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More than 600 Members of the Scientific Community Call for Withdrawal of Dangerous EPA Directive 

Which Threatens Humans, Animals and the Environment 

Press Release 

Contact: Allyson Bennett, contact@speakingofresearch.com                                                                       

WASHINGTON, D.C. – The advocacy group  Speaking of Research today shared an open letter with the 

U.S. Environmental Protection Agency condemning its new directive to reduce and eventually eliminate all 

chemical safety tests that involve animals. The letter, which is signed by more than 600 members of 

America’s science community, also calls on EPA Administrator Andrew Wheeler to withdraw the directive 

because it threatens human and animal health. Immediately after it was announced nearly one month ago, the 

EPA plan was widely condemned by several toxicologists and other public health experts. Since that time, 

serious questions have been raised about safety and environmental threats posed by the directive. Industry 

experts have also voiced their belief that the true purpose of the order is to deregulate the chemical 

manufacturing industry by making it more difficult to identify dangerous threats to living organisms and the 

environment. 

The open letter, which is posted on the Speaking of Research website, has been signed by toxicologists, 

physicians, neuroscientists, biologists, psychologists, veterinarians and others. The list includes individuals 

who have previously served in the military or worked within federal agencies such as the Food and Drug 

Administration, National Institutes of Health and the Department of Defense. The open letter has also been 

signed by science community members employed by universities, health systems and pharmaceutical 

companies. 

The open letter reads: 

 The mission of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) is to “protect human health and the 

environment.” The EPA also “works to ensure that national efforts to reduce environmental risks are based 

on the best available scientific information.” As members of the scientific community, we believe last week’s 

directive by EPA Administrator Andrew Wheeler to significantly reduce and eventually eliminate animal 

safety tests by 2035 is in direct conflict with the agency’s mission to protect the health of Americans, animals, 

and the environment. 

Research with animals is undeniably critical to the EPA’s mission. This fact runs contrary to Mr. Wheeler’s 

claim that “new approach methods” or NAMs “exist today that allow us to better predict potential hazards 

for risk assessment purposes” than animal models. In fact, there is not a single case of environmental risk 

assessment where a non-animal alternative or methodology can provide a comprehensive understanding of 

the risks of new chemical hazards and potential human exposures. To regulate chemicals, the EPA must 

mailto:contact@speakingofresearch.com
https://speakingofresearch.com/
https://speakingofresearch.com/2019/09/17/open-letter-epa/
https://speakingofresearch.files.wordpress.com/2017/05/cropped-speaking-of-research-logo-square.jpg
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demonstrate that there are adverse effects in whole living organisms. While the EPA has reduced its reliance 

on animal testing in certain areas where it is possible to do so (such as testing corrosive chemicals on skin 

grown in a Petri dish), the EPA has not provided the relevant experimental, peer-reviewed data which 

demonstrates that “NAMs” are better than animals in assessing the safety of chemicals for other animals, 

including people, and for the environment. 

The EPA’s decision is appalling given that it is not backed by scientific evidence. Nor does it appear that it 

included input from experts in toxicology, but rather it is informed by personal feelings and campaigns by 

known absolutist organizations that are staunchly against all animal research. The fact that the EPA’s press 

release on this directive highlighted and quoted leaders of People for the Ethical Treatment of Animals 

(PETA), White Coat Waste Project, Physicians Committee for Responsible Medicine, and the Humane Society 

of the United States, yet did not quote a single scientist, is alarming. The fact that only one set of stakeholders 

were represented in this decision, and not other stakeholders including experts from relevant disciplines or 

organizations that represent various health and ethical interests (e.g., bioethicists, the American Heart 

Association, the American Cancer Society, etc.), raises serious concerns about how policies at the highest 

level of America’s government are developed and enacted. 

We, the undersigned members of America’s scientific community, denounce the EPA’s directive to 

aggressively reduce animal testing and end research with mammals under arbitrary deadlines. We call on the 

EPA to withdraw this directive. We understand the important role that research animals have in determining 

what is safe for humans, for other animals, and for the environment. Any individual or group who purports to 

value animal lives should support the responsible study of a very limited number of animals to ensure the 

health of us all – human and animal alike. 

The full list of signers can be found on the Speaking of Research website. 

“The EPA’s directive flies directly in the face of the agency’s mission to ‘protect human health and the 

environment’ and ‘to ensure that national efforts to reduce environmental risks are based on the best available 

scientific information,’” said Speaking of Research spokesperson Amanda Dettmer, Ph.D., who is also with 

the Yale Child Study Center.  “The study of complete, living systems via animal research is critical for 

understanding how new chemicals and environmental substances affect both human and non-human animals.” 

The letter is an action of the Speaking of Research Rapid Response Network, which aims to give scientists 

and supporters a voice in the defense of medical research. Members of the U.S. Science community can learn 

more about the effort and sign up to the initiative on the Speaking of Research website. 

About Speaking of Research 

Speaking of Research is an international advocacy organization made up of researchers, animal care experts 

and science advocates. The group is dedicated to providing accurate information about the importance of 

animal research in the biomedical, behavioral, and life sciences. For more information, 

visit speakingofresearch.com. 

 

https://speakingofresearch.com/2019/10/10/more-than-600-members-of-the-scientific-community-call-for-

withdrawal-of-dangerous-epa-directive-which-threatens-humans-animals-and-the-environment/  

https://speakingofresearch.com/2019/09/17/open-letter-epa/
https://speakingofresearch.com/get-involved/speaking-of-research-rapid-response-network/
https://speakingofresearch.com/
https://speakingofresearch.com/2019/10/10/more-than-600-members-of-the-scientific-community-call-for-withdrawal-of-dangerous-epa-directive-which-threatens-humans-animals-and-the-environment/
https://speakingofresearch.com/2019/10/10/more-than-600-members-of-the-scientific-community-call-for-withdrawal-of-dangerous-epa-directive-which-threatens-humans-animals-and-the-environment/
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Toppled: The Accidental Opening of the Berlin Wall 

Paul Vidich on the Timeline of a Historic Night 

By Paul Vidich 

 

November 8, 2019 

Thirty years ago tomorrow—the evening of November 9, 1989—the Berlin Wall, an enduring symbol of the 

Cold War, came down. It was a momentous night. No shots were fired and no lives were lost, a remarkable 

outcome given East Germany’s record of brutal repression. It was the beginning of the end of the Cold War. 

The Soviet Union would collapse two years later. 

Few people know that the Wall would not have opened as it did without the last-minute decisions of a mid-

level East German government bureaucrat, Gerhard Lauter, who made what he thought was a clarifying 

change in a press release, and a loyal Stasi border control officer, Harald Jäger, who disobeyed orders. Their 

actions helped shape the peaceful outcome. 

Construction of the Wall began on August 13, 1961 in an East German effort to stem the flight of its 

population. More than 2.2 million people, a sixth of East Germany’s population, had fled West for a mix of 

political, economic, and personal reasons. The Wall effectively cut Berlin in half. In the 28 years the Wall 

was in place, more than 140 people died trying to cross it. 

https://lithub.com/author/paul-vidich/
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By the summer of 1989, voices of discontent were being raised across East Germany, but particularly in East 

Berlin. Huge music festivals became peaceful political demonstrations, and as is the case everywhere, a 

generation of rebellious youth rose up and demanded more freedom, which meant travel to West Berlin. 

Limited travel was possible, but it required a visa, and they were rarely granted. Two cities, side-by-side, one 

prosperous and free, the other grim, gray, and poor. East Berliners got West German television and they had 

only to open their eyes to see the magnitude of their deprivation. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

There is always an incident, isn’t there? The unexpected event that in hindsight begins the unraveling. 

It happened on September 11, 1989. Hungary, a Warsaw Pact country, had opened its border with Austria, a 

NATO member, and thousands of East Germans traveled through Hungary to escape West. Hungary quickly 

realized its mistake and closed the border again. Hundreds of stranded East Germans sought refuge in West 

Germany’s embassies in Prague and Warsaw, creating a diplomatic standoff that was resolved when East 

Germany agreed to provide sealed trains that would take the people non-stop across East Germany to the 

West. The freedom trains were met with jubilant East German crowds as they traveled across the country and 

ignited protests in Dresden and Leipzig. 

On November 4, half-a-million people attended a massive demonstration in the heart of East Berlin to demand 

eased travel rules. 

The East German Politburo sought to defuse the tension by re-writing the travel restrictions and allowing 

people to emigrate, but the catch was, if you left you couldn’t return, and an exit visa was still required. These 

so-called “new” rules were intended to appeared relaxed, but the onerous visa requirement meant there was no 

real change. 

There is always an incident, isn’t there? The unexpected event that in hindsight begins the unraveling. 

The press release announcing the change was written by a loyal, mid-level bureaucrat, Gerhard Lauter, who 

feared one-way emigration would depopulate the country and destabilize the government. He inserted into the 

text an unauthorized reference to temporary travel. As he would later say: “I wanted the prevent a coup.” 

Gunter Schabowski, the dour, older politburo member who read the release at a crowded press conference, 

had not reviewed the script in advance and had been absent during the Politburo deliberations. He faithfully 

read the release with its reference to temporary travel. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

One reporter shouted the crucial question, “When does this take effect?” 

Schabowski scanned the unfamiliar text in his hands and picked out the words he saw printed: “Right away.” 

Incredulous journalists left the room and reported that the Berlin Wall was now open. 

Thousands of East Berliners, hearing those reports, walked to the fortified and heavily guarded border 

crossing at Bornholm Bridge, the major checkpoint between East and West Berlin. Harald Jäger, the officer in 
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charge, had watched the press conference in disbelief. No one had alerted him to the possible change in travel 

rules. 

Jäger had been a loyal servant of the regime for 25 years and he immediately called his supervisor, Colonel 

Ziegenhorn, the duty officer at Stasi headquarters. Ziegenhorn said that everything remained the same, 

without change, and the gate was to remain closed. 

Jäger and his men were stunned by the swelling crowd and Jäger again called the Colonel, who said the 

troublemakers should be pushed back. He kept calling the Colonel, trying to get instructions, but his boss 

replied every time that it was business as usual. Later, Jäger recalled that he placed over 30 calls over the 

course of the night, all in a fruitless attempt to get instructions on how to handle the crowd’s demand that the 

gate be opened. At one point, he was quietly added to a Stasi headquarters conference call, as a way for him 

to understand the confusion even at the highest level of the Stasi, and he overheard one Stasi superior, not 

knowing Jäger was on the line, say, “Is this Jäger capable of assessing the situation realistically, or is he 

simply a coward?” 

Jäger felt a wave of anger wash over him. He had been on duty for twelve hours, he was exhausted, and the 

crowd at the checkpoint had grown to tens of thousands, filling all the approach streets. Loud chants 

of  “Open the gates,” erupted regularly. 

Jäger looked at his dozen frightened, heavily-armed officers and said words to the effect of, “Should we shoot 

all these people, or open up?” Jäger called his commanding officer and said, “I am ending all controls and 

letting the people out.” 

The Berlin Wall opened at about 11:30 pm. Camera crews among the bystanders on the West Berlin side, 

broadcast the moment live. The sight of thousands of East Berliners crossing the bridge was seen on TV by 

other East Berliners, and by midnight crowds had gathered at border checkpoints across the city. 

Weeks before, NBC producers had decided to air the Tom Brokaw’s Nightly News from Berlin and had 

reserved satellite transponder time for a window starting 12:30 am in Berlin, which was 6:30 pm in New 

York. Brokaw knew the border had opened at the bridge when he began his broadcast from a raised platform 

in front of the Brandenburg Gate, which was illuminated by huge floodlights. There was no checkpoint by the 

Brandenburg Gate, but it provided a powerful symbolic background for his broadcast. The floodlights had 

also attracted a crowd on the opposite side of the wall. 

Brokaw interrupted himself a few minutes into the broadcast, glancing over his shoulder, to see the first East 

Germans summit the Wall, arms raised and waving, faces bright with joy. The historic moment was broadcast 

live and seen around the world. 

______________________________________________ 

Five books address the fall of the Berlin Wall, and life in East Germany in the years leading up to its collapse 

in 1989. They are: 

The Collapse: The Accidental Opening of the Berlin Wall 
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The opening of the Berlin Wall was not planned by the East German ruling regime—nor was it the result of a 

bargain between either President Ronald Reagan or President George H.W. Bush and Soviet leader Mikhail 

Gorbachev. It was an accident. In The Collapse, prize-winning historian Mary Elise Sarotte reveals how a 

perfect storm of decisions made by daring underground revolutionaries, disgruntled Stasi officers, and 

dictatorial party bosses sparked an unexpected series of events culminating in the chaotic fall of the Wall. 

Sarotte brings to life a story that sweeps across Budapest, Prague, and Leipzig and on to the armed 

checkpoints in Berlin. The Collapse offers the definitive account of the night that brought down the Berlin 

Wall 

  

Stasiland: True Stories Behind the Berlin Wall 

Australian writer Anna Funder uses a series of East German character sketches to reveal life under former 

Communist rule. The German Democratic Republic’s surveillance apparatus, run by the Stasi (secret police), 

was more pervasive than elsewhere in the Eastern Bloc; many people became informers, while others had 

their lives ruined for minor infractions. Funder interviewed ex-Stasi employees and she befriended several 

survivors, such as Miriam, who was arrested at 16 in 1968 for anti-authoritarian pranks and was persecuted 

for years. Funder shrewdly blends memoir elements with these personal histories and casts a keen eye on the 

remaining traces of the old regime. The former GDR is out of the news these days, but Funder’s colorful and 

intensely observed portrait of the Stasi’s victims reads like a warning of the dangers of totalitarianism. 

  

Born in the GDR: Living in the Shadow of the Wall 

Hester Vaizey, Fellow of Clare College, Cambridge, details the dramatic changes that followed the fall of the 

Berlin Wall in November 1989 through the lives of eight citizens of the former East Germany. What was it 

really like to go from living under communism one minute, to capitalism the next? All of the people in the 

book were born in East Germany after the Berlin Wall was put up in August 1961, so they knew nothing other 

than living in a socialist system when the GDR fell apart. Their stories provide a fascinating insight not only 

into everyday life in East Germany, but about how they remember the now-vanished state today—with a 

measure of loathing for the Stasi and some fondness and regret for a lost world of guaranteed employment. 

  

The Wall Jumper: A Berlin Story   

Peter Schneider’s short novel is a West Berlin writer’s account of his relationship with the divided city he has 

lived for 20 years; and of his friendships with East Berliners who tell the nameless narrator a number of Wall 

stories. One friend who jumped the Wall 15 times, apparently for no reason except that, like Everest, it was 

there. “Sometimes it’s so quiet in the apartment and so gray and cloudy outside and nothing’s happening and I 

think to myself: Hey, let’s go and jump the Wall again.” And three moviegoers who jumped the Wall to see 

western movies and then jumped back East again after the show. The stories are marvelous, balanced between 

the mythic and the plausible, boundary-walking tales that create, in very few words, the unreal reality of 

Berlin. 
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Man Without a Face 

For decades, Markus Wolf was known to Western intelligence officers only as “the man without a face.” In 

his autobiography, the legendary head of the Stasi’s foreign intelligence branch emerges from the shadows to 

reveal his remarkable life of secrets, lies, and betrayals. The memoir illuminates the reality of espionage 

operations as few nonfiction works before it have. Wolf tells the real story of Gunter Guillaume, the East 

German spy who brought down Willy Brandt. He reveals the truth behind East Germany’s involvement with 

terrorism, and he describes how the Stasi used so-called Romeos, East German spies married to West German 

women, to collect intelligence. With its high-speed chases, hidden cameras, phony brothels, secret codes, 

false identities, and triple agents, Man Without a Face reads like a spy thriller—except this time the action is 

real. 

