the breakdown of the DNA, allowing it to be preserved. 

Led by Romina Petrigh and Martín Fugassa, the study was carried out by an interdisciplinary team including 

archaeologists and biologists and is part of a project that views ancient faeces as important paleobiological 

reservoirs. 

Dr Petrigh, from the National University of Mar del Plata and CONICET, said: "While we have found 

evidence of parasites in coprolites before, those remains were much more recent, dating back only a few 

thousand years. The latest find shows that these roundworms were infecting the fauna of South America 

before the arrival of the first humans in the area around 11,000 years ago." 

She added: "I was very happy when I discovered how old this DNA was. It's difficult to recover DNA of such 

an old age as it usually suffers damage over time. Our working conditions had to be extremely controlled to 

avoid contamination with modern DNA, so we used special decontaminated reagents and disposable supplies. 

Several experiments were performed to authenticate the DNA sequences obtained and the efforts of the team 

of researchers who participated was essential." 

The discovery marks a number of firsts: it represents the oldest record of an ancient DNA sequence for a 

gastrointestinal nematode parasite of wild mammals, the oldest molecular parasite record worldwide, and also 

a new maximum age for the recovery of old DNA of this origin. 

For Dr Petrigh, the findings also cast light on both the past and the present. She said: "This work confirms the 

presence of T. leoninain prehistoric times, presumably even before that of humans in the region, and it 

represents the oldest record in the world. The common interpretation is that the presence of T. leonina in 

American wild carnivores today is a consequence of their contact with domestic dogs or cats, but that should 

no longer be assumed as the only possible explanation. 

"Our aDNA studies have also confirmed the presence of pumas in the southern Puna at the end of the 

Pleistocene. This has significant implications for the natural history of the region, as well as for inferring the 

ecological context immediately before -- as far as is known -- the first human explorers ventured into the 

area." 

She added: "The large number of eggs of T. leonina and its larva state in the puma coprolite analysed here 

indicate the high infective capacity of this parasite, involving a high risk for carnivores and for humans." 

 

Story Source: 

Materials provided by Cambridge University Press. Note: Content may be edited for style and length. 

 

Journal Reference: 

1. Romina S. Petrigh, Jorge G. Martínez, Mariana Mondini, Martín H. Fugassa. Ancient parasitic DNA 

reveals Toxascaris leonina presence in Final Pleistocene of South America. Parasitology, 2019; 146 

(10): 1284 DOI: 10.1017/S0031182019000787 

https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/08/190827123620.htm 

https://www.cambridge.org/ca/about-us/media/press-releases/prehistoric-poo-reveals-oldest-parasite-dna-ever-found/
http://www.cambridge.org/
http://dx.doi.org/10.1017/S0031182019000787
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/08/190827123620.htm
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Metal particles from tattoo needles found in human lymph nodes 

By Rich Haridy 

 

Metal nanoparticles have been found to break off tattoo needles and may be responsible for some allergic 

reactions to tattoos 

davit85/Depositphotos 

VIEW 2 IMAGES 

A few years ago, a team of European researchers discovered nanoparticles from tattoo pigments seem to be 

able to travel from a tattoo site into a body’s lymph nodes. A new follow-up study has now revealed 

chromium and nickel particles can break off the tattoo needle during a procedure and it is these molecules that 

may be responsible for some allergic reactions to tattoos. 

A landmark 2017 study for the first time revealed how a number of tiny molecules can travel from a tattoo 

site through the human body, often aggregating in the lymph nodes. At the time the researchers assumed these 

particles came from tattoo ink but further work revealed not all of the compounds identified could be found in 

inks. 

"We were following up on our previous study, by trying to find the link between iron, chromium and nickel 

and the coloring of the inks,” explains Ines Schreiver, from the Federal Institute for Risk Assessment in 

Germany, and corresponding author on the new study. “After studying several human tissue samples and 

finding metallic components, we realized that there must be something else. We also tested around 50 ink 

https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
https://depositphotos.com/292229862/stock-photo-professional-tattoo-artist-makes-a.html
https://newatlas.com/tiny-tattoo-particles-lymph-nodes/51324/
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samples without finding such metal particles and made sure that we hadn't contaminated the samples during 

sample preparation. Then we thought of testing the needle and that was our 'eureka' moment.” 

Tattoo needles commonly contain decent levels of nickel and chromium, but the researchers wondered how 

consistently could these needles be degrading and shedding metallic nanoparticles into a body? 