East Germanyfall of the berlin wallPaul VidichThe Berlin WallThe Cold War 

 

 

 

Paul Vidich 

Paul Vidich’s new spy novel, The Coldest Warrior, will be published in February 2020 by Pegasus Books. He 

is the author of two previous novels, An Honorable Man and The Good Assassin. 

 

https://lithub.com/toppled-the-accidental-opening-of-the-berlin-wall/ 

 

  

https://lithub.com/tag/east-germany/
https://lithub.com/tag/fall-of-the-berlin-wall/
https://lithub.com/tag/paul-vidich/
https://lithub.com/tag/the-berlin-wall/
https://lithub.com/tag/the-cold-war/
https://lithub.com/author/paul-vidich/
https://lithub.com/toppled-the-accidental-opening-of-the-berlin-wall/
https://lithub.com/author/paul-vidich/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 505  november  2019 
 

 

10 

© 

Peter Turnley/Corbis/VCG/Getty 
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Remembering 1989 

OCTOBER 31, 2019 

BY TIM JUDAH 

 It’s been 30 years since the Berlin Wall fell, inspiring a democratic awakening throughout Central and 

Eastern Europe. What lessons does the Cold War’s end offer for the next generation of reformers? 

A Journey 

Some 30 years ago, I arrived as a young reporter in Bucharest shortly after the fall of Nicolae Ceaușescu, who 

had been executed with his wife on Christmas Day, 1989. Across Romania, I was witness to the upheaval of 

the months following the immediate collapse of the Ceaușescu regime—an extreme version of the struggles 

that unfolded across the region over the spoils of power. 

Thirty years later, where does the region stand? The question is often presented as whether the glass has been 

half full, or half empty. The answer depends on who you are. Did you seize the opportunities of 1989? Were 

you or your town devastated by the collapse of Communist industry?  

 

People gather at Potsdamer Platz, in Berlin, on November 12, 1989. © Stephane Duroy/Agence VU/Redux 
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Statistically there is no debate. Since 1989, Poland’s GDP per capita has increased almost 700 percent. In 

Slovakia that figure is 635 percent, in Hungary, it is 324 percent. 

In 1989, Poles could expect to live 71 years. Today their life expectancy is 77 years. Hungarians can expect to 

live six years longer than in 1989, Czechs almost seven. Some countries do better, some far worse, but 

everywhere the numbers show huge progress. 

But people are not statistics. Capital cities are thriving, the middle class is prospering; the young cannot 

imagine a world without the freedoms they have grown up with. But, just as in the West, the wealth that came 

to some after 1989 has not been shared fairly. Services such as health and education have suffered, especially 

outside of the capitals and big towns, feeding resentment that provides fertile ground for nationalists and 

populists. And, while there have been increases in GDP and people are living longer, the same is true of the 

West. So, while the gap between the two halves of Europe has narrowed, it is far from closing. 

Now as the world marks the 30th anniversary of the fall of the Berlin Wall, the Open Society Foundations 

asked me to look again at these questions. Open Society, led by its founder and chair, George Soros, clearly 

has an interest in the answers, having devoted a vast effort during the 1990s to support the newly emerging 

democracies of the region and to ease some of the pain of transition.  

 

VOICES 

George Soros Reflects on 1989 

Watch George Soros talk about what the fall of the Berlin wall meant to him. 

https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/voices/george-soros-on-europe-after-the-berlin-wall?playvideo=1
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/voices/george-soros-on-europe-after-the-berlin-wall?playvideo=1
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/voices/george-soros-on-europe-after-the-berlin-wall?playvideo=1
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/voices/george-soros-on-europe-after-the-berlin-wall?playvideo=1
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For more than two weeks in September, I travelled to Slovakia, the Czech Republic, Hungary, and Romania, 

to meet and listen to individuals who played a role in the dramatic days of 1989 and 1990—and to activists 

who were young children back then, but who continue to stand up today for the values of an open society. 

In 1989, expectations were huge. But they were also unrealistic. Back in Bucharest again, I met Oana 

Popescu-Zamfir who runs GlobalFocus, a Romanian think tank; she argues that the race to catch up with the 

West after 1989 has created an inferiority complex too. There is “always the feeling that you are imitating 

someone” and that, 30 years later, there is always someone saying “you are still not good enough.” In 

Budapest, Anna Lengyel, director of the independent PanoDrama theater, argues that resentment has conjured 

up a “historical curse.” That means “a kind of society where the majority likes to be told what to do,” and to 

blame others for problems real or imagined. 

In Prague, Marie Bohata, an economist, says the roots of many of today’s problems are that, in the wake of 

1989, countries lacked laws suitable for modern market economies, which left niches that in turn created “a 

lot of opportunities for business practices”—and here she uses a distinct understatement—“which we could 

call ‘non-standard.’” Disappointment after 1989 was the realization that in the brave new world, “greed and 

selfishness” still existed, just as it had always done. 

The advances of the nationalists, the populists, and the corrupt across the region have been well reported. But 

we have also seen people pushing back. Over the past months, in Romania, Slovakia, and the Czech Republic, 

tens of thousands of people have taken to the streets to protest against high-level corruption. 
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People rattle keys in protest over government corruption in Bratislava, Slovakia, on March 16, 2018. © 

Stanislav Jenis/SOPA/Getty 

Martin Butora, who was a key figure in the changes of 1989 in the Slovak city of Bratislava, is elated when he 

sees people out on the streets once again, this time opposing today’s nexus of politics and organized crime. 

For him, it means there is hope for the future and that one legacy of the last 30 years remains strong: many 

countries that underwent transitions in the years after 1989 now have characteristics that can be found in any 

thriving democracy. Thirty years after the fall of Communism, many Central and Eastern European countries 

have myriad independent groups that can serve as a check on institutional political power and provide a voice 

for the powerless. 

Thus, in Bucharest I met Marian Ursan, an activist who is preparing a brand new mobile shower van which 

will serve at least 1,200 people who are the most vulnerable—those who use drugs, are without homes, or are 

sex-workers and living on the streets. His team, supported by Open Society, works in hospitals to help the 

homeless (whom hospital staff often try to get rid of) assert their right to decent treatment—or their right to 

the documents they need to get treatment. 

In Prague, David Tišer, also supported by Open Society, talks of how he and his colleagues staff helplines for 

young Roma who come out as gay and face hostility from their families and expulsion from their 

communities. 

Since 1989, Europe has changed beyond recognition. Why study or look for work in your town if you can do 

so in Madrid or London? Freedom to work and travel has transformed the continent, creating possibilities and 

a bright future for millions, but leaving others suffering with grievances and bitterness. The exciting moment 

of 1989 has disappeared into the rear-view mirror of history. We are left with the legacy, and the challenge of 

the future. 

 

https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/voices/after-the-wall-came-down/episode/a-

journey?utm_source=news&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Berlin_Wall_InDepth&utm_content=fpNy

AAtps2x5taoCPC5EqIbfOMbTH-fDoWXaqze1AiI 

  

https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/voices/after-the-wall-came-down/episode/a-journey?utm_source=news&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Berlin_Wall_InDepth&utm_content=fpNyAAtps2x5taoCPC5EqIbfOMbTH-fDoWXaqze1AiI
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/voices/after-the-wall-came-down/episode/a-journey?utm_source=news&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Berlin_Wall_InDepth&utm_content=fpNyAAtps2x5taoCPC5EqIbfOMbTH-fDoWXaqze1AiI
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/voices/after-the-wall-came-down/episode/a-journey?utm_source=news&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Berlin_Wall_InDepth&utm_content=fpNyAAtps2x5taoCPC5EqIbfOMbTH-fDoWXaqze1AiI
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Two men using wire cutters to dismantle the fence at the Hungarian border on May 1, 1989. © Eric 

Bouvet/Gamma-Rapho/Getty 

Hungary 

In the 1980s, Hungary’s Communist party was the most reform-minded party in the Eastern Bloc. While 

maintaining a firm grip on political life, it even sought investment from the West as a way to address the 

country’s mounting economic problems. The limited opening included allowing George Soros to establish his 

first local foundation in the country, in 1984, to promote education and culture—the beginning of what 

became the Open Society Foundations. By 1989, momentum for political reform was gathering pace, fueled 

by events in the Baltic states and Poland. In May, 1989, the government removed the barbed wire border 

fence with Austria—setting the stage for a stream of East Germans to freely cross the border that summer to 

the West, contributing to the fall of the Berlin Wall in November.  



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 505  november  2019 
 

 

16 

 

Márta Pardavi in Budapest, Hungary, on September 30, 2019. © Akos Stiller for the Open Society 

Foundations 

Márta Pardavi 

In 2006, Peter Halasz, a former Hungarian dissident, avant-garde theater director, and playwright, was dying 

of cancer in Budapest. So, he staged his own funeral. He invited his friends and listened to their orations as he 

lay in his coffin. Halasz comes up because Márta Pardavi, one of Hungary's preeminent human rights 

activists, has been discussing the slow death of her country’s democracy while looking out of the window into 

the courtyard of her office’s elegant 1890s building. 

Pardavi is co-chair of the Hungarian Helsinki Committee and feels the weight of such history on her 

shoulders. Dissidents from the 1970s and 1980s were among her organization's founders. Now, she says, they 

are depressed and outraged at what is happening. In 1989, when they were in their prime, Pardavi was 15 

years old. She went to an elite school, was not particularly political, but recalls that politics then were 

“unavoidable,” although debates were “more hopeful” than today.  
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A social worker speaks with a homeless man in Budapest, Hungary, on January 16, 2019. © Chris 

McGrath/Getty 

In her office, there is a picture with a spiral timeline marking key events in the committee’s history. 

Representing the year 1995, for example, are pictures that mark a visit by a team of lawyers, doctors, and 

sociologists to a detention center for foreigners. They were there to check on conditions. To Pardavi, who was 

a young student at the time, it was a ”major breakthrough.” Until then, no one could ever have imagined such 

a thing—sanctioned by the interior minister himself, no less. “Now, in 2019,” she adds, the period when these 

things were possible “is over.” 

Pardavi says her job, and the job of other civil society activists after the fall of Communism, was to “fix 

cracks” in a system that was otherwise moving in the right direction. There was an understanding that, by 

helping the most vulnerable, you were working for the greater good of all. By 2010, though, those years were 

long over. With a new constitution passed by Prime Minister Viktor Orban, the realization set in that the 

Hungarian Helsinki Committee and other civil society groups had “to begin working on the fundamentals of 

democracy.” 

Hungarian democracy, it seemed, had very shallow roots. For many, expectations of what 1989 would bring 

were too high—and have been dashed. Once-empty store shelves might groan with goods; but what good was 

it if you could not afford them? Orban understood how to tap the deepest fears and prejudices of 

Hungarians, moving to consolidate power over parliament, the judiciary, and the media. He attacked former 

government officials and accused them of corruption and dishonesty. He promised that he would rescue 
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Hungarians from foreign enemies who were working through their “fake NGOs,” and that he would save the 

country from being “trampled on.” 

If there is a single event from three decades ago that is seared into Pardavi’s memory, it is something that 

actually happened not in 1989 but 1990. Angered by gas price increases, the city’s taxi drivers blockaded 

Budapest’s bridges and main roads; the head of her school told everyone to go home “and be safe.” There 

were even rumors that the police or the army would intervene. Looking back, she sees in this excess of 

caution the dark shadow of fear cast by the events of 1956, when Soviet tanks rolled into Budapest and 

bloodily suppressed a popular revolt against Moscow. 

So, even in the brave new post-1989 world, this fear remained. And Orban has played on fear. Migrants, the 

European Union, George Soros—the man who paid for Orban’s scholarship to Oxford—all of them have been 

conjured up as enemies for him to defend the country against. 

Repressive laws, the use of tax inspections to intimidate civil society organizations that would oppose Orban, 

and the denunciations of activists as foreign agents have had a chilling and intimidating effect, says Pardavi. 

So, what is to be done?  

“Our mission is to show you can stand up. The job is to show that if the cause is right, there is no room 

for fear.” 

What is happening in Hungary is unacceptable and threatening, she grants, but then she looks at what is 

happening to activists in Egypt, Turkey, or Azerbaijan. In Hungary, the risk of jail for her work is minimal. 

She does not suffer sleepless nights. 

“Our mission is to show you can stand up,” she says. “The job is to show that if the cause is right, there is no 

room for fear.”  

Zsuzsanna Szelenyi 
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Zsuzsanna Szelenyi in Budapest, Hungary, on September 27, 2019. © Akos Stiller for the Open Society 

Foundations 

“Bliss it was to be alive / But to be young was very heaven!” So wrote William Wordsworth about the French 

revolution. Two hundred years later, Viktor Orban and Zsuzsanna Szelenyi were perhaps the modern 

incarnations of that spirit. Politics had utterly consumed them for more than a year. But now, in the summer 

of 1989, they were off on new adventures. Zsuzsanna Szelenyi, aged 23, was going to study psychology in 

San Diego, California; meanwhile, the Soros Foundation (as it was then called) had awarded her friend Viktor 

Orban a scholarship to go to Oxford. Then, on November 9, 1989, just as they were settling in, the Berlin 

Wall came down. 

Now, says Szelenyi, it was clear that the end of Communism was “unstoppable.” But watching this drama 

playing out on television while she was in far-away California was, she says, one of the most frustrating 

moments of her life. Within weeks, Szelenyi and Orban had abandoned their studies and were back in the 

thick of it. 

Szelenyi’s parents and grandparents had been involved in Hungary’s 1956 uprising, and so she grew up in a 

fiercely anti-Communist family that regularly tuned in to the United States-funded Radio Free Europe to keep 

track of what was going on. In March 1988, Szelenyi, then studying in Budapest, read in the papers that five 

students had been warned by the police against starting an anti-government organization. A few days later, 

she had become a member herself. Communism was withering, and she did not feel frightened. Soon 
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afterward, she became one of the nine-member collective leadership of Fidesz (the Alliance of Young 

Democrats), in which Orban was emerging as its informal chief. 

Back from California, Szelenyi returned to her home in Veszprem to campaign for the first free election to be 

held in March 1990. Her team had little money, so they painted posters and campaigned with drums. “It was 

an incredibly happy period! It changed my life completely,” says Szelenyi, as her children wander in and out 

of the living room where we are sitting and a gentle breeze parts the curtains. The room is piled high with 

books; from the window, you can see the rolling green hills of the outskirts of Budapest, Hungary’s capital. 

Almost everyone in the new parliament was learning by the day. But, increasingly, it was clear that, for 

Orban, politics was more than just a means for remaking Hungary into a Western European-style democracy. 

“Orban thought money is politics and money is power and power is money. He began to use party finances in 

a non-transparent way, which we learned from the news, and that created huge distrust.”  

 

People holding flags and banners during a march in Budapest, Hungary, on October 23, 1989. © Bernard 

Bisson/Sygma/Getty 

By 1993, the blissful dawn was over, at least for Szelenyi. She quit Fidesz, and Orban shifted it to the right. In 

1989, everyone in the opposition wanted the same things, recalls Szelenyi. A few years later that was over. 

Political tensions that dated from well before World War II were returning, including the old division between 

Western-oriented, urban, pluralistic liberals and Hungarians rooted in a more rural and nationalistic tradition. 
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Szelenyi worked for 15 years for the Council of Europe and then returned to the Hungarian parliament for 

four years in 2014. Now she has a new project. The world has changed, she says, and she is planning a school 

to teach leadership skills to a new generation of political and civil society activists. Today, she says, she is 

more of a realist than she was in 1989. But she knows the value of civil society. After all, she remarks, 

Communism in Hungary fell thanks in part to civil society organizations. (They included environmentalist 

groups and the Soros Foundation, which helped by providing computers and photocopiers that made it easier 

for activists to spread their messages.) 

Orban understands this very well, she says, which is precisely why he is trying to squeeze the space for 

political expression today. An open society is an “enemy or rival for Orban, and that is why he will never let it 

go. This is why Central European University had to leave Hungary. Not because it is a university, but because 

Orban regards it as a cradle of free thought.” 

Orban, and Hungary’s current slide to autocracy will not last forever, Szelenyi says. And that is why she 

wants to prepare the next generation. Will they want to put Hungary back on the European track of 

development, or “will they be satisfied with the semi-democratic, autocratic, peripheral world where Hungary 

is heading at the moment?” The question, she says, has not yet been answered.  

Anna Lengyel 

“You can imagine coming of age at the same time as having your country become a free democracy 

from a dictatorship occupied by a foreign army. The euphoria, I don’t know if you can have anything 

bigger than that.” 

Anna Lengyel, Founder and Director, PanoDrama 

In 1989, Anna Lengyel was 20 years old. 

 

https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/voices/after-the-wall-came-down/episode/hungary 

  

https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/voices/after-the-wall-came-down/episode/hungary
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A view of Bucharest’s central square, surrounded by tanks and damaged buildings, on December 27, 1989. © 

Christopher Pillitz/Corbis/Getty 

Romania 

The overthrow of the dictatorial regime of Nicolae Ceaușescu in Romania was marked by extreme violence. It 

began in early December in the western city of Timișoara. Protests, initially led by members of the region’s 

ethnic Hungarians, soon gained the support of students and others. On December 17, police in Timișoara 

opened fire on demonstrators. With state media remaining silent about the trouble, on December 21, 

Ceaușescu sought to rally support for his regime with a mass gathering in the capital, Bucharest—only to be 

booed and heckled. Protests then erupted in the heart of the city. The following day, members of the police 

and army joined the protests, fighting gun battles in the center of Bucharest with members of the Securitate, 

Ceaușescu’s secret police. Ceaușescu and his wife were forced to flee by helicopter, but they stopped and 

were arrested. After a brief show trial on Christmas Day, both were executed by a firing squad. 

Oana Popescu-Zamfir 

“I think all of us have been living with the subliminal idea that something that looks perfectly stable 

today can fall to pieces tomorrow in a completely unexpected and unpredictable way.” 

Oana Popescu-Zamfir, Director, GlobalFocus Center 

In 1989, Oana Popescu-Zamfir was 11 years old.  
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Oana Popescu in Bucharest, Romania. © Petrut Calinescu/Panos for the Open Society Foundations 
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Ciprian Necula in Bucharest, Romania. © Petrut Calinescu/Panos for the Open Society Foundations 

Ciprian Necula 

Everyone in Romania remembers exactly where they were at different moments of the December 1989 

revolution. But when it comes to remembering what they thought it all meant at the time, they become a little 

hazy. Ciprian Necula was 10 years old, and, for him, it was all sex and bananas. As Nicolae Ceaușescu fell, 

the adults told the kids in his apartment block that it meant that they would now all get bananas—an exotic 

rarity in the Eastern Bloc. Then, just after the execution of Ceaușescu and his wife on Christmas Day, the 

children locked themselves in the sitting room to watch Emmanuelle, the 1974 erotic film, which was being 

broadcast on the previously staid and prudish state-owned television. 

“It was amazing,” laughs Necula. Looking back, he says, it is clear that no one knew what freedom meant. No 

one had seen the revolution coming, either. When the Berlin Wall came down, on November 9, 1989, it was 

just another day for Romanians. In Romania, under Ceaușescu, there were no roundtable discussions between 

the party and the people about the way forward, as there had been in all the other Eastern European 

Communist states. Instead, the revolution arrived suddenly, with a literal bang. No one was prepared for it, or 

for what came next. 

Today, Necula runs Aresel, a platform for encouraging members of Romania’s Roma minority to understand 

and use their power. According to the 2011 census, Roma then made up 3.3 percent of the country's 

population. But since many Roma don’t declare themselves as such, Necula thinks that his people could 
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amount to as much as 10 percent of the population. However, of 329 deputies in parliament, only two are 

Roma.  

 

Ciprian Necula speaks to a crowd during a demonstration against racism in Bucharest, Romania, on July 28, 

2018. © Gabriel T. Balanescu 

For many Roma, the revolution quickly turned sour. In the 1990s especially, they became the targets of 

frequent, ethnically motivated attacks. Under Communism, overt racism had been suppressed. No longer. One 

of Necula’s first jobs was to collect job adverts, including from the Ministry of Labour, which actually 

specified “No Roma.” He and his team were sent to foreign embassies in a bid to elicit international support. 

As all Romanians began to grapple with what freedom meant, Roma discovered that many of their fellow 

citizens understood it to mean that now they were free to “express their racism.” 

Ceaușescu’s Romania was a harsh dictatorship. But under Ceaușescu, Roma, like everyone else, had jobs and 

basic security. As the old economy disintegrated, however, Roma were the first to lose their jobs. 

Marginalization and segregation increased, but, at the same time, the first Roma civil society organizations 

began to emerge. One of their hardest fought battles was to be called Roma officially—as opposed to the 

pejorative “Tigan” or “Gypsy.” It was tough because many Romanians believed that the closeness of the two 

names meant that they would be confused, as Necula says, with these “inferior people.” 

Some of these battles were won, as Romania sought to reassure the European Union and the international 

community of its democratic credentials. Three decades since the revolution, though, the picture is mixed. 
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That’s true for all Romanians but, for Roma, it is even more so. Many Roma are far better off than they were 

before and a small Roma middle class has begun to emerge. But far more remain desperately poor, sometimes 

lacking the official papers they need to secure basic services, including healthcare. On the other hand, 

Romania joining the European Union in 2007 opened the door for Roma to go abroad legally and work, and 

this has meant money flowing home. 

Roma civil society organizations have been active, but their work has sometimes proved to be a double-edged 

sword. The problem, says Necula, a former state secretary at the Ministry of European Funds, is that when 

Roma groups organize tutoring for schoolchildren after-hours, or when they install water pipes to Roma 

districts where there were none before, the local government officials—who should have been doing this 

work in the first place—are under less pressure to deliver. 

But some things are changing for the better. This year, a video emerged of a minibus driver beating a Roma 

mother carrying a baby after he refused to take them on his bus. When she called the national emergency 

number to report the assault, the operator then began swearing at her because she was Roma. Most of the 

media then reported the story as the racist scandal that it was, says Necula, in a way they would never have 

done before. When, in January, the president decorated 10 Jewish Holocaust survivors, Necula and others 

wrote to him to demand recognition for Roma survivors, too. An apology, plus decorations for a group of 

Roma, swiftly followed. 

“What I realized is that we are not demanding our rights,” says Necula. “That is why people are ignoring us. 

That is why people are just not mentioning us or they talk about us in a negative fashion—because we are not 

active enough!” 

Unlike Romania’s Hungarians, the country’s other big minority, who have always played an important 

political role, Roma have played none. People loosely identify as Roma but historically they have been poor 

and divided, never managing to translate their numbers into political power. If Necula has his way, that is 

going to change.  

Marian Ursan 

“One of the things [we must do] is to invest in a new political generation, and educate them to pay 

attention to vulnerable people.” 

Marian Ursan, Director, Carusel  

In 1989, Marian Ursan was 10 years old.  

 

https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/voices/after-the-wall-came-down/episode/romania 

  

https://www.facebook.com/AreselRomania/videos/850024468673595/
https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/voices/after-the-wall-came-down/episode/romania
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A protest in the streets of Bratislava, Slovakia, on November 24, 1989. © Chip Hires/Gamma-Rapho/Getty 

Slovakia 

Events in Prague seized the attention of the world in 1989 as Czechoslovakia’s “Velvet Revolution” unfolded. 

But the first anti-regime student protest took place on November 16 in Bratislava, a city of universities known 

for its intellectual history. In the 1980s, Slovakia had also seen the rise of a robust dissident environmental 

movement in response to heavy-handed urban redevelopment in Bratislava as well as concerns about wider 

destruction of historic buildings and areas of natural beauty.  

Jakub Kratochvil 
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Jakub Kratochvil in Bratislavia, Slovakia. © Björn Steinz/Panos for the Open Society Foundations 

One day last year, Jakub Kratochvil participated with a couple of friends in organizing a protest through 

Facebook. To their shock, the initial protest exploded into a movement, with tens of thousands of people 

filling the streets, leading to the eventual resignation of Prime Minister Robert Fico. 

But perhaps Kratochvil should not have been so surprised. In November 1989, when he was seven, he was on 

his way back from school and passed by Bratislava's demonstrations—which helped bring down 

Communism. 

In fact, protest and more have marked every key juncture in modern Slovak history. Seven-year-old 

Kratochvil’s school route passed the square named for the 1944 Slovak uprising against the Nazis and their 

collaborators. In 1989, Kratochvil and his schoolfriends picked up on something that the adults were singing. 

It was Karel Kryl’s "Little Brother, Close the Gate," the iconic protest song written in the wake of the Soviet-

led invasion of 1968. 

When Kratochvil was a teenager, Slovaks were protesting against the leadership of Vladimír Meciar, the very 

first of the Central European populists who rode roughshod over the law and oversaw the privatization of state 

assets, which often looked more like a division of the spoils with his friends and supporters than anything 

else. 
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Now Kratochvil is a member of the leadership of the “For a Decent Slovakia” movement, which was sparked 

in February 2018 by the murder of Jan Kuciak, an investigative journalist, and his fiancée, Martina 

Kusnirova. Kuciak had been looking into fraud among politically connected businessmen and the links 

between politicians and the Ndrangheta, a mafia-like organization based in Italy. 

 

People gather during a silent march for the slain Jan Kuciak and Martina Kusnirova, in Bratislava, Slovakia, 

on March 23, 2018. © Vladimir Simicek/AFP/Getty 

In the wake of the murders, Kratochvil, who had been working as a journalist and then as a freelance video 

producer, offered to help a couple of friends with a protest. More than 25,000 people turned up to the event 

they promoted on Facebook “We don’t want to go back to the ‘90s!”—a reference to the corruption of the 

Mečiar years. After the third protest, prime minister Fico resigned, accusing Kratochvil and his friends of 

being “Soros’s Children." (In truth, they received no help from George Soros or the Open Society 

Foundations).  

“We have democracy, but it is not working. We just want democracy to be fixed.” 

To people like Martin Butora, one of the organizers of the Slovak protests of 1989, Kratochvil and his friends 

are clearly taking up the baton handed to them by previous generations. To Kratochvil, the comparison is not 

so obvious. In 1989 he says, the protestors wanted the downfall of a whole system. Now he says, “we have 

democracy, but it is not working. We just want democracy to be fixed. We want an open society; we want a 

decent society and working institutions." 
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Ever since 1989, Slovak democracy has been blighted by long periods of cronyism, selective justice, 

intolerance against Roma, attacks on the media and the country’s Hungarian minority; and, now, by a fear of 

foreign and Muslim migrants (none of whom are actually coming to Slovakia). It is not surprising then that 

opinion polls make for grim reading. 

In 2018, for example, only 32 percent of respondents believed that life is better for people like them than it 

was in 1989. And 42 percent believe it is not. Nostalgia for a period of full employment and cheap milk is 

widespread. But real problems—such as poor quality healthcare and education—are a persistent and major 

sources of dissatisfaction, too. 

And yet things are changing. In March, Marian Kocner, a controversial businessman, was charged with 

ordering the murder of Kuciak and Kusnirova. In June, Zuzana Caputova, a woman whose political life has 

been shaped as an environmentalist, was elected president. Civil society is as vigorous as it has ever been, 

across the political spectrum. In one September weekend alone, Bratislava saw students taking part in the 

global climate strike protest, followed by a “For a Decent Slovakia” rally, followed by a major anti-abortion 

demonstration. 

Surely, then, Kratochvil’s job as a civil society activist is done and he should follow the path of many others 

into politics, to fight to change the system from the inside? That is not for him, he says, but he thinks that the 

main task for those who do is to remember not to compromise their beliefs. 

Kratochvil also warns against civil society activists becoming too narrowly focused. “We take care of 

minorities and immigrants and I think LGBTI issues are important,” he says, but it is also important not to 

forget the mass of ordinary people who simply know that when they go to hospital “it is not working,” that the 

elderly lack proper care, or that schools lack good teachers because teachers are poorly paid.  

If the concerns of civil society activists seem remote from those of most Slovaks, he cautions, if politicians 

elected to clean up a corrupt system fail, then a chance will be lost for the next 20 years. “People won’t trust 

them anymore,” he says, and Slovakia’s biggest problem is already that people have lost trust in its 

institutions and politicians. 

Zuzana Mistrikova 
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Zuzana Mistrikova in Bratislava, Slovakia. © Björn Steinz/Panos for the Open Society Foundations 

Zuzana Mistrikova exudes energy. She has just been to Sweden to talk to people about a new documentary. 

And then there are premieres for The Painted Bird, a three-hour Holocaust drama that she has co-produced 

and which is so brutal that, at the Venice Film Festival, it sent some rushing for the exit. But once she begins 

talking in her apartment in Bratislava, the capital of Slovakia, you understand that she must have always been 

both hyperactive and a natural organizer. A key moment in November 1989 saw her help people disperse 

across what was then Czechoslovakia to factories and distant towns and villages to explain the unrolling 

revolution to a people with no access to real media or information. 

Even when the Berlin Wall came down on November 9, 1989, it was not obvious to the then 22-year-old 

studying at Bratislava’s Academy of Performing Arts that change was coming. “We did not really believe that 

something would change,”says Mistrikova when messages began arriving on November 17 from fellow 

students describing police attacks on protesters in Prague. 
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Zuzana Mistrikova looks at photographs of the 1989 protests. © Björn Steinz/Panos for the Open Society 

Foundations 

Things began to move very fast after that. Actors announced a theater strike. Mistrikova was in the audience 

which reacted to the announcement with 15 minutes of applause. The next day she saw the rector of the 

academy and told him that students planned a strike. He had been out of Bratislava and had, incredible though 

it seems today, no idea what was happening. She had VHS videos to show him from Austrian and Soviet 

television—which, unlike their Czechoslovak counterparts, were reporting events. 

That is when people began dispersing from the academy. People with cars were connected to students and 

others who left to tell the rest of the country what was going on. For the first time in Mistrikova’s life, just as 

for everyone else’s,the public and private spheres were coming together. Until then she recalls, the 

Czechoslovak Communists had created a society that was “pure Orwell.” Everyone knew there were words 

you could only use at home and different words you could use in public. 

In June 1990, the first free elections were held and Mistrikova, still a student, was elected as a member of 

parliament, propelled into the new politics by her popularity and prominence as a student leader. So began a 

career, first in politics and then in the fields of culture, organizing radio and television stations, drama, 

advertising, and film production. She realized, she explains, that she had a knack for bringing people together 

and solving problems. 
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For people like Mistrikova, for whom 1989 was a new dawn, the 1990s were hard, dominated by the 

dissolution of Czechoslovakia in 1993, and the rise of the Slovak politician Vladimír Mečiar, the first of 

Eastern Europe’s populists. “It was sad,” she says because it meant that Slovakia was founded not thanks to 

the overwhelming demand of its people but because “small, regional politicians decided to make their own 

state.” Mečiar has since become the subject of a documentary made by Mistrikova that explains the man and 

his era in forensic and painful detail. 

With the benefit of hindsight, Mistrikova says she would have loved it if change could have come more 

quickly to Slovakia, but she understood it was not possible. People "have to learn the process,” she says. 

Democracy is not something “you just establish.” It is a process that comes with every small decision. 

She argues that the end of Czechoslovakia came with one plus—it was no longer possible for Slovaks to 

blame their problems on Czechs. Unfortunately, politicians found other people to blame instead—the 

country’s Hungarian minority, Roma, and now immigrants. 