Utilizing one of the world’s most powerful X-ray systems at the European Synchrotron Radiation Facility 

(ESRF), the researchers closely examined a tattoo needle before and after a single use. The tests revealed the 

needle did show abrasion following a single use but the abrasion was specifically related to certain ink 

pigments. 

 

Ines Schreiver, first author (German Federal Institute for Risk Assessment (BfR), Berlin, Germany), with 

Julie Villanova, ESRF scientist during experiments at the ESRF ID16B beamline 

ESRF 

The abrasion was only seen when pigments incorporating titanium dioxide were used. Titanium dioxide is a 

commonly used white pigment in tattoo ink, and unlike its carbon-based black counterpart, it is known to be 

dense and highly abrasive. 

"It is beyond doubt that the metal particles derive from the tattoo needle as a result of pure mechanical 

grinding,” says Bernhard Hesse, one of the scientists from ESRF working on the project. 

Up until now researchers only suspected tattoo inks to be the source of the frequently identified nanoparticles 

seen to accumulate in a person’s body following a tattoo. It is unclear what the health implications are of 
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these nanoparticles entering a human body, and the only directly hypothesized consequence cited by the 

researchers is the implication the study has on allergy research. It is well known these two metallic 

compounds cause allergic responses, and such reactions to tattoos are not uncommon. 

"The fact that all pigments and wear particles are deposited in lymph nodes calls for special attention to be 

placed on allergy development,” says Schreiver. “Unfortunately, today, we can't determine the exact impact 

on human health and possible allergy development deriving from the tattoo needle wear. These are long-term 

effects which can only be assessed in long-term epidemiological studies that monitor the health of thousands 

of people over decades." 

The new research was published in the journal Particle and Fibre Toxicology. 

Source: European Synchrotron Radiation Facility 

We recommend 

1. This Week in the Journal of the National Cancer Institute 

GenomeWeb, 2011 

2. This Week in the Journal of the National Cancer Institute 

GenomeWeb, 2011 

3. Adipose-only sentinel lymph nodes: a finding during the adaptation of a sentinel lymph node 

mapping algorithm with indocyanine green in women with endometrial cancer 

J A Harold et al., International Journal of Gynecologic Cancer,2019 

1. Clinical application of the sentinel lymph node technique in early ovarian cancer: a pilot study 

V Lago et al., International Journal of Gynecologic Cancer,2018 

2. This Week in JAMA: Sep 14, 2011 

Christie Rizk, GenomeWeb, 2011 

3. This Week in JAMA 

GenomeWeb, 2011 

Rich Haridy 

Rich is based in Melbourne, Australia and has strong interests in film, new media, and the new wave of 

psychedelic science. He has written for a number of online and print publications over the last decade while 

also acting as film critic for several radio broadcasters and podcasts. Rich was Chair of the Australian Film 

Critics Association for two years (2013-2015) and completed a Masters degree at the University of 

Melbourne. Since joining the New Atlas team three years ago Rich’s interests have considerably broadened to 

examine the era-defining effects of new technology on culture and life in the 21st century. 

 

https://newatlas.com/medical/metal-particles-tattoo-needles-human-lymph-nodes/ 

  

https://particleandfibretoxicology.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12989-019-0317-1#Abs1
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https://www.genomeweb.com/week-journal-national-cancer-institute-8?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&trendmd-shared=1
https://www.genomeweb.com/week-journal-national-cancer-institute-8?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&trendmd-shared=1
https://ijgc.bmj.com/content/29/1/53?utm_term=1-B&utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=alljjs&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://ijgc.bmj.com/content/29/1/53?utm_term=1-B&utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=alljjs&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://ijgc.bmj.com/content/early/2018/12/20/ijgc-2018-000049?utm_term=1-B&utm_content=americas&utm_campaign=alljjs&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=trendmd
https://www.genomeweb.com/archive/week-jama-17?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&trendmd-shared=1#.XR6TAMdlDnc
https://www.genomeweb.com/week-jama-17?utm_source=TrendMD&utm_medium=TrendMD&utm_campaign=1&trendmd-shared=1
https://newatlas.com/author/rich-haridy/
https://newatlas.com/medical/metal-particles-tattoo-needles-human-lymph-nodes/
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What Happened to the West Village? 

Susannah Jacob, photographs by Radcliffe Roye 

Ruddy Roye 

I arrived in New York in 2013 and moved into a rent-stabilized apartment on a prime stretch of Bank Street in 

the West Village. My circumstances suggested time travel: the cracking plaster on my living room walls and 

my monthly rent had barely been altered since the early Eighties. From my rear window, I gazed at the 

privacy-glass panes enclosing the four-story townhouse next door, formerly owned by A-Rod. I dropped 

downstairs to Little Marc Jacobs—the brand’s now-closed children’s clothing outpost, then in my building’s 

ground-floor—to pick up babysitting jobs with the store’s customers, later finding myself in the living rooms 

of their nearby townhouses, worth millions. 

The apartment was never mine; my aunt’s friend had lived there for decades and wanted someone to watch 

over her place while she cared for her elderly parents in another state. Our landlord took a hands-off view of 

the arrangement, and, without qualms, I seized the nepotistic advantage that has for decades granted a 

shrinking and somewhat arbitrary class of New Yorkers access to affordable housing from bygone eras, even 

as the rest of the Village became increasingly expensive. 

Late last year, when I moved to Brooklyn after nearly six years on-and-off in the West Village, the daily 

realities of decades of incoming, exorbitant wealth had come into clear view. With its churn of stores 

https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/susannah-jacob/
https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/radcliffe-roye/
https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/ruddy-wvill14.jpg


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 500  october  2019 
 

 

134 

appearing then disappearing and the rich who come and go like a traveling circus, the neighborhood had come 

to seem to me a symbol of impermanence driven by wealth. At first glance, its increasing emptiness—vacant 

commercial spaces blighted by skyrocketing rents, shells of brownstones, and luxury apartments unoccupied 

for fifty weeks a year—suggested a place on the precipice of becoming something else. In time, I understood 

that the neighborhood’s emptiness is simply its deepening condition. 

Roughly speaking, the West Village runs east from the Hudson riverfront to Seventh Avenue, and south from 

Fourteenth Street to Houston Street. Walking the neighborhood’s zigzag byways over the years, I felt a sense 

of around-the-corner-possibility. Perfectly preserved facades hid all evidence of interior change. The fixed 

faces of the West Village’s houses reinforce the neighborhood’s dichotomy of sameness and change, of 

tradition and rupture, the feeling that, despite all the forces working against it, the historical identity of the 

neighborhood won’t quite shake. 

 

Ruddy Roye 
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The American Community Survey shows that in the decade between 2006 and 2017 the number of twenty- to 

twenty-four-year-olds living in my former neighborhood fell an estimated 42 percent (just one example of 

data that I found and interpreted with the help of Frank Donnelly, geospatial data librarian at the GIS Lab at 

Baruch College). In the same period, the ACS estimates that residents eighty-five-years-old and older have as 

much as doubled, and when they go, they will take all traces of the old neighborhood with them. For now, 

they remain and keep the past present, even though they say they feel invisible to their new, moneyed 

neighbors. 
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Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 500  october  2019 
 

 

138 

Ruddy Roye 

Basil Weathers; click to enlarge 

“A lot of people are uppity, they have money, why should they talk to the little people?” asked Basil 

Weathers, a plumber who has been hanging out on the corner of Bank and West 4th Street since he arrived in 

New York from Jamaica some forty years ago. When Basil and I lived in the same building, we spoke dozens 

of times daily, and I observed the constant watch he keeps to this day over life on Bank Street. With his “eyes 

on the street,” he is a “public actor” like those extolled by Jane Jacobs, the celebrated author of The Death 

and Life of Great American Cities (1961), who successfully preserved and expanded affordable housing in the 

West Village six decades ago.  
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But Basil is also skeptical of his longtime neighbors who gripe about newer ones. “They can’t do nothing 

about it… they can complain all they want but they can’t stop it,” he said, with what seemed a trace of 

suspicion about me, too—a latecomer bemoaning the neighborhood’s flux. In Basil’s view, to expect anything 

but impermanence would be naive. “You cannot blame them either,” he said about the new residents. “Money 

is what makes money, so you have to sit in a circle of people who also have money…What are they getting 

from you?” 

Despite piecemeal successes, decades of activism has failed to stop developers and landlords from expelling 

working-and middle-class New Yorkers from their longtime Manhattan neighborhoods to make way for the 

rich. And yet, in June, there was a scintilla of hope that the tide may be turning. The new Democratic majority 

in the state legislature in Albany passed a law that makes permanent the rent-stabilized rates that govern 

nearly one million New York apartments, curtailing severely the incentive for predatory landlords to buy old 

buildings and convert their units to market rate apartments by forcing out old tenants. The new law also 

protects New York’s existing affordable housing stock for future tenants, after some 280,000 regulated units 

were lost city-wide since 1993. 