Thirty years on Mistrikova is philosophical about the changes that she has seen. Yes, you can explain to those 

who don’t remember that this was a time before the internet, mobile phones, and that there was only one 

photocopy machine in Bratislava. And yet she says, despite modern technology, what worries her is that 

today, “everyone is in some bubble, in some community of people with the same opinion.” It is not enough 

she says to just “feel happy with your life and in your house” and not to care about anything else, because “in 

the end, if it is like this, we will be very surprised by what will happen outside.”  

Martin Butora 

“We do not have to be desperate about Slovakia’s future because this movement, this emotion, this 

energy, this determination, this spontaneously organized civic responsibility for the future phase is 

here.” 

Martin Butora, Co-founder and Honorary President, Institute for Public Affairs 

In 1989, Martin Butora was 45 years old.  

 

https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/voices/after-the-wall-came-down/episode/slovakia 

  

https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/voices/after-the-wall-came-down/episode/slovakia
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Workers in Czechoslovakia strike in support of the Velvet Revolution, in 1989. © David Turnley/VCG/Getty 

Czech Republic 

In the 1980s, the Czechoslovak Socialist Republic was regarded as one of the most tightly controlled 

Communist regimes in the entire Eastern Bloc, even resisting the easing of controls signaled by the Soviet 

Union’s Mikhail Gorbachev. Only a handful of dissident intellectuals were prepared to face imprisonment and 

isolation by openly criticizing the one-party state. 

Then came the fall of the Berlin Wall on the night of November 9, 1989. Just over a week later, on November 

17, riot police in Prague brutally suppressed a protest by university students, sparking further public defiance 

and mass demonstrations. The entire top leadership of the Communist party resigned on November 24, 

clearing the way for the election of the former dissident playwright, Václav Havel, as president at the end of 

December. 

The peaceful dissolution of Czechoslovakia followed three years later, with the creation of the Czech 

Republic and Slovakia on January 1, 1993, led respectively by Václav Klaus and Vladimír Mečiar.  

Marie Bohata 

“I was one of those who really seized the opportunity—of course, it meant losing something too—to 

invest in the future.” 
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Marie Bohata, Senior Researcher, Center for Economic Research and Graduate Education—Economics 

Institute 

In 1989, Marie Bohata was 40 years old.  

 

Marie Bohatá at home, in Prague, Czech Republic. © Björn Steinz/Panos for the Open Society Foundations 
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Michal Kopecek in Prague, Czech Republic, on October 10, 2019. © Björn Steinz/Panos for the Open Society 

Foundations 

Michal Kopecek 

Sitting in a restaurant in Prague’s Pushkin Square, Michal Kopecek has much to say about 1989, as you 

would expect from a historian of the post-War Czech experience. 

When he was 15, Kopecek was then at Prague’s elite Wilhelm Pieck school, named for a man chosen by 

Stalin to be East Germany’s first head of state. His school was highly politicized; many of Kopecek’s 

classmates came from Communist nomenklatura families, while others came from those bound up with the 

country’s dissident movement. This meant that the school’s students were particularly well informed. As 

events gathered pace, Kopecek became, he says, a runner for the revolution. Given boxes or papers, he would 

be told, “give it to Karel.” Karel would then give him another address with something else to carry. 

It was intensely exciting, he says, but he ran so much that he ended up in a hospital with a heart murmur. Yes, 

it was frustrating to be there while Communism was collapsing outside, but it was not so bad; all his friends 

came to visit (including, he recalls, a girl he had a significant teenage crush on). 

Chicken roulades arrive. Luckily, Pushkin Square is off Prague’s tourist trail. Nowadays, the town center is 

packed with so many visitors that you can barely hear Czech being spoken. In the late 1980s, the capital of 

what was then Czechoslovakia was a gloomy, grey place where wooden scaffolding propped up decaying 

historic houses, their crumbling masonry a potentially lethal threat to passers-by. 
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In 1992, Kopecek went on to Prague’s renowned Charles University, where the dramatic political changes had 

resulted in there being no professors of modern history. There had been no formal, official purge of the old 

guard academics who had prospered under the Communists. Yet, in response to intense social pressure, most 

had left regardless. The issue was not what you had been teaching under Communism, but whether you had 

used the events of 1968, and the Soviet-led invasion, to get rid of rivals. In the early 1990s, Kopecek says, 

anti-Communism had become a powerful tool with which to beat your enemies and advance your career. 

“After all,” he says, “academic politics is nothing but politics too, right?” 

 

Posters on the wall at the Institute of Contemporary History, in Prague, on October 10, 2019. © Björn 

Steinz/Panos for the Open Society Foundations 

 

Kopecek says he was amazed by the speed at which former Communist societies had to adapt, and by how, 30 

years later, Communism can seem as remote to young people as World War One and World War Two. Yet 

his colleagues who teach in high schools have found that the subject still has the power to touch raw nerves. 

Some have tried to use family memories to stimulate an interest in history, but this has been a recipe for 

poisoning the atmosphere in class. It pits those from families who cherish their anti-Communist memories 

against those whose families “very much dislike what they feel is an anti-Communist crusade.” Kids from the 

latter group then adopt “countercultural interpretations,” arguing that there were good things during that 

period and that “all this anti-Communist shit you hear. . . is actually propaganda, just as much as there was 

Communist propaganda before 1989.”  
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At his university, Kopecek has noticed that students are less interested in 1989 and the years that preceded it 

than they are in the transition period—and the question of whether people could have done things better. They 

see that their country today has the same problems as others in a globalized world, starting with the 

environment. They may acknowledge that “Communism may have been wrong,” but see it as “not our 

problem.” 
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David Tišer in Prague, Czech Republic. © Björn Steinz/Panos for the Open Society Foundations 

Tim Judah 

 

I asked Kopecek, as an academic, about the contribution of Central European University, founded by George 

Soros in the early 1990s with hopes of contributing to an intellectual revival in the region. He has been 

closely associated with the university for some 20 years and sees it as a hugely important intellectual hub. It 

has brought together both Western ideas and academics and students from across the region, who get to meet 

their counterparts who—like Serbs and Croats, for example—might otherwise see their common history very 

differently. 

As for civil society, Kopecek sees it maturing. In the 1990s, there was a tendency toward “NGO-ism” he says, 

reliant on foreign funds. Now, as at least some parts of society get richer, there is more grassroots activism 

than ever. He has a word of caution, though: not all of this activism is necessarily a good thing. Some of the 

region’s burgeoning far-right and neo-fascist movements, for example, have their roots in what he notes is 

sometimes referred to as “uncivil society.” 

As we leave, Kopecek mentions his grandmother, a Catholic peasant from southern Moravia. She did not like 

the Communists, but she also resented the way that what she saw as the achievements of the local 

cooperative—which she and others had spent a lifetime building—were being stolen via privatization in the 

1990s. “Oh Michal,” she used to say to him, “I think we lived better under Communism. . . . Nobody was 

stealing.” History is in the eye of the beholder. 

David Tišer 

“Like a majority of the LGBT community, they [made] a huge step these 30 years. Seventy or eighty 

percent of Czech society, they support LGBT people, so it’s different and better.” 

David Tišer, Director, Ara Art 

In 1989, David Tišer was four years old.   

Tim Judah is a British reporter and political analyst for The Economist, who reported from Romania in the 

immediate aftermath of the fall of Nicolae Ceaușescu in December, 1989 

 

https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/voices/after-the-wall-came-down/episode/czech-republic 

  

https://www.opensocietyfoundations.org/voices/after-the-wall-came-down/episode/czech-republic


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 505  november  2019 
 

 

40 

 

VIA COPPER CANYON PRESS 

‘Occasional Poem on a Summer Day 夏晝偶作’ 

A Poem 

by Liu Tsung-yuan (trans. Red Pine) 

September 23, 2019  By Bill Porter (AKA Red Pine) 

 

 

Here in the south it’s so hot I feel drunk 

after dozing on a bench I opened the north window 

it was noon and I couldn’t hear any other sound 

just a farm boy pounding tea beyond the bamboo 

南州溽暑醉如酒，隱机熟眠開北牖。⽇午獨覺無餘聲，⼭童隔⽵敲茶⾅。 

* 

Note: Written in Yungchou in the summer of 812. During the T’ang dynasty, one of the most common ways 

of processing tea leaves was to pound them in a mortar after they had been oxidized by a brief exposure to 

https://www.coppercanyonpress.org/pages/browse/book.asp?bg=%7B769348F5-2B47-437C-A151-79E105FFF941%7D
https://lithub.com/author/billporterakaredpine/
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heat from the sun or in a wok. The resulting powder was then whisked with boiling water and drunk. This 

process has remained in vogue in Japan but more or less disappeared in China 500 years ago. (1220) 

__________________________ 

 

From Written in Exile: The Poems of Liu Tsung-yuan translated by Red Pine (aka Bill Porter). Published with 

permission of Copper Canyon Press. 2019. 

Bill PorterCopper Canyon PressFeatureOccasional Poem on a Summer DaypoemRed PineWritten In Exile 

 

 

Bill Porter (AKA Red Pine) 

https://www.coppercanyonpress.org/pages/browse/book.asp?bg=%7B769348F5-2B47-437C-A151-79E105FFF941%7D
https://lithub.com/tag/bill-porter/
https://lithub.com/tag/copper-canyon-press/
https://lithub.com/tag/feature/
https://lithub.com/tag/occasional-poem-on-a-summer-day/
https://lithub.com/tag/poem/
https://lithub.com/tag/red-pine/
https://lithub.com/tag/written-in-exile/
https://lithub.com/author/billporterakaredpine/
https://lithub.com/author/billporterakaredpine/
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Bill Porter assumes the pen name Red Pine for his translation work. Uninspired by the prospect of an 

academic career, he dropped out of graduate school at Columbia and moved to a Buddhist monastery in 

Taiwan. After four years with the monks and nuns, he struck out on his own and eventually found work at 

English-language radio stations in Taiwan and Hong Kong, where he interviewed local dignitaries and 

produced more than a thousand programs about his travels in China. His translations have been honored with 

a number of awards, including two NEA translation fellowships, a PEN translation award, the inaugural Asian 

Literature Award of the American Literary Translators Association, a Guggenheim Fellowship, which he 

received to support work on a book based on a pilgrimage to the graves and homes of China’s greatest poets 

of the past, which was published under the title Finding Them Gone in January of 2016, and more recently in 

2018 the Thornton Wilder Prize for Translation bestowed by the American Academy of Arts and Letters. He 

lives in Port Townsend, Washington. 

 

https://lithub.com/occasional-poem-on-a-summer-day-%e5%a4%8f%e6%99%9d%e5%81%b6%e4%bd%9c-

a-poem/ 

  

https://lithub.com/occasional-poem-on-a-summer-day-%e5%a4%8f%e6%99%9d%e5%81%b6%e4%bd%9c-a-poem/
https://lithub.com/occasional-poem-on-a-summer-day-%e5%a4%8f%e6%99%9d%e5%81%b6%e4%bd%9c-a-poem/
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A new progenitor cell has the potential for (future) liver regeneration 

Rosa García-Verdugo September 16, 2019 

Good news everyone! A newly discovered type of hepatic cell might hold the key to repair all those old fatty 

livers without needing a transplant. And not only those but also those of people suffering from side effects of 

medication, cancer etc etc 

Source: Wikimedia 

Commons 

But let’s try not to get ahead of ourselves. A team of researchers from Kings College London led by Tamir 

Rashid, show in a recently published piece in Nature Communications 1 that they found a yet unknown type 

of progenitor cell, which they called hepatobiliary hybrid progenitor (HHyP), capable of developing into 

hepatocytes and bile duct epithelial cells, similarly to a stem cell. Although this cell would play a role in early 

fetal development, there are also some remnant cells found in adult tissue. 

https://mappingignorance.org/author/rosa-garcia-verdugo/
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41467-019-11266-x
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/09/16/a-new-progenitor-cell-has-the-potential-for-future-liver-regeneration/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6238-1
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Cellular differentiation. Source: Wikimedia Commons. 
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It has been known for long that the liver can regenerate itself after various types of damage, be it physical, or 

due to disease, obesity, or drug/alcohol abuse. So much so that about a quarter of the original liver can grow 

back to its original size. However, not even the liver is God. If the damage is persistent, scar tissue is formed 

within it thus preventing regeneration in a process known as cirrhosis. 

Based on the similarity of HHyP cells to the progenitor cells found in mice, and implied in regeneration after 

injury, it would seem that these HHyP cells are the ones responsible for the human liver’s regenerative 

capacity. 

Now that this cell population has been found, in order to be able to use it in the future as a healing agent, it 

would be necessary to not only find the right way to develop pluripotent (stem) cells into HHyPs but also find 

the way in which these are transformed into either mature hepatic cell population to be able to directly drive 

this change within the human body. 

For that, we will have to wait some time. Until then, it is another step in the right direction. Another feat of 

science and another surprise. Because it doesn’t matter how much we think we know about human biology 

there is a chance that we will learn always something new. 

References 

1. Segal T. et al (2019) Single cell analysis of human foetal liver captures the transcriptional profile of 

hepatobiliary hybrid progenitors. Nat Commun. 2019 Jul 26;10(1):3350. doi: 10.1038/s41467-019-

11266-x ↩ 

written by 

Rosa García-Verdugo 

 

Rosa studied Biochemistry at University of Oviedo and, after working for a while in immunology at the 

Center for Biological Research (CIB) and another brief period of systems biology at the Center for Genomic 

Regulation (CRG), she eventually got her PhD in systems neurobiology at the Max-Planck-Institute of 

Neurobiology in Munich. Her research deals with neuronal plasticity in mouse visual cortex and big 2-photon 

microscopes. 

 Website:http://starvingneuron.com   Twitter:@starvingneuron 

https://mappingignorance.org/2019/09/16/a-new-progenitor-cell-has-the-potential-for-future-liver-

regeneration/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance

+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29 

https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-019-11266-x
https://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-019-11266-x
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/09/16/a-new-progenitor-cell-has-the-potential-for-future-liver-regeneration/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#origin-note-6238-1
https://mappingignorance.org/author/rosa-garcia-verdugo/
http://starvingneuron.com/
https://twitter.com/intent/user?screen_name=starvingneuron&lang=en-US
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/09/16/a-new-progenitor-cell-has-the-potential-for-future-liver-regeneration/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/09/16/a-new-progenitor-cell-has-the-potential-for-future-liver-regeneration/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/09/16/a-new-progenitor-cell-has-the-potential-for-future-liver-regeneration/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
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Legend 

by Jean Senac 

Issue no. 96 (Summer 1985) 

First you saw the sun 

with its five fingers, 

all the blue of the sea 

and the pleasure of tents. You saw 

dazzling idleness (sleep and joy), 

the leisure of words, and confidence. 

You saw 

the thistle —but on such a vast horizon! 

And never death 

in these sheets: 

just a youthful body, 

the nib of a pen. 

You saw combat, denial, 

but never in this wound the rolling of dunes, 

God like a discarded crumb, man 

in his undertakings, always set against his excrement. 

“you saw the song, 

the ejaculation, 

the rose. 

But oh, solitude, 

they didn’t see 

your steely sea urchin 

caught within my lines. 

—Algiers, 6 May 1970. 

 

translated from the French by Mark Polizzotti 

If you enjoyed this poem, why not read … 

 More selections from our 1985 portfolio of Jean Senac, the poet and activist for Algerian 

independence and gay rights?  