When the Riviera Café, the forty-eight-year-old occupant of a wedge-shaped slice of 7th Avenue, closed in 

August 2017, its manager was stoic. “Things open, things close,” he told Gothamist. Last summer, in the 

lingering warmth of an August day, a real estate agent walking down 7th Avenue blared into his phone: “You 

could move into the Riviera space,” he said over and over, as if the listener was hard of hearing. The old café 

remains boarded up today. 

https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/07/16/a-historic-win-for-new-york-tenants/
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The West Village’s wealth-driven distortions lack the nightly urgency of the housing crisis that grips other 

parts of New York, where gentrification started later and took hold more quickly. But since a single-family 

house in the neighborhood sells on average for $9 million, according to Zillow, the neighborhood is an 

epicenter from which the upward pressure on New York housing costs emanates. 

In July, the National Bureau of Economic Research published a paper about the consequences of wealth 

invasions for longtime residents of traditionally working- and middle-class downtown neighborhoods. The 

study finds that the arrival of wealthy residents with high disposable incomes leads, predictably, to the 

opening of restaurants and shops to serve them. Those new shops, in turn, lure more wealthy people 

downtown. It’s a fairly obvious observation, but the study shows how powerful the force is, and how 

dramatically it has increased in recent years. 

“Rent control slows it down a little bit,” Erik Hurst, an economist at the University of Chicago and one of the 

study’s authors, told me, adding that rent control is not a long-term solution. The high-rent blight, he says, is a 

symptom, not a cause. “The question at heart is income inequality: How do we make lower income residents 

less lower-income? That’s not zoning policy.” 

The study also found that income inequality and its more pernicious effects on poorer residents are often 

underestimated in downtown areas. In highly expensive neighborhoods, residents’ average incomes belie their 

https://faculty.chicagobooth.edu/erik.hurst/research/!welfare-implications-urban-current.pdf
https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/ruddy-wvill10.jpg
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poverty relative to their surroundings. “It doesn’t show up in the income statistics, because they are still 

making good incomes, but the fact that they can’t buy anything makes them worse-off because the cost of 

living in their immediate surroundings is so high,” Hurst told me. He sees the trend continuing largely 

unabated, in cities around America. 

Admittedly, my six years of West Village living are a blip to the longtime residents and shopkeepers who 

have lived or worked there, in some cases, for half a century or more. And yet, for a brief time, I shared their 

experience of having an affordable apartment in an unaffordable neighborhood. Ultimately, I had more in 

common with the newcomers rather than less. To me, the neighborhood’s history was just that: history. I was 

less invested in the neighborhood and had more freedom than some to leave it. 

Recently, Basil and I went to the Bus Stop Café, one of the few remaining old-school diners, though menu 

prices have risen substantially in recent years; Basil is an appreciated curmudgeonly regular. Some years ago, 

he told me, around the time the neighborhood started to change, he was fixing the toilet of a longtime 

customer in a building on Bank Street, when he felt something brush his ear. He swatted at it, thinking it was 

his shirt or a bug, and kept working. When he turned around, he was looking down the barrel of a gun. A 

neighbor had seen Basil, who is black, enter the apartment and called the police. 

“When I came here, any one of these houses you could buy for $50,000,” he said. “Back in the day, you could 

just sit on the stoop.” He pegs the start of the change he witnessed to the mid 1990s. Basil used to know every 

occupant of Bank Street’s townhouses, until “One by one, they left the street,” he said. “People used to be 

more friendly. Now, you walk down the street and you don’t know who is who—you never know people’s 

names.” 
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Greenwich Village was once a locus for a succession of twentieth-century progressive movements fighting for 

workers’, women’s, civil, and gay rights. Its history is also that of longtime residents’ determined efforts to 

save it from the designs of new, wealthy neighbors and powerful landlords. Among the first New York 

neighborhoods to gentrify, the West Village has seen that change unfold more slowly but long predating the 

gentrification that is rapidly transforming parts of Brooklyn and northern Manhattan. “It’s difficult to say 

exactly when Greenwich Village gentrified. It didn’t happen in one fell swoop as it did for [other] parts of 

town,” Jeremiah Moss writes in his 2017 book, Vanishing New York. (Greenwich Village is an older name 

and larger category, understood to include parts of the Village east of Sixth Avenue.) And yet, the 

neighborhood has come to be seen as a harbinger of the city’s future. 