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=dd04c1ecbe&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=dd04c1ecbe&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=4a375b1899&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=dd04c1ecbe&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=dd04c1ecbe&e=d538c8f2e0
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My Adventures in Psychedelia 

Helen Joyce 

United Archives/Carl Simon/Bridgeman Images 

Carl Simon: Living in the sea, twentieth century 

It all began with a book review. Last year, I read an article by David Aaronovitch in The Times of London 

about Michael Pollan’s How to Change Your Mind. The book concerns a resurgence of interest in psychedelic 

drugs, which were widely banned after Timothy Leary’s antics with LSD, starting in the late 1960s, in which 

he encouraged American youth to “turn on, tune in, and drop out.” In recent years, though, scientists have 

started to test therapeutic uses of psychedelics for an extraordinary range of ailments, including depression, 

addiction, and end-of-life angst. 

Aaronovitch mentioned in passing that he had been intrigued enough to book a “psychedelic retreat” in the 

Netherlands run by the British Psychedelic Society, though, in the event, his wife put her foot down and he 

canceled. To try psychedelics was something I’d secretly hankered after doing ever since I was a teenager, but 

I was always too cautious and risk-averse. As I got older, the moment seemed to pass. Today I am a middle-

https://www.nybooks.com/contributors/helen-joyce/
https://www.thetimes.co.uk/article/review-how-to-change-your-mind-the-new-science-of-psychedelics-by-michael-pollan-turn-on-tune-in-and-lick-a-toad-cff68zhkq
https://cdn.nybooks.com/wp-content/uploads/2019/10/psychedelic-seahorse.jpg
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aged journalist working in London, the finance editor of The Economist, a wife, mother, and, to all 

appearances, a person totally devoid of countercultural tendencies. 

And yet… on impulse, I arranged to go. Only after I booked did I tell my husband. He was bemused, but said 

it was fine by him, as long as I didn’t decide while I was under the influence that I didn’t love him anymore. 

My eighteen-year-old son thought the whole thing was hilarious (it turns out that your mother tripping is a 

good way to make drugs seem less cool).   

* 

One day, after closing that week’s finance and economics section of The Economist, I boarded a Eurostar 

train to Amsterdam. The next day, I met my fellow travelers—ten of them in all, from various parts of Europe 

and the United States—in a headshop in Amsterdam. Per the instructions we’d received, we each bought two 

one-ounce bags of “High Hawaiian” truffles—squishy, light brown fungi in a vacuum pack—at a discounted 

price of 40 euros, and headed off for four days in a converted barn in the countryside. 

I had a foreboding that, besides whatever psychedelic experience I might have, there would also be a lot of 

chanting and holding strangers’ hands. I’m an atheist and devout skeptic: I don’t believe in chi or 

acupuncture, and have no time for crystals and chimes. But, mindful that it’s arrogant to remain aloof in such 

circumstances, I decided I would throw myself into whatever was asked of me. 

And so, I not only did yoga and meditation, but also engaged in lengthy periods of shaking my whole body 

with my eyes closed and “vocal toning”—letting a sound, any sound, escape on every out-breath. I looked 

into the eyes of someone I had just met and asked, again and again, as instructed: “What does freedom mean 

to you?” I joined “sharing circles.” All this was intended to prepare us for the trip. The facilitators talked of 

the importance of your “set” (or state of mind) and of feeling safe and comfortable in your “setting” (where 

you are and who you’re with). 

One of my fellow trippers had taken part in a psilocybin trial at King’s College London. He and three others 

received at random either a placebo or a low, normal, or high dose of the drug in pill form. It was obvious, he 

said, that he was the only one given the placebo. To make bad trips less likely, the researchers had advised the 

participants not to resist anything that happened: “If you see a dragon, go toward it.” The misery of sitting, 

stone sober, in a room with three people who were evidently having a fascinating time was why he had come 

on this retreat. “They all had dragons,” he told me. “I wanted a dragon, too.” 

People who have taken psychedelics commonly rank the experience as among the most profound of their 

lives. For my part, I wasn’t searching for myself, or God, or transcendence; nor, with a happy, fulfilling life, 

was I looking for relief from depression or grief. But I was struck by something Pollan discusses in his book: 

studies in which therapists used trips to treat addiction. 

I’ve never smoked and have no dramatic vices, but the habits of drinking coffee through the morning and a 

glass of wine or two most evenings had crept up on me in recent years. Neither seemed serious but both had 

come to feel like necessities—part of a larger pattern of a rushed, undeliberative life with too much done out 

of compulsion, rather than desire or pleasure. It is the middle-aged rather than the young who could most 

benefit from an “experience of the numinous,” said Carl Jung, quoted by Pollan. 

* 
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On the big day, we gathered in the main room, each of us with a mattress and eye-mask, after a ritual blessing 

with burning sage and many choruses of a song called “Tall Trees.” The facilitators put on a playlist of music 

created for the therapeutic use of psilocybin, involving harps and pan pipes and choral singing. We each had 

our truffles, mashed in a cup, and the facilitators poured in ginger tea, which was to help with mild nausea 

that can occur with the drug. There was a second infusion, and, if we wanted it, a third. I asked for a third cup, 

but never drank it. Within a few minutes, my field of vision was rimmed with glittering fractals. I lay down 

and closed my eyes—and was off, not to return for several hours. 

After some immeasurable time the nausea fades, and so does the view. Now all I see are disjointed snippets—

seahorse fossils in blue, green, and sand; splinters of bone… and then I experience what has been dubbed 

“ego dissolution”: I lose all sense of an “I.” Time stops. The notes of the music playing cease to follow one 

another in sequence: they become solid objects, pillars, and as they fracture I disappear into a crack between 

two. Everything fades to a fuzzy black and I dissolve into nothingness. 

This comes nowhere close to capturing the experience. Indeed, it is perhaps as tiresome to read as most 

accounts of tripping, like hearing about someone else’s dream. But that experience of ceasing to be still feels, 

profound—not because I really think that when I die I will vanish into a crack between two solidified notes 

(though yes, please, if that is an option), but because it concretized something that had previously been merely 

a thought-experiment: the idea of not-being, of the final dissolution of death—something that, as an atheist 

parent, I’ve had to talk about to my children. I had experienced ending. And what I said was true: there was 

no me to mind, so I did not mind at all. 

* 

After an immeasurable period of time, I became aware again that I existed. Finally, I was able to sit up and 

open my eyes. The two women facilitators—both very lovely in reality—had been transformed into 

goddesses: Athena and Aphrodite, perhaps. I felt abashed even to look at them. The pleasant converted barn 

had become Valhalla, its wooden beams golden, the candles porcelain sculptures lit from within. One of the 

goddesses offered me a glass of water and I became entranced by its substance, depth, and clarity, marvelling 

that anything could be so beautiful. 

I put my headphones on and listened to my favorite piece of music, Musique à Grande Vitesse, by Michael 

Nyman. I heard its complex, interwoven lines as I had never heard them before, as somehow both separate 

and simultaneous. Finally, as my trip neared its end, something moved me to do the sort of tedious 

interpretative dance that I can’t bear to watch. Worse, I performed this masterpiece not standing but lying and 

writhing on my mattress. 

When we all compared notes the next day, I found that my experiences had been atypical. One man had 

shaved himself—the best shave ever, apparently, each clipped bristle a tiny diamond; another had talked to 

trees; others found themselves at one with Jesus, Mohammed, and the Buddha. I was envious of the person 

who had gone outside and dived into a flower’s stamen, traveling first to a cellular and then to an atomic 

level, before zooming back out to a bird’s eye view of the entire country, which he saw laid out as a garden. 

Some of my fellow trippers spoke of feeling an intense connection to all living things, an utter love for all 

beings, even. But I had found myself alone in the universe. The previous evening I had surprised myself by 

telling another participant that I found my days surrounded by people very draining. Anyone who knows me 
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would describe me as sociable, but I now saw, very clearly, that I needed to be more self-contained. That 

evening I wrote: “Habits. You don’t have to. Solitude.” 

* 

Even after returning home, I still felt spaced out, blissed out. I didn’t see God, but for months afterwards I 

could recall a fading shadow of the beauty I had experienced by gazing at the glass of water or lit candle, or 

by listening to the Nyman piece. I told my husband about it—he feels no desire to trip himself (though he 

wishes he had been there to see the interpretive dance). I made small, life-enhancing changes, such as buying 

noise-cancelling headphones so I can listen to music properly and feel alone on my commute. To my delight, 

my awareness of music is still heightened. It was months before I drank either coffee or alcohol again; and I 

still drink much less of either than before. 

Above all, I have a pleasant feeling of distance from everyday annoyances. I feel less permeable. I had got to 

observe myself with detachment in a way, I felt, that might otherwise have taken years of psychotherapy to 

achieve. 

Researchers seeking to use psychedelics for therapeutic purposes talk about the verisimilitude and intensity of 

the experience. They think the effect is caused by a temporary shutdown of the “default mode network”—the 

parts of the brain that allow us to ruminate, to remember the past, and to imagine the future. At the same time, 

new neural connections are forged, which may explain the sense of heightened awareness, the feelings of 

oneness and the synaesthesia that some experience (the mixing up of senses, in which a sound may be “seen” 

or a sight provoke the sensation of touch). This may explain why a single psychedelic trip can sometimes 

alleviate even severe, refractory depression. Depressed people commonly say that they are unable to wrench 

their attention away from repetitive, miserable thoughts, and that they no longer feel pleasure. A trip may 

permit a re-set, breaking painful mental habits and giving sufferers an opportunity to see beauty again, to 

experience joy. 

I plan to take psychedelics again. Next time, I’d like to feel trees growing or to turn the world into a garden. 

I’d like to trip during the summer so that, instead of seeing a barn conversion remodelled as Valhalla, I might 

watch a plant grow into Yggdrasil, the mighty tree of Norse mythology. I’d like to contemplate the beauty of 

an iris or a passion flower, instead of a glass from Ikea. Perhaps rather than performing my own absurd 

gyrations on a mattress, I might watch a video of a great ballerina dancing. 

“It is possible to feel differently about things,” I wrote to myself the day I came back from my trip. “You 

don’t have to be who you’ve always been. More things are choices than you imagined. Ordinary things are 

very beautiful if you’ve the eyes to see.” 

 

https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/10/11/my-adventures-in-psychedelia/ 

  

https://www.nybooks.com/daily/2019/10/11/my-adventures-in-psychedelia/
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After the Loss of a Limb 

by Elena Wilkinson 
Issue no. 57 (Spring 1974) 

After the family surgeon has severed my hand and wrist from the forearm.  

And I have carefully washed the separated hand with the connected hand.  

And done its fingernails, and put a drop of perfume at the pulse of the wrist.  

And soothed the hand, and stroked it, and spoken to it  

Until it understands everything, why the operation was necessary.  

And I have kissed each finger before picking it up by the thumb  

And packing it with colored tissue in a nice box.   

And with some difficulty wrapped it and sent it away.  

And when you receive the package and open the box and find  

That I have sent you my hand, my wrist, and the first three inches of my forearm.  

You must care for the fingernails, clean them and polish them.  

Brood over them so they grow long and pretty.  

You must massage the skin with cream to keep it soft, and perfume the wrist.  

You must be considerate and make it feel it is a member of the family,  

Taking no notice of whoever may watch you as you wash or touch or speak to my hand.  

And advise you to bury the thing, or use it as a paperweight or object d’art,  

Or tell you to keep it out of the sight of the children.  

Remembering you did say you were fond of my hand and wanted it. 

 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=a6d745c3da&e=d538c8f2e0 

 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=a6d745c3da&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=a6d745c3da&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=a6d745c3da&e=d538c8f2e0
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Buddhist Economics: How to Start Prioritizing People Over Products and Creativity Over 

Consumption 

“Work and leisure are complementary parts of the same living process and cannot be separated without 

destroying the joy of work and the bliss of leisure.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

Much has been said about the difference between money and wealth and 

how we, as individuals, can make more of the latter, but the divergence between the two is arguably even 

more important on the larger scale of nations and the global economy. What does it really mean to 

create wealth for people — for humanity — as opposed to money for governments and corporations? 

That’s precisely what the influential German-born British economist, statistician, Rhodes Scholar, and 

economic theorist E. F. Schumacher explores in his seminal 1973 book Small Is Beautiful: Economics as if 

People Mattered (public library) — a magnificent collection of essays at the intersection of economics, ethics, 

and environmental awareness, which earned Schumacher the prestigious Prix Européen de l’Essai Charles 

Veillon award and was deemed by The Times Literary Supplement one of the 100 most important books 

published since WWII. Sharing an ideological kinship with such influential minds as Tolstoy and Gandhi, 

Schumacher’s is a masterwork of intelligent counterculture, applying history’s deepest, most timeless wisdom 

to the most pressing issues of modern life in an effort to educate, elevate and enlighten. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/05/29/alan-watts-on-money-vs-wealth/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/07/02/how-to-make-wealth-paul-graham-hackers-painters/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0061997765/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0061997765/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/small-is-beautiful-economics-as-if-people-mattered/oclc/801273&referer=brief_results
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0061997765/braipick-20
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http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0061997765/braipick-20
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One of the most compelling essays in the book, titled “Buddhist Economics,” applies spiritual principles and 

moral purpose to the question of wealth. Writing around the same time that Alan Watts considered the 

subject, Schumacher begins: 

“Right Livelihood” is one of the requirements of the Buddha’s Noble Eightfold Path. It is clear, therefore, that 

there must be such a thing as Buddhist economics. 

[…] 

Spiritual health and material well-being are not enemies: they are natural allies. 

Traditional Western economics, Schumacher argues, is bedeviled by a self-righteousness of sorts that blinds 

us to this fact — a fundamental fallacy that considers “goods as more important than people and consumption 

as more important than creative activity.” He writes: 

Economists themselves, like most specialists, normally suffer from a kind of metaphysical blindness, 

assuming that theirs is a science of absolute and invariable truths, without any presuppositions. Some go as far 

as to claim that economic laws are as free from “metaphysics” or “values” as the law of gravitations. 

From this stems our chronic desire to avoid work and the difficulty of finding truly fulfilling work that aligns 

with our sense of purpose. Schumacher paints the backdrop for the modern malady of overwork: 

There is universal agreement that a fundamental source of wealth is human labor. Now, the modern economist 

has been brought up to consider “labor” or work as little more than a necessary evil. From the point of view of 

the employer, it is in any case simply an item of cost, to be reduced to a minimum if it cannot be eliminated 

altogether, say, by automation. From the point of view of the workman, it is a “disutility”; to work is to make 

a sacrifice of one’s leisure and comfort, and wages are a kind of compensation for the sacrifice. Hence the 

ideal from the point of view of the employer is to have output without employees, and the ideal from the point 

of view of the employee is to have income without employment. 

The consequences of these attitudes both in theory and in practice are, of course, extremely far-reaching. If 

the ideal with regard to work is to get rid of it, every method that “reduces the work load” is a good thing. The 

most potent method, short of automation, is the so-called “division of labor”… Here it is not a matter of 

ordinary specialization, which mankind has practiced from time immemorial, but of dividing up every 

complete process of production into minute parts, so that the final product can be produced at great speed 

without anyone having had to contribute more than a totally insignificant and, in most cases, unskilled 

movement of his limbs. 

Schumacher contrasts this with the Buddhist perspective: 

The Buddhist point of view takes the function of work to be at least threefold: to give a man a chance to 

utilize and develop his faculties; to enable him to overcome his ego-centeredness by joining with other people 

in a common task; and to bring forth the goods and services needed for a becoming existence. Again, the 

consequences that flow from this view are endless. To organize work in such a manner that it becomes 

meaningless, boring, stultifying, or nerve-racking for the worker would be little short of criminal; it would 

indicate a greater concern with goods than with people, an evil lack of compassion and a soul-destroying 

degree of attachment to the most primitive side of this worldly existence. Equally, to strive for leisure as an 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/05/29/alan-watts-on-money-vs-wealth/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/05/29/alan-watts-on-money-vs-wealth/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/12/14/how-to-avoid-work/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2013/04/23/how-to-find-fulfilling-work-roman-krznaric/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/02/27/purpose-work-love/
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alternative to work would be considered a complete misunderstanding of one of the basic truths of human 

existence, namely that work and leisure are complementary parts of the same living process and cannot be 

separated without destroying the joy of work and the bliss of leisure. 