In his history The Village: 400 Years of Beats, Bohemians, Radicals and Rogues (2013), John Strausbaugh 

begins in the 1640s, when the Dutch allowed “half-free” African slaves to live there, to grow food for 

themselves and the colonists, while serving inhumanely as “a buffer and early-warning system in the event of 

an Indian attack.” Black New Yorkers lived in a part of the Village until the 1890s, starting the first 

professional black theater in the country, the African Grove. At the turn of the century, their houses were 

replaced with tenement buildings, and they were pushed out by newly-arriving Italian immigrants. The first 

“bohemians” also appeared in the nineteenth century—Walt Whitman among them. After the Civil War, the 
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neighborhood was home to Irish, Italian, and Puerto Rican immigrants, dockworkers, sex workers, artists, 

writers, gay, lesbian, and transgender people. A few blocks away, wealthy New Yorkers lived in the stately 

townhouses lining Washington Square Park. As early as the first decades of the twentieth century, the 

commodification of the bohemian culture as a lure for tourists, and a corresponding rise in rents, caused many 

to declare the end of the Village as a destination for artists and writers looking to live cheaply. 

“Studio rents have been multiplying chiefly, it is alleged, by the competition of bourgeois people who know 

nothing of art, but like to wear flowing ties and live in the midst of temptations,” Strausbaugh quotes The New 

York Times in 1922. Starting in the 1960s, groups like the West Village Committee and the Greenwich 

Village Society for Historical Preservation organized to protect the interests of longtime residents. Among 

their perpetual enemies: NYU, high-rise developers, Robert Moses, and landlords inclined to treat their 

tenement buildings and modest-sized storefronts as oil gushers. 

And yet, apartment rents in 1922 rose far less steeply than they do today; and later, the Depression and the 

rent control policies that followed World War II tempered their climb. Despite the warning calls, the 

neighborhood remained a home for artists, dockworkers, and immigrants. 

In 1961, Greenwich Village residents successfully defeated Moses’s plan to split Washington Square Park 

with a four-lane highway. A year later, a group of West Village neighbors formed the West Village 

Committee and successfully fought a slum-clearance plan to replace fourteen city blocks with the forerunner 

of today’s luxury towers. Instead, they helped to plan and build the West Village Houses, forty-two five-story 

brown-brick buildings containing 420 walk-up apartments near the Hudson River—today, they’re still known 

locally as the Jacobs housing, because she was among those leading the effort, and today they’re still 

affordable, though as recently as last year, that status was undermined and threatened by high-rise developers. 

Neighborhood activism led to the designation of Greenwich Village as a Historic District, and later to the 

formation of the Greenwich Village Society for Historical Preservation, which has fought successfully to 

landmark over 2,200 buildings in the neighborhood. 

This is a double-edged sword. The Landmarks Preservation Board protects the facades of historic buildings, 

but not their interiors. Thus landmarking led townhouses once divided into multiple apartments to be 

converted into single-family mansions for the incoming super-rich—serving only to further inflame the 

speculative energies that skyrocketed the prices of the buildings they preserved. But Andrew Berman, 

executive director of GVSHP, told me that the organization’s fight continues. There is more construction and 

demolition in the neighborhood now than ever, underscoring the fact that landmarked status is a loose 

protection. “Keeping buildings more or less as is, is increasingly rare.” Mega-mansions, sometimes 

comprising two or more townhouses knocked through into one, are on the rise—Berman quickly lists new 

ones cropping up on Minetta, Jane, Perry, and Washington Streets. 

Indeed, the number of single-family homes has grown astronomically in the West Village. Between 2006 and 

2017, the neighborhood gained an estimated 386 one-unit detached structures—houses with space on all four 

sides, the number of houses with eight or more rooms approximately doubled, and between 2000 and 2010 

there was an 83 percent increase in the number of residences used for seasonal, recreational, or occasional 

use. On Bank Street, between Washington and Greenwich Streets, a number of households were displaced to 

make way for a seemingly unoccupied mansion complete with a two-car garage. 

 

https://www.thevillager.com/2018/03/demo-plan-crumbles-as-w-v-houses-go-market-rate/
https://ny.curbed.com/2018/10/17/17984504/west-village-megamansion-134-charles-for-sale
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To date, the AIDS crisis has killed over 100,000 New Yorkers. In her 2012 book Gentrification of the Mind, 

Sarah Schulman argues that the high number of AIDS-related deaths caused a mass emptying of rent-

controlled or stabilized apartments. This human tragedy also had the baleful second-order effect of boosting 

the gentrification of certain Manhattan neighborhoods, including Greenwich Village. 