From the Buddhist point of view, there are therefore two types of mechanization which must be clearly 

distinguished: one that enhances a man’s skill and power and one that turns the work of man over to a 

mechanical slave, leaving man in a position of having to serve the slave. 

E.F. Schumacher 

With an undertone of Gandhi’s timeless words, Schumacher writes: 

http://literaryjukebox.brainpickings.org/post/88882071407
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0061997765/braipick-20
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Buddhist economics must be very different from the economics of modern materialism, since the Buddhist 

sees the essence of civilization not in a multiplication of wants but in the purification of human character. 

Character, at the same time, is formed primarily by a man’s work. And work, properly conducted in 

conditions of human dignity and freedom, blesses those who do it and equally their products. 

But Schumacher takes care to point out that the Buddhist disposition, rather than a condemnation of the 

material world, is a more fluid integration with it: 

While the materialist is mainly interested in goods, the Buddhist is mainly interested in liberation. But 

Buddhism is “The Middle Way” and therefore in no way antagonistic to physical well-being. It is not wealth 

that stands in the way of liberation but the attachment to wealth; not the enjoyment of pleasurable things but 

the craving for them. The keynote of Buddhist economics, therefore, is simplicity and non-violence. From an 

economist’s point of view, the marvel of the Buddhist way of life is the utter rationality of its pattern — 

amazingly small means leading to extraordinarily satisfactory results. 

This concept, Schumacher argues, is extremely difficult for an economist from a consumerist culture to grasp 

as we once again bump up against the warped Western prioritization of productivity over presence: 

[The modern Western economist] is used to measuring the “standard of living” by the amount of annual 

consumption, assuming all the time that a man who consumes more is “better off” than a man who consumes 

less. A Buddhist economist would consider this approach excessively irrational: since consumption is merely 

a means to human well-being, the aim should be to obtain the maximum of well-being with the minimum of 

consumption. 

[…] 

The ownership and the consumption of goods is a means to an end, and Buddhist economics is the systematic 

study of how to attain given ends with the minimum means. 

[Western] economics, on the other hand, considers consumption to be the sole end and purpose of all 

economic activity, taking the factors of production — land, labor, and capital — as the means. The former, in 

short, tries to maximize human satisfactions by the optimal pattern of consumption, while the latter tries to 

maximize consumption by the optimal pattern of productive effort. 

This maximization of “human satisfactions,” Schumacher argues, is rooted in two intimately related Buddhist 

concepts — simplicity and non-violence: 

The optimal pattern of consumption, producing a high degree of human satisfaction by means of a relatively 

low rate of consumption, allows people to live without great pressure and strain and to fulfill the primary 

injunctions of Buddhist teaching: “Cease to do evil; try to do good.” As physical resources are everywhere 

limited, people satisfying their needs by means of a modest use of resources are obviously less likely to be at 

each other’s throats than people depending upon a high rate of use. Equally, people who live in highly self-

sufficient local communities are less likely to get involved in large-scale violence than people whose 

existence depends on worldwide systems of trade. 

Writing shortly after Rachel Carson’s Silent Spring sparked the modern environmental movement, 

Schumacher presages the modern groundswell of advocacy for sustainable locally sourced products: 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/06/25/7-learnings-holstee-poster/
http://thereconstructionists.org/post/70263576287/when-she-penned-her-1962-book-silent-spring


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 505  november  2019 
 

 

57 

From the point of view of Buddhist economics … production from local resources for local needs is the most 

rational way of economic life, while dependence on imports from afar and the consequent need to produce for 

export to unknown and distant peoples is highly uneconomic and justifiable only in exceptional cases and on a 

small scale. 

He concludes by framing the enduring value of a Buddhist approach to economics, undoubtedly even more 

urgently needed today than it was in 1973: 

It is in the light of both immediate experience and long-term prospects that the study of Buddhist economics 

could be recommended even to those who believe that economic growth is more important than any spiritual 

or religious values. For it is not a question of choosing between “modern growth” and “traditional 

stagnation.” It is a question of finding the right path to development, the Middle Way between materialist 

heedlessness and traditionalist immobility, in short, of finding “Right Livelihood.” 

Small Is Beautiful is a superb read in its entirety. Complement it with Kurt Vonnegut on having 

enough and Thoreau on redefining success. 

Thanks, Jocelyn 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/07/07/buddhist-economics-

schumacher/?mc_cid=696464557f&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0061997765/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/01/16/kurt-vonnegut-joe-heller-having-enough/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/01/16/kurt-vonnegut-joe-heller-having-enough/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/07/12/thoreau-on-success/
http://twitter.com/jkglei
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/07/07/buddhist-economics-schumacher/?mc_cid=696464557f&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/07/07/buddhist-economics-schumacher/?mc_cid=696464557f&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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How to identify a point defect in 2D transition metal dichalcogenides 

DIPC October 10, 2019 

A crystal lattice is formed by a repeated arrangement of atoms, ions, or molecules. Due to the enormous 

amount of atoms involved it is extremely unlikely that all these will be arranged in perfect order. Some atoms 

will not be exactly in the right place with the result that the lattice will contain defects. The presence of 

defects within the crystal structure has profound consequences. 

Crystal defects are known to modify semiconductor functionality and are expected to have particularly strong 

impact on the properties of two-dimensional (2D) materials, where screening is reduced compared to bulk 

systems. In particular, 2D transition metal compounds with two chalcogen atoms (namely, oxygen, sulphur, 

selenium, tellurium and pollonium), the so-called transition metal dichalcogenides (TMDs), can feature a 

variety of different defect geometries and related electronic states. Correlating individual structural defects 

with electronic properties is key for understanding the behavior of and, ultimately, engineering of functional 

2D-TMDs. However, the experimental identification of individual defects and the direct correlation of these 

measurements to their electronic structure is far from simple. 

Local crystal defects called point defects appear as either impurity atoms or gaps in the lattice. Impurity atoms 

can occur in the lattice either at interstitial sites (between atoms in a non-lattice site) or at substitutional sites 

(replacing an atom in the host lattice). Lattice gaps are called vacancies and arise when an atom is missing 

from its site in the lattice. Chalcogen vacancies are considered to be the most abundant point defects in 2D-

TMD semiconductors, and they are theoretically predicted to introduce deep in-gap states (IGS). 

Consequently, important features in the experimental transport characteristic, optical response and catalytic 

activity of 2D-TMDs have typically been attributed to chalcogen vacancies, based on indirect support from 

images acquired by transmission electron microscopy (TEM) and scanning tunneling microscopy (STM). 

Still, there are a variety of technical challenges that limit the direct correlation of TEM studies on TMD 

materials with their macroscopic response, and the optimization of the material’s performance if based on 

these results. On the other hand, the strong dependence of the tunneling conditions on the STM contrast of the 

atomic lattice and the unclear differentiation between chalcogen and metal sublattices in STM studies has led 

to a non-consistent interpretation of the defect type. 

A case in point is the catalytic activity of MoS2. Sulphur vacancies, and their corresponding IGS, have been 

held responsible for unexpected catalytic activity in hydrogen evolution reactions reported in MoS2. However, 

this is not consistent with the enhanced catalytic activity reported after long-term ambient exposure of 

MoS2 samples, since this enhanced catalysis is attributed to oxygen substitution of S atoms, which have been 

predicted to lack any IGS. 

It is apparent that a direct correlation between the atomic and electronic structures of individual defects in 2D-

TMDs is required if we want to achieve a fundamental understanding of the effect of defects on the electronic 

structure. 

https://mappingignorance.org/author/dipc/
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Nc-AFM and STM images of the OSe top and bottom defects in 2D-MoSe2. 

Now, an international team of researchers has taken this bull by the horns 1. They have combined 

complementary techniques that allow access to the material at the atomic-scale—low-temperature non-contact 

atomic force microscopy (nc-AFM), STM and scanning tunneling spectroscopy (STS)— together with 

parallel state-of-the-art first-principles ground- and excited-state calculations using density functional theory 

(DFT) and many-body perturbation theory within the GW approach, respectively, to enable a comprehensive 

interrogation of the system. They have been able to demonstrate that the combination of these methods can 

reveal the structure of the most abundant type of defects in 2D-MoSe2 and 2D-WS2 samples. 

The researchers directly relate atomic and electronic structure through combined nc-AFM and STM/STS 

measurements of individual point defects in monolayer MoSe2 grown by molecular beam epitaxy and in 

monolayer WS2 grown by chemical vapor deposition. Although nc-AFM and STM images of chalcogen 

defects appear to be consistent with vacancies, a comparison with DFT and GW calculations establishes these 

defects as substitutional oxygen at chalcogen sites, consistent with the lack of IGS in the band structure. 

Therefore, the comprehensive joint experimental and theoretical study reveals substitutional oxygen as a 

prolific point defect in 2D-TMDs and provides critical insight for future defect engineering in these systems. 

https://mappingignorance.org/2019/10/10/how-to-identify-a-point-defect-in-2d-transition-metal-dichalcogenides/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6297-1
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/GW_approximation
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NSF leads federal partners in accelerating the development of transformational, AI-powered 

innovation 

New funding opportunity anticipates $200 million in long-term investments in AI research and education over 

the next 6 years 

 
 

NSF's AI Research Institutes program will support longer-term research than typical grants. 

 Credit and Larger Version 

 

October 8, 2019 

The National Science Foundation today announced the creation of a new program that will significantly 

advance research in AI and accelerate the development of transformational, AI-powered innovation by 

allowing researchers to focus on larger-scale, longer-term research. 

The National Artificial Intelligence Research Institutes program anticipates approximately $120 million in 

grants next year to fund planning grants and up to six research institutes in order to advance AI research and 

create national nexus points for universities, federal agencies, industries and nonprofits. 

https://www.nsf.gov/news/news_images.jsp?cntn_id=299329&org=NSF
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"Advances in AI are progressing rapidly and demonstrating the potential to transform our lives," said NSF 

Director France Córdova. "This landmark investment will further AI research and workforce development, 

allowing us to accelerate the development of transformational technologies and catalyze markets of the 

future." 

"The National Science Foundation is at the cutting edge when it comes to this Administration's efforts to 

prioritize AI research and development. These institutes will advance our national strategy for U.S. leadership 

in AI, leverage important multisector R&D partnerships and support groundbreaking AI innovation for the 

benefit of the American people," said Michael Kratsios, Chief Technology Officer of the United States. 

The program, led by NSF in partnership with the National Institute of Food and Agriculture, U.S. Department 

of Homeland Security's Science & Technology Directorate, U.S. Department of Transportation’s Federal 

Highway Administration and U.S. Department of Veterans Affairs, has both planning and institute tracks. The 

planning track will support planning grants for up to two years and $500,000 to enable teams to develop 

collaborative plans and capacity for full institute operations. The institute track will support cooperative 

agreements of $16 million to $20 million for four to five years (up to $4 million per year) for the creation of 

AI Research Institutes in an initial set of high-priority areas: 

 Trustworthy AI 

 Foundations of Machine Learning 

 AI-Driven Innovation in Agriculture and the Food System 

 AI-Augmented Learning 

 AI for Accelerating Molecular Synthesis and Manufacturing 

 AI for Discovery in Physics 

The AI Research Institutes program will support the advancement of multidisciplinary, multi-stakeholder 

research on larger-scale, longer-time-horizon challenges in AI research than are supported in typical research 

grants. 

"These institutes will accelerate the transition of AI innovations into many economic sectors while also 

nurturing and growing the next generation of AI researchers and practitioners," said NSF Acting Assistant 

Director for Computer and Information Science and Engineering Erwin Gianchandani. "This long-term, 

substantive and highly visible investment in AI research and workforce development will realize the potential 

of AI and enable the U.S. to maintain global leadership." 

The AI Research Institutes program demonstrates NSF's continued leadership in AI, building upon decades of 

support for transformative AI innovations, workforce development, and advanced and scalable computing 

resources enabling AI. 

NSF's ability to bring together a vast range of scientific disciplines -- including computer and information 

science and engineering, cognitive science and psychology, economics and game theory, engineering and 
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control theory, ethics, linguistics, mathematics, philosophy, and more -- uniquely positions NSF to lead the 

nation in addressing key research challenges. 

Earlier this year, NSF joined other federal agency partners in announcing the release of the 2019 Update to 

the National Artificial Intelligence (AI) Research and Development (R&D) Strategic Plan. In 

addition, Advances in AI are core to many of the "10 Big Ideas for Future NSF Investments," key among 

these being Harnessing the Data Revolution and the Future of Work at the Human-Technology Frontier. 

Grant proposals for the National AI Research Institutes program are due to NSF no later than Jan. 28, 2020, 

for Institute proposals and Jan. 30, 2020, for planning grant proposals. 

-NSF- 

 

https://www.nsf.gov/news/news_summ.jsp?cntn_id=299329&WT.mc_id=USNSF_51&WT.mc_ev=click 

  

https://www.nitrd.gov/pubs/National-AI-RD-Strategy-2019.pdf
https://www.nitrd.gov/pubs/National-AI-RD-Strategy-2019.pdf
https://nsf.gov/cise/ai.jsp
https://www.nsf.gov/news/special_reports/big_ideas/
https://www.nsf.gov/cise/harnessingdata/index.jsp
https://www.nsf.gov/eng/futureofwork.jsp
https://www.nsf.gov/news/news_summ.jsp?cntn_id=299329&WT.mc_id=USNSF_51&WT.mc_ev=click
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«They are not mythical persons». Entrevista a Hélène Langevin-Joliot para la Atomic Heritage Foundation 

 

por Laura Morrón Ruiz de Gordejuela 

Marie Curie, Irène Joliot-Curie, Pierre Joliot (el bebé), Hélène Langevin-Joliot, Frédéric Joliot-Curie y su 

madre Emilie en un picnic familiar en 1932. (Société Française de Physique, Paris / AIP Emilio Segrè Visual 

Archives / Jost Lemmerich) 

Hélène Langevin-Joliot (1927) es una física nuclear francesa perteneciente a una saga de físicos que cuenta 

con cinco premios Nobel.  Es nieta de Marie Sklodowska-Curie (Premio Nobel de Física 1903, Premio Nobel 

de Química 1911) y Pierre Curie (Premio Nobel de Física 1903) e hija de los ganadores del Premio Nobel de 

Química de 1935 Irène Curie y Frédéric Joliot. Y por si eso no fuese suficiente, su marido era el físico Michel 

Langevin, hijo del físico André Langevin y nieto del físico Paul Langevin (Medalla Hughes 1915 y Medalla 

Copley 1940) que fue alumno de Pierre Curie, colaborador de Marie y Pierre y profesor de Irène y Frédéric.   

Hélène ha concedido numerosas entrevistas acerca de su familia entre las que destacaría la publicada en el 

blog Mujeres con Ciencia que edita Marta Macho y la que he querido compartir en este post. En ella, aparte 

de hablar de los hitos científicos más relevantes de su familia, descubre muchos aspectos de la vida de sus 

abuelos y de sus padres que no son conocidos por el gran público. Asimismo, habla de su propia experiencia 

https://losmundosdebrana.com/2019/10/11/they-are-not-mythical-persons-entrevista-a-helene-langevin-joliot-para-la-atomic-heritage-foundation/
https://losmundosdebrana.com/author/lauramorron/
https://mujeresconciencia.com/2018/04/25/helene-langevin-joliot-es-un-mito-que-las-curie-sacrificaron-su-vida-a-la-ciencia/
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en el campo de la física nuclear, haciendo especial hincapié en la vigente discriminación de las mujeres en 

este campo. Todo lo que dice me ha resultado tan interesante que he decidido transcribir los subtítulos para 

poder releerla en cualquier momento. 