“The loss of the mix is the story,” Schulman told me. “My view is urbanity is what makes cities sophisticated, 

everyone is exposed to difference all the time, [and] therefore has knowledge that difference exists. 

“The thing that made New York City neighborhoods so productive was their interactivity—people do not get 

into their cars, they see their neighbors,” she went on. The new people who have arrived, often from the 

suburbs, are “anti-urban,” in her view. It is not the newcomers’ wealth alone—“the ruling class has always 

been there,” she said—but their suburban behaviors that pose the biggest problem. And, until relatively 

recently, they always had immigrants and working-class neighbors, working in the neighborhood’s 

warehouses, workshops, and the meat market. 
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Today, late-stage gentrification has isolated the longest-lasting, often elderly, residents; the wealthy West 

Village newcomers don’t rely on local services to fill their needs. “When a mixed-income neighborhood 

becomes entirely wealthy, the last people standing find that everything they need is gone. All they have is 

their un-renovated apartment and no place to eat,” Schulman told me. 

According to the Zip Code Business Patterns survey, the categories of available retail and services in two 

West Village zip codes shrank and changed. There are fewer manufacturing, wholesale trade, healthcare, 

social assistance, and arts and entertainment businesses. Most of the old factory buildings that housed defunct 

businesses have either been converted into condominiums and mansions or turned into high-rise modern 

buildings bearing the names of their former enterprises, such as the Superior Ink building, now a luxury condo 

development overlooking the Hudson River, the Babaco Alarm building, now a mansion, and, most 

grotesquely, the former Village Nursing Home, which previously had 200 beds for the neighborhood’s elderly 

and is now the site of a handful of full-floor apartments (between 2006 and 2016, lower Manhattan lost more 

than half of its certified long-term care facility beds, DNAinfo has reported). 

By contrast, the neighborhood’s growing local businesses are in finance, insurance, real estate rental and 

leasing, accommodation, and food services. In the past ten years, the neighborhood has gained 168 additional 

restaurants. 

Eric Lora has worked at the Village Apothecary for thirty of its thirty-six-year history. In the Eighties, the 

pharmacy provided AZT to AIDS patients when other pharmacies wouldn’t carry the drug. I asked Lora 

what’s changed since he started working at one of the neighborhood’s last remaining local pharmacies. 

“Christopher Street used to be gay, and there are no more porn shops,” he said. In 2014, the nearby diner 

Manatus closed when its monthly rent rose to $50,000, according to Jeremiah Moss’s blog, “Vanishing New 

York.” Lora lamented the loss of most every affordable lunch spot. “We order in.” 

News articles written about the West Village cycle between jeremiads and boosterism. In 2017, The New York 

Times reported on Bleecker Street’s conspicuously empty storefronts and then, in December 2018, the 

paper declared that the street was undergoing a renaissance. This summer, I walked the stretch of Bleecker 

Street between 7th and 8th Avenues and counted twenty-two vacant storefronts, about half of the total on the 

street. Their stone faces are pockmarked from frequently changing signage, and bare traces of the brown 

construction paper and masking tape lining their windows signal renovations, though it’s often impossible to 

tell whether something is coming or going. A recent report from the city Comptroller’s office found that the 

square footage of New York City real estate doubled between 2007 and 2017, and amounts to some 11 

million square feet. 

New York State Senator Brad Hoylman has lived in the West Village, on West 10th Street, for twenty-seven 

years. Along with the East Village and parts of Midtown, Hoylman represents the West Village in Albany. In 

his district, some 750 taxpayers make $5 million or more a year, 259 of those make $10 million or more, and 

nine make $100 million or more. His observations echo Schulman’s. 

“The incalculable part is the erosion of community,” Hoylman told me. The wealthy newcomers are far less 

likely to participate in local institutions like community boards. “People have a lesser stake in what happens 

in their neighborhood when they only live there part of the year. They don’t take mass transit or send kids to 

public school.” A massive wealth infusion has undermined the foundation of local democracy, Hoylman said. 