  

Conferencia «Pierre and Marie Curie – Science in freedom» que tuvo lugar el 15 de septiembre de 2012 en 

Saint Rémy lès Chevreuse, Francia. 

Mi primera intención era limitarme a compartir la entrevista por Twitter, pero he pensado que quizás a alguna 

de las personas que visitáis estos mundos también os interese esta transcripción y he decidido añadirla en un 

post. 

La entrevista está realizada por Cindy Kelly y pertenece a la Atomic Heritage Foundation, que es quien ha 

puesto los subtítulos en inglés. Yo solo me he limitado a transcribirlos, corregir alguna errata y darle 

formato.    

Antes de dejaros con la entrevista, quería comentaros que, si os interesa la saga Curie, en este enlace os 

podéis descargar un documento con la correspondencia original digitalizada por la Biblioteca Nacional de 

Francia de la correspondencia de Marie y sus hijas. Esta fuente es un tesoro que descubrí gracias a Pedro F. 

Ruiz Huete (@pfrhuete). 

ENTREVISTA 

https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b6000094r/f59.image.r=curie%20correspondence%20irene
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Cindy Kelly: I’m Cindy Kelly, Atomic Heritage Foundation. It is Monday, May 28, 2018, in Antony, France. 

I have with me Hélène Langevin-Joliot. 

Hélène Langevin-Joliot: My name is Hélène. The name of my husband was Langevin, so I am Hélène 

Langevin, and Joliot. I was a young girl in a scientific family. I became a scientist. I engage in politics —not 

in politics every day, but in political ideas, as my father [did], but at a smaller level. I spent all my time 

studying nuclear physics. After my retraite [retirement], I stopped scientific research ten years ago 

completely. 

Kelly: That’s wonderful. I want to come back to more of your story. But first, let’s go back two generations 

and talk about your grandparents. 

Langevin-Joliot: I never met Pierre Curie, who died in 1906 in an accident, a street accident. I was seven 

when Marie died. But it’s true that I have a slight feeling of my grandmother when I was a child. But I wish to 

say not so much, and the reason is simple. In the family, including Marie, as in many families, the important 

person is not the grandmother—it is the children. You understand what I mean? In a family, the children are 

the most important persons. 

I have read about her. I have heard my parents speaking about Marie and her love of science. I remember my 

parents saying, «She was a very good director of the Radium Institute after the French war [World War I]. 

She was really a very good director. But it happened that she didn’t make the good decision at that time, that 

day. She was not always right every day». It’s a life, it’s not a myth. I see Marie and Pierre, frankly, more 

difficult —as exceptional persons, but also in life, as other people are. They are nearer to me. They are not 

mythical persons. 

  

Kelly: Tell us about her background. Was she born in France? Where is Marie from? 
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Langevin-Joliot: Marie was born in Poland, in Warsaw, in a family with several children. She was a younger 

one. The family was —I would not say poor, but with a very high level of education, her father and her 

mother. At that time, Warsaw was in the Russian Empire. The situation when she was a girl was very difficult 

because there had been protests in Poland, so she could not study in Polish. She was obliged to do that in 

Russian. After that, she wished to enter a university. She was a very good student. But at that time, women 

were not accepted in Warsaw University. Her sister wished to become a doctor. She [Marie] didn’t know 

exactly what she wished —but she wished something about science. But of course, she needed to go abroad. 

Her father did not enough money to help. The elder sister went to France first to study medicine. Marie 

decided to become a governess to children in a rich Polish family. It was sometimes not so bad, but 

sometimes rather difficult. Finally, she succeeded several years after. She was twenty-four when she came to 

Paris, and entered easily the Sorbonne University. It was more easy for her than for a French student, because 

French women didn’t get at, that time, the baccalaureate. It was very difficult to enter the university. Marie 

had a certificate from the Russian Empire and that certificate was at the level of the baccalaureate, so it was 

accepted. It’s not special—you have in physics and mathematics about the same amount of French and 

foreign students at that time for women. 

Kelly: How many women were there at that time? 

Langevin-Joliot: I would say, it depends if you take all the universities or not, and it was changing every year. 

Because it was what I call a transition period, where you start from zero, then one, two, three, ten, more or 

less twenty, and the year after there were twenty-five, and so on. It was increasing, but it was a small number. 

The total number of students was very small, 200, 2,000, something like that, two or three thousand. The 

women were 20, 30, 50 maybe, depending of the year of your viewpoint. 

Kelly: So she was clearly a minority. 

Langevin-Joliot: Oh more than a minority. A special situation. Changing rather quickly, if you compare with 

the situation at the beginning of the nineteenth century. 

Kelly: She was a good student? 

Langevin-Joliot: Very good, very good. She had success in Paris, first in physics and then in mathematics. 

Then she decided to come to Poland to try to find a position to teach. But it happened that after a French 

Professor of Physics, [Gabriel] Lippmann, was impressed by this Polish student. He finds for her a research 

contract to make some measurements, some rather easy in principle, some easy measurements about the 

magnetic property of steel. It is when she wished to start that work that she met Pierre Curie, who at that time 

had a lot of research, research very important. Already he had discovered piezoelectricity with his brother 

[Jacques Curie] twenty years before. He had produced a theoretical paper about symmetry. He was finishing 

his thesis about magnetic properties, the first important thing after [Michael] Faraday on the subject. They 

met, and it happens that Pierre Curie at first decided that he will make everything to become her husband. It 

was difficult for Marie to decide, because Poland or France? They exchanged letters, very beautiful letters. In 

fact, letters from Pierre Curie were successful to decide her to remain in France and remain with him. He 

wrote something like that, «It will be a beautiful thing to spend our life together, a humanitarian life and also 

your patriotic life and your scientific life». She married. Marie studied, and was able in principle—she could 

have a teaching position in France, and then she decides it’s better to try research and to try to have a thesis on 

that. 
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They discussed about what subject, and they choose the discovery of Henri Becquerel of the uranium 

radiation. It is a starting point of the two discoveries. In September 1897, she started arranging the apparatus 

with Pierre because the system was built by him, and she started measurements. She studied uranium. It is 

radiation, uranium radiation is really anatomic radiation. She had the idea to compare to see if other elements, 

chemical elements have the same property—not so much. One. Then she had the idea to look again at 

minerals and was very much surprised that pitchblende and another one were more active, as it is written in 

the publication, as uranium. They began to work together, Pierre and Marie. By the end of 1898, they have 

discovered first, polonium in July, and radium in December. There was a note of the French Academy of 

Science just before the polonium. The first note was signed only by Marie, and you will understand that many 
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physicists would have signed the note with Marie. All the experimental setup was from Pierre, and maybe he 

decided that it was better. He was already known as a physicist. I am sure that the fact that this first note had 

been signed by Marie alone was the starting point of all her career, because you cannot say, «It’s Pierre». 

After that, it’s true that the two discover it, they worked together, and they have their common discovery. For 

a thesis, she found it very important to not only to use the work they had done together about polonium and 

radium, but to go farther, to get to have radium as a pure salt. Because at the end of 1898, it was trace, so the 

things they wanted to produce, you have not one part in 100 of radium, for example, in the barium salt. They 

were at work for at least three, four years. Very difficult. It was a huge amount of pitchblende. It must be said 

that they never had four tons of pitchblende in the lab. It was completely impossible. Pierre Curie arranged to 

ask an external society to treat the beginning of this huge mass of pitchblende. But they have tens of kilos to 

have to process, and it was already enough. The Nobel Prize in 1903 was given for physics to Becquerel and 

Pierre and Marie Curie, divided in two. The reason was that the Nobel committee received first a French 

proposal for Becquerel and Pierre Curie, without Marie. Pierre was aware of that and he wrote to say that on 

this work, it was necessary to have Marie included, and she was. 

Kelly: Tell us about the hazards of working for three or four years with these huge vats of pitchblende. How 

dangerous was that? 

Langevin-Joliot: It was dangerous because of radioactivity increasing and increasing. When she had at the end 

one decigram or less of radium, there is a lot of radiation in that, and no special means for chemistry in this 

place. They had their fingers burned. But at that time, people don’t know so much about the risk of cancer, in 

fact. Marie started to be aware of that maybe fifteen or twenty years after. It was Pierre Curie who at that time 

began to have some collaboration with medical people who tried to use radium to cure. 

Kelly: Cure cancer? 

Langevin-Joliot: Not immediately cancer. Radium was destroying things, so it was possible to use first for 

skin problems. Then they say, «Maybe we can try on cancer, to cure cancer.« But medical people need twenty 

years to be able to start, I would say, scientific, a really scientific trial with measurement of the radiation, 

looking at the ways and then so on. At the beginning, it was just, «The people are dying, so we try 

something». 

Kelly: I have read the laboratory where they worked was part of the School of Medicine once. It was a 

morgue. 

Langevin-Joliot: Pierre Curie was a professor at the School for Chemistry and Physics, a school for engineers. 

The place of the school was organized from a public school, more general. In a part, there was an older place, 

which had been not a medical school, but a place with some medical tie. It was old and not convenient at all 

as a laboratory, that was the point. It was the reason that Pierre was trying to get a real laboratory. After he 

died, Marie takes her work. The Nobel Prize helps, but it takes a long time before the faculty of science in 

Paris [of the University of Paris] and the Pasteur Institute agree to start the building of the Radium Institute. 

There was already at that time a Radium Institute in Vienna. The Radium Institute in France was just finished 

at the beginning of the First [World] War. There was in the Radium Institute a part for chemistry and physics, 

directed by Marie, and a part for biology and medicine, directed by a very important, very good researcher, 

Claude Regaud. 
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El 

Pabellón Curie en el Instituto del Radio en Paris 

So they combined. It happens that during the first war, Marie decided it was not time to start study on the 

radioactivity at the Radium Institute. She devoted completely her time and her effort for radiology tests for 

the soldiers. In other countries, the same thing happened. Lise Meitner, for example, does the same thing. But 

Marie, with her energy, was able to convince the military stage, convince the medical people, with things that 

take searching—that X-rays were not so useful, and they don’t understand how to use X-rays. She was able to 

convince them. She searched for people to help. My mother, who was seventeen years old, started to help. 

Just after the war, Marie was the director of a lab. She increased the lab, she developed the Radium Institute. 

Between the end of the French war and her death in 1934, she makes the Radium Institute one of the main 

laboratories in the world. Two or three were maybe comparable to that. 

She had to get money, especially during the first year after the end of the war, because France was in a very 

poor situation. It happened that this journalist, Mrs. [Marie Mattingly] Meloney, was successful in getting an 

interview from Marie, which was amazing because she never gave interviews, and Mrs. Meloney was 

successful to get one. It happened that instead of asking Marie that she was very unhappy with that and that 

and that, she asked the situation about the lab. Immediately, Marie answered. They discussed together in the 

interview. She didn’t imagine an interview for that. It was the starting point of the petition for money to pay 

for one gram of radium to Marie, and the trip in America to get such radium in 1921. I would say this travel 

probably made more, or the same level, than the Nobel Prize. It was a promotion, an exceptional promotion. 

It’s true that it was built on serious things, but I am not sure that without that travel, Marie would not have 

been known as much as she was in those times. Because the two trips in the States, in 1921 and 1929, with all 

the publicity and all the newspapers speaking about it, that gave the idea to an important editor just after 
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Marie’s death to ask Ève Curie to write a biography of Marie.  That biography was in English, published in 

English earlier than in French, in spite of the fact that it was translated from French. It was a very important 

first printing of the book, because the book was known even more to English-speaking people than in France, 

the number of people. 

Irène, Marie y Ève durante su viaje a EEUU. 

There have been other books about Marie after the Second [World] War. Several of them at the beginning 

were people by historians, because the archive was opened. Many things that my aunt could not know 

about—for example, this story about the first Nobel Prize, nobody knows until historians open the archive of 

the Nobel Committee. It was not immediately after the war, it was much later. You have serious works written 

about Marie, and also some books for children, summaries, and all that. Marie has become really a symbol of 

the myth about women in science, and a number of books have been written. I read some of them, I discussed 

with the writers in some cases, and you have a lot of books I never know about. Some are good, some are 

interesting. Or you arrange the life of Marie so that it becomes a roman, which have in some cases nothing to 

do with the truth. It’s like that. If you wish to know about Marie, we made publicity for a book I took care of 

for the publication, I took care of with the director of the Curie Museum. We have gathered parts of the letters 

exchanged between Marie Curie and her daughters, Irène and Ève. You have a thousand of letters in total. 

That really is the true Marie Curie, you will find in that. 
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Kelly: That’s great. Could you go back a little bit on World War I, when she used X-rays—was that the first 

time they were used in war, in hospitals even, to detect where the bullet might be or broken bones? Was that 

the first time that X-rays were used for that purpose? 

Langevin-Joliot: X-rays had been used before the First [World] War in hospitals. But not so much in France, 

but also in Germany, in England, all those places. It was the beginning of the use of X-rays. As the war 

started, the number of soldiers who needed X-ray was huge. Marie appreciated that immediately in the first 

weeks of the war. She thought that she could do something on that. She searched for a car to be able to change 

things, or to put the X-ray apparatus and use [them]. She began to teach to medical people and women so that 

they were able to use the X-ray apparatus, which at that time were laboratory apparatus. 
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Kelly: Do you remember what people called those ambulances she fixed with the X-ray apparatus? Do you 

know the term «petite Curie»? 

Langevin-Joliot: Yes. To tell the truth, Marie organized this «petite Curie», this car. It must be said that 

during the war, once the military stage was convinced that it was really needed, there were a huge number of 

those cars, and so those cars are not «petite Curie». 

Kelly: That’s great. 

Langevin-Joliot: Yes, not all. You had «petite Curie» in Germany, because it was obvious at some time, even 

the military understood that it was necessary. 

Kelly: That’s great. One other image I have of Marie and Pierre is on their honeymoon. Is it true they went on 

a bicycle trip in Brittany? Can you tell us about how much they liked to bicycle? 

Langevin-Joliot: Yes. They loved trips in the country, with bicycle or by foot. They thought it was very 

important for children not only to study, but also to be in good health. This is a tradition, which came to the 

next generation. Few people used to do so, in those times. You have a number of things like that. They were 

not always at the laboratory. It happens that they may come back at night to continue some operation or to 

look at a result. But at other times, they take some vacation. You may ask a question: between the discovery 

of polonium and radium, they knew that there was another element than polonium to discover. And what they 

do they do? They take a vacation, and they spend on vacation more than one month, or maybe two. If you 

look at the mention in the notebook—it’s completely incredible for a scientist in all time. You have made a 
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discovery; you know that there is another one to do. And you stop everything to go and take a vacation, and 

take care of the young children, and so on. Among the many things, many ideas which came from Pierre and 

Marie to my parents —and I would say to me and my brother— was the love of science, of research. An idea 

about the fact that everybody needs good condition of life. At each generation, they hoped that more people 

are happier, with better social conditions. This was something from one generation to the other, in different 

conditions, because the time of Marie and Pierre is not the same as my time, for example. And also, the fact 

that children—boy and girl—I would say my parents, because for Marie and Pierre, it was two girls [Irène 

and Ève]. For my parents, boy and girl [Hélène and her brother Pierre]. They need the same kind of teaching, 

the same kind of education, and the whole family needs to not always be working at the lab or at the school, 

but needs to have vacation, to do sports, taking some time for active vacation. All that was transmitted from 

one generation to the other. 