“Maybe there’ll be some massive correction and economic downturn and bring everything crashing down 

around us, but it doesn’t feel that way.” 

https://www.dnainfo.com/new-york/20161010/lower-east-side/nursing-care-facility-closures-department-of-health-data-rivington-house/
https://www.nytimes.com/2017/05/31/fashion/bleecker-street-shopping-empty-storefronts.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2018/12/04/style/bleecker-street-storefronts.html
https://comptroller.nyc.gov/reports/retail-vacancy-in-new-york-city/
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At Sam’s Deli on West 4th Street, Ali Alshella has worked behind the counter and helped run the store for ten 

years. Sam’s is a holdout from a past era, supplying groceries to many of the neighborhood’s longest 

residents. Sam’s sells fewer newspapers, and stocks fewer household cleaning supplies than in prior years, 

because, Ali said, “The people who live here don’t clean their own apartments.” Across the street, Steve Ells, 

founder of the Chipotle fast-food chain, has started conjoining two large townhouses. A computer-generated 

drawing posted on the construction site’s temporary wall depicts Ells’s plans for his future basement; 

chambers big as bomb shelters are destined to be a swimming pool and smoking room, according to Ali, who, 

while watching the years-long multimillion-dollar renovation has become friendly with its construction crew. 

Ali heard the massive metal braces now necessary to support the gutted, nineteenth-century walls alone cost 

$1 million. “That’s nine families gone, for one family,” Ali said. “Sometimes I wonder about the people who 

pay all that money to live here, only to have it empty.” 

When I lived on Bank Street, I spent many afternoons in Casa Magazines on 8th Avenue, browsing the stacks 

of magazines that line every surface of the narrow store. Mohammad Ahmed, a popular character on 

Instagram, has run the magazine store since 1995, when the rent was $1,500 a month. Today, it’s $10,000, 

Ahmed told me. And people are buying fewer print magazines. Ahmed has increased the variety of his wares 

to make it less likely that a potential customer will leave empty-handed; even so, his annual sales have been 

falling for nearly a decade. I ask him about his social media fame. “People say, ‘Oh, Mohammed, 
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Mohammed, your store is so good,’ but nobody comes in to pick up the magazines.” Ahmed has had to post a 

sign imploring people not to take pictures of magazines. 

A woman leafing through Ahmed’s magazines told me she teaches at a local private school. She was born in 

the West Village and grew up on Perry Street. She remembers when her dad, a Time magazine writer, rented a 

writing studio in the Sixties for $60, and she and her mom painted the wood floors yellow. The building’s 

narrow hallways were made of porous plaster that bore the smell of decades of cooking. “I wonder if that 

building’s walls still stink now at $5,000 a month,” she later wrote me in an email. She now lives in New 

Jersey, but since the late 1980s she has commuted back to the neighborhood to teach at the school she 

attended as a child. 

“I hate feeling contempt for the people taking over my neighborhood, but they are. Maybe it’s how the elderly 

Italians on Christopher Street felt,” she said, referencing the Italian women who used to put their elbows on 

pillows in the window sills and yell back and forth to each other. “In the Sixties, there was an influx of 

overeducated white people replacing Italians, Irish, and Puerto Ricans.” 

I asked her how the students have changed since her own childhood. “They play soccer at Chelsea Piers and 

take Chinese lessons. They live in huge townhouses with huge dogs, and play there, not on the street. There is 

a lot of talk of flying on private planes, country houses, and the Hamptons,” she said. “They don’t interact 

with the city at all; they have a suburban existence.” 
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On today’s Bank Street, I saw hired staff sweep the brownstones’ stoops, their lacquered front doors free of 

dust. For Halloween, their owners have decorations installed professionally. In the springtime, machine lifts 

deliver exotic plants to rooftops. Professional bouncers stand guard at doorways during annual house parties, 

for which all furniture is removed in advance. All the time, tersely polite notes like “guests and deliveries 

welcome” hang on delicate chainlink fences at the foot of steps, to block passersby from sitting or posing for 

photographs. Those notes are ignored by the constant stream of tourists who flock to the West Village. When 

I walk by the corner of Bank Street and Greenwich Avenue, I see a man collecting bottles, a FedEx 

deliveryman drenched in sweat as he unloads and stacks cardboard boxes, their labels suggesting meal-kits, 

electronics, and furnishings inside. A bicycling deliveryman working for Caviar is taking a water break on the 

stoop one of the shuttered restaurants. Harvey Weinstein lived across the street, at 13 Bank Street, before he 

sold his mansion in 2018 for $25.6 million. One afternoon during my first week of living in the neighborhood, 

I was startled by someone growling, “Fuck you and FUCK your foundation.” There was Weinstein on his 

phone, his driver sitting in a nearby idling black Suburban. 

Today, it is hard to fathom how a single mother of two supporting her family would make a living in the West 

Village without childcare. But that’s how Erik DuRon grew up in the neighborhood in the Seventies and 

Eighties. His memories include piers littered with crack vials, but also apartments that were affordable for his 

single mother who pursued an acting career and supported her family working as a cocktail waitress in a 

honky tonk bar. DuRon returned to New York later in the Nineties, and moved to Brooklyn, where he has 
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lived ever since, selling tickets at the Guggenheim, writing short stories, and working at a literary agency and 

rare bookseller. 

In April, DuRon opened Left Bank Books on Perry Street, named after the bankrupted West Village 

bookstore once owned and operated by a retired New York taxi driver. DuRon had worked in the original 

store’s twilight years, until its owners defaulted, stopped paying employees, and closed in 2016. Now, in a 

narrow, ground-floor space, Left Bank Books has been carefully crafted to succeed in the West Village as it 

is, not as it was. 

No longer “the pokey, traditional used-book store,” as DuRon described it, the new store focuses on pricier 

rare books, not indiscriminately chosen paperbacks, to cater to the neighborhood’s residents: “Wealthy 

creative professionals, designers and people in film and theater, and real estate types who don’t know about 

the material but are inquisitive.” 

He also has designs on the aging West Village residents, the ones who are on their way to being replaced. 

“Our belief is there is a wealth of books in hands of people here and no place to go,” DuRon said. Located on 

Perry Street, he is visible to potential donors. He’s kept a previously installed walled mirror from the day spa 

that preceded the store—“Good for selfies,” he told me in April—in the hopes that Instagram will help 

advertise his shop. 

He acknowledges that he could never afford to live in the neighborhood where he grew up—and adds that he 

probably wouldn’t want to. About the changes, he said: “It doesn’t feel inevitable, but it does feel 

unstoppable.” 

The July tenant laws posed the first roadblock in decades for the New York real estate lobby. Hoylman, the 

state senator, is a little more optimistic about at least slowing down the juggernaut. He says the new law is 

personal for him, “I want to continue to see my neighbors walking their dogs, pushing their strollers, going to 

the parks and the local supermarket, he said. “What makes a community is people who know each other; not 

transients who live there part-time, or come half a dozen weekends each year for cultural opportunity and 

shopping.” 

A few days after the June tenant laws were passed, I met Danielle, ninety, on the steps of her apartment on 

13th Street, where she has lived since 1959, two-thirds of her life. 

“I’m surprised I’m still here,” Danielle told me. On our way to a nearby diner, we stopped in front of a 

restaurant named Spain, a forty-year-old holdout like Danielle, near 6th Avenue, where she waded into stacks 

of packages being unloaded from a big FedEx truck by deliverymen who seemed to know her. “This is 

illegal,” she said, referring to their parking choice, and shaking her finger. They laughed. “Officer, this is 

illegal,” she told a passing policeman. Without making eye contact, he threw up his hands. “Talk to the Head 

of Traffic” he said, “I can’t do anything.” 

Danielle moved here after her husband died. During her six decades of West Village residency, she’s had 

several landlords. The most recent is the worst—at times, trying to buy her and her sister out, at others 

threatening to evict them. “Move? Where am I going to go where I know every person on the block?” 

Danielle told me, reminiscing about the plant boxes she used to tend around the tree beds. She scattered 

pigeon food. In the past, she says, she and her sister have faced their landlord’s harassment, but under the new 
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law, they’re protected. Still, she knows fewer and fewer among the newcomers to the street, and she’s tired of 

trying to maintain the sense of community she once worked hard to build. 

Ruddy Roye 

One night six years ago, soon after I first moved to Bank Street, I was walking home just as a blizzard started 

and, wearing a heavy jacket, I didn’t feel my purse slip off my shoulder. Two days later, holed up in my 

apartment, I noticed its absence. I retraced my steps to Sam’s Deli, where Ali produced my bag. He told me 

that a man, apparently homeless, had found it in the snow and brought it inside. The man took one $20 bill 

from my wallet, to buy cigarettes and ice cream, and left the purse with Ali for safekeeping, before he 

ventured back into the night, the neighborhood blanketed by newly fallen snow, in its most timeless state. 
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https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/10/09/what-happened-to-the-west-village/ 
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