  

 Pierre et Marie Curie devant leur maison de Sceaux en 1895 /photo Boyer-Viollet /sc 

Pierre y Marie Curie con las bicicletas con las que hicieron la excursión durante su luna de miel. 
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My parents, they did not have to come from one country to the other. Frédéric Joliot and Irène Curie were 

both born in Paris. Irène was born in a scientific family, and she was quickly interested in science. I would 

say, she dropped in science quite naturally. For Frédéric Joliot, it’s completely different, because his family 

had no connection at all with science. Maybe some arts. They loved theater very much and all that. They had 

money before the First War.  It was a rather big family, two girls, my father, an older brother. The family was 

rather rich and the father, retired, had money, was not working for money for a long time. My father, he goes 

to school. He was not especially good. Chemistry is interesting, but football is very interesting also. It 

happens that it was the First [World] War. The First War was not simple for their family. The older brother of 

my father was lost in the two first weeks of the war. It was very important for my father, during all the life of 

my father, the number of times he spoke about that. During that time, Irène was helping Marie in the “[petite] 

Curie,” so at the end they have one thing in common: war is awful. My father entered the School for 

Chemistry and Physics to become an engineer. The school was only three years. You don’t need the complete 

baccalaureate to enter. You have a competition for entering. It was considered preparing engineers for 

production, not research. It happened that one of the professors was Paul Langevin, and physics by Paul 

Langevin was something much more than ordinary physics. 

 

Paul Langevin fotografiado por Henri Manuel 
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At the end, my father was the first in his promotion in the year of when he entered the school. He could have 

chosen industry, with a very good salary. And finally, he wished to try research. How? There was no position 

for that at all, only very few positions—not only for a woman, but very few positions for everybody. Marie 

asked Paul Langevin, «Do you know a young man who could enter the Radium Institute as 

my preparateur [assistant], a person helping me for various things, because my preparateur is retiring». Paul 

Langevin proposed Frédéric Joliot, and he enters the Radium Institute in 1925. At that time, my mother was in 

the year where she finished her thesis. You see, in that generation, the woman was the teacher of my father. 

The number of times he spoke about that, saying, «I don’t like so much to be taught by a woman».  As my 

mother was not at all a diplomatic person, things were like that and that. She just said, «This is wrong, this is 

wrong». But this was not for long. Finally, these two people understood that they were with completely 

different characteristics. My father was exuberant young man, rather happy with women. My mother didn’t 

like to speak, only discussing with a few persons she knew about. But they understood they were happy 

together working. They shared the same kind of values. They were happy doing sports. And they shared the 

same ideas about science. My mother had her thesis in 1925, and my father had his thesis in 1931. He had to 

complete the baccalaureate and take some teaching again to be able to present the thesis because the School of 

Chemistry and Physics, at that time, was not considered an equal level of the Sorbonne. 
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Starting in 1929, they started to work together. We were living in Paris at that time, and they were very much 

in what I call the marvelous years of radioactivity and nuclear physics. During those years, until the war, you 

have a number of steps taken in that field, incredible. Irène Curie and Frédéric Joliot, because they signed 

their papers like that— they never signed «Joliot-Curie». When they published something together, it was 

«Irène Curie and Frédéric Joliot», which was not used so much at the time. They were not completely 

successful in all cases. One says that they have missed the discovery of the neutron. This is more or less true. 

The way my father presented that case much later, he said, «The discovery of neutrons is a very good example 

that science is international». Because the starting point of the discovery of the neutron is not only the 

experiment performed at the Radium Institute and the conclusion of my parents, it started two years before 

with a discovery by [Walther] Bothe and [Herbert] Becker in Germany of an extraordinary radiation able to 

travel a piece of lead. All physicists in the conference are thinking about that.  

Nobody understood what this radiation is, and the radiation being started in the different place. Then my 

parents, both in one year after, start to work with that. It was a work where a secondary radiation was 

observed. That gives them the idea of preparing the experiment to be able to search not only for neutrons—

which the radiation property—but to be able to look at the radiation, whatever it is. Because other people 

during that time, in Cambridge in particular, they were interested in the same problem. The radiation is able to 

cross lead. Why? I need a very thin window of the ionization chamber to look at that radiation. No reason. 

The experiment of my parents, they just decide to put a thin window. That is not useful for that radiation, but 

useful for the secondary radiations that they observed when they looked at many foils of one element, and 

another one and another one.  

They used a foil with a composition with ionization and the radiation, the very energetic radiation crossing 

that very small foil, was able to project out ionizing radiation, called «protons» after. The conclusion my 

parents, when they published that, they say, «This is the same thing that [Niels] Bohr, that the other players —

this is due to gamma rays». At that time, people don’t know about what happens to gamma rays when they are 

energetic gamma rays. The paper arrived in Cambridge. [Ernest] Rutherford says, «I don’t trust that. But you 

have to check». Chadwick checked, and confirmed that it was true. He performed marvelous experiments to 

prove, without any doubt, that it was a neutral particle. The neutral particle that Rutherford, ten years before, 

had a quote about in a lecture—which was not a good one because he looked at that, especially a known force 

bringing together a proton and an electron to make a neutral particle. And the neutron is not that at all. So, 

you see the story. It’s really an international story. It’s a neutron, it’s incredible. In that year, 1932, in January, 

[Harold] Urey discovers deuterium. Next, [James] Chadwick discovers neutrons. In the summer, [Carl] 

Anderson discovers the positive electron [positron]. [Paul] Dirac had predicted anti-matter may exist, but 

nobody takes care of that. Anderson discovers the positive electron in cosmic rays, in the rays coming from 

space.  

What is that? All physicists tried to look in the lab, and they understood that they have already seen positive 

electrons, without recognizing them. In the years after, everybody looks at production of positive electrons, 

and understood that that came from gamma rays. During one year and a half, in all the labs with activity, 

people were working on neutrons, nuclear reactions producing neutrons, and various ways of producing 

positive electrons. 
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My parents were working on that during all the year 1933. In the fall, this very important meeting, 

discussions, the Solvay Conference, a special meeting organized by Ernest Solvay, a very rich man from—it 

was an industry of people. He invited the better physicists in the world to discuss only [one] problem. The 

subject in 1933 was the structure of atoms. It happens that my parents present their research, and their 

research was a nuclear reaction producing neutrons. But it was very difficult to understand how this was 

possible. The same reaction seems to produce also positive electrons, and nobody understood this. My parents 

say, «Okay. It’s simpler. It’s an ordinary nuclear reaction, but sometimes the protons give a neutron and a 

positive electron together».  

Everybody did not appreciate the idea. It was theoretically very bad. Lise Meitner says, «I don’t see 

neutrons». It was a controversy. They came back to the lab, rather unhappy. Finally, they understood in 

January that the process was in two steps. You have an ordinary reaction first from aluminum, and you have a 

reaction giving phosphorus, but this phosphorus was radioactive. It was impossible to understand, because 

you have to say you produced not a stable nucleus, but a radioactive one. They published two papers: one, a 

new type of radioactivity, emitting a positive electron. Then artificial radioactivity—this produces artificial 

radioactivity. The Nobel Prize for Chemistry was given because they were able to prove that they have 

produced phosphorous in that reaction. 

And in another one, they have produced radioactive nitrogen. When you think of radioactivity and artificial 

radioactivity, it’s one of the discoveries with—the day after people got the publication, a number of physicists 

were able to see that radioactivity exists. It was incredible. It may have been discovered much earlier, and my 

parents were especially happy when [Ernest] Rutherford sent them [a letter], saying, «I have searched a long 
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time for such a phenomenon». This was a turning point in their lives, because a few months later [after] the 

discovery, Marie Curie died. She had seen their experiment, so probably she knew that they would get the 

Nobel Prize. But she died in July, and they needed a new director in the Radium Institute. 

 

In spite of the fact that the neutron, the property of gamma rays, artificial radioactivity has been discovered by 

sending alpha ray projectiles from radioactive polonium and all of that. In the lab, accidental particles start to 

be built. None of this accidental plays a role in this big discovery. But it was clear that the future of nuclear 

physics cannot continue using alpha particles for a polonium source. You need more energy, different 

particles, and all that. It was a reason for my parents to separate. They didn’t work together after. They 

discussed together a lot, but they didn’t work together. My mother remained at the Radium Institute, and my 

father got a position in—not the National Center for Research, but something before that. He had a position, 

not very high, but he started to try to build an accelerator in the new lab, then an industrial one. Especially 

because he was convinced that radioactive isotopes will become very important in many applications, and 

especially for biology and medicine.  

He started to collaborate on that subject, not nuclear physics. At the same time, preparing things for a nuclear 

physics lab, because he was named as a professor at the Collège de France, which is a very high-level 

position. But the time he had to make research was about using radioactive isotopes for biology and medicine. 

It happens at the end of 1938, that [Otto] Hahn and [Fritz] Strassmann discovered the fission process. It takes 

no more than two days for my father to prepare a very simple experiment giving a physical proof. [Otto] 

Frisch also gave nearly immediately physical proof. He understood immediately that fission may be the way 

to induce reaction chains. At the end of their Nobel lecture, my mother presents research on physics, he 

presents research on chemistry. He gives a conclusion, and the conclusion was, «Now physicists are able to 

do many things, to use radioactivity for many things. One can think of a time where we will be able to 
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produce some kind of chemical reaction, able to transmit from one to the other, and you can imagine a huge 

amount of energy, which will be produced». That was at the end of the Nobel Prize presentation. You 

understand that he immediately understood that uranium is a very heavy nucleus. It breaks into a lighter 

nucleus. Neutrons must be emitted together, if you calculate the energy from this. If you have several 

neutrons, you can expect a nuclear reaction. 

 It happened that two people in the lab, from the two people immediately interested in the subject, one was 

[Lew] Kowarski, who was not at all a specialist. But [Hans] Halban was a specialist of neutrons. He was 

aware of the discovery of fission by Hahn, before my father. He looked at the experiment done by my father 

to prove that fission exists, as he had tried himself to find an experiment for that. When my father asked him 

to collaborate, it was a very good team. Within three months, they have proved that you have neutrons, they 

have proved that energetic neutrons—that was known before, by Fermi especially—were not the best ones. 

That it was necessary to decrease in every other neutron, to have a chance to have more fission reactions. 

They think that, if you have to slow neutrons, you have to do something—not absorbing, if you absorb the 

neutron, this will not. To recognize this, they give four–no, three at that time, three patents in France and two 

or three countries about production of energy. It’s a question of the manner to spread the matter, and the 

possibility for an explosive produced. To tell the truth, the patent about producing energy, it’s a good patent. 

The one about the possibility of an explosive power using normal, ordinary uranium, you need a huge system, 

probably, we don’t know. No possibility of working, certainly. What must be said is that there was a French 

team working on that, and you have at Columbia in the States, the team by Fermi. The two were within two 

weeks [of each other], the work of Paris before —the Paris results were slightly before those of team by 

Fermi. The team in Paris continued to work to increase their study, and on September 2 [1939], France 

became in war. 

The Ministry of Armaments was very interested by the idea of producing energy, because France had not so 

much. They gave money, and this was continued until the defeat, at which time my parents had a big decision 

to make. In fact, they were not together at that time. They left Paris, or they left this place together. But my 

mother was in a very bad condition of health. She suffered from tuberculosis from the time I was born. This 

was a crisis. Evacuation was something very tiring, so on the trip to Bordeaux, where they were able to leave 

France, my mother has to stop in a place where one can take care of her. My father reached Bordeaux with 

Kowarski, Halban, and the papers of the experiment and the heavy water needed for the project of a small 

atomic reactor, a «pile», as it was said at that time. Finally, he decides not to go with Halban and Kowarski, 

not to go to England, not to leave France, with the idea that people have also to make something, that the 

Germans will be defeated at the end. And that you need, during that time, to be able to maintain some science 

in France, to be able to do it again. My father’s family was from this part of France, near Strasbourg, Alsace, 

which became German in 1870 [after the Franco-Prussian War]. The French people, some came to France, 

and others remain in Alsace. Among the people having feeling for France, they think, «We have to maintain 

the fact that Alsace is French, and others will speak in French again». There is forty years before the First 

[World] War. Then my father at the second one says, «I remain there». Germany will be defeated anyway. 

Some people claim he said, «It will take five years». But I heard him so many times speaking about Alsace 

and the fact, [Alsace] coming France to Germany to France, that I’m not sure that he imagined the [German] 

defeat so quickly. But the idea was the same. 

Kelly: So, he stayed in Paris? 

Langevin-Joliot: He stayed. He came back, and my mother was able to come back also. During the time of the 

war, it was very difficult for my mother because of her health. I see her number of hours obliged to rest, and it 
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began to be very decreasing. She was allowed to go to Switzerland for nearly one year to take care, she was 

operated to block one of the lungs. I would say it saved her. When she was in Paris, she came to the lab, but 

not as before. It was not possible. She became very active after the war. After two or three years, I would say 

the discovery of streptomycin and penicillin used to cure tuberculosis changed her life for the ten last years, 

clearly. She would have died before. 

 

We arrive at this very complicated period following of the Second [World] War. I would say the idea of 

physicists was clearly, when it is possible, try to research again, and having exchange between different 

countries again, free exchange. This was a common idea during 1945, 1946. There is this problem with 

atomic weapons and so on. My father was first, after Paris was liberated, he became the Director of the 

National Center for Research. [Charles] de Gaulle was very much convinced that it was necessary to develop 

atomic energy in France. The report of my father and a few others, knowing that you have Kowarski and 

others working in Canada to prepare the starting point for what we call in French «atomique énergie». He 

became the head of the Atomic Energy Commission. But in fact, the turning point for physicists was 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki. When you look at what happens immediately after—it was announced, nobody 
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knew exactly what happened. They knew that the two towns had been destroyed by one bomb. He was not 

surprised, because he knows that there was work on this. His comment the same day hearing about that—we 

were on vacation in Brittany at that time. It was, «Atomic energy maybe used, will be used for the good of 

society, will have a useful application, and not only the bomb. And also, to tell French people that, yes, this is 

a very important result obtained in the States. But the starting point of the Manhattan Project is not only an 

American work. You have also the French work». He was not completely happy of the way the American 

government behaved for him. He was unable to go to the States. He could go to England, but to go to the 

States, he could not do so at the end of 1944. There was this official report, the Smyth Report, telling the story 

of the Manhattan Project, and giving an introduction at the beginning, summarizing the people, the reason 

from fundamental research. There was nothing in the report about French research. They put some research 

from Copenhagen but that, strictly nothing. The reaction of my father: «We must explain that we have done 

something». It’s only later that the fact that if you imagine a new war with the atomic bomb, it was the future 

of mankind. The newspapers and radio came from the States and from England to Paris. They have 

connections between the physicists. A number of physicists, nuclear physicists or chemical physicists, having 

taken part in the Manhattan Project gave statements advertising that fact of, with the atomic bomb, it was 

completely necessary to have an agreement for peace, not to use them. This was the case of a number of 

physicists. Some of them, even before the bomb, proposed that one give a demonstration of the bomb, not 

using the bomb on the civilians, on the population. Those with [James] Franck and a few others, with [Leo] 

Szilard and a few others, there was a small number. But after the bomb is there, there were a number of 

physicists saying the same thing, «You have to take care of that». This statement by Einstein, who was not 

involved in the Manhattan Project—he was the man who had said to [President Franklin] Roosevelt that 

something has to be done about the chain reaction and the atomic possibility of the Germans having it.  But he 

was not involved at all in the Manhattan Project itself. The statement was with this situation, the future of all 

mankind. The only possibility that this doesn’t happen is to turn to a world government—which is not so 

surprising. It’s exactly the things he said after the First [World] War, as a pacifist very much engaged. His 

reaction was more than the approach. More realistically, it has to be said, we must be able to control more or 

less that, in order not to have a war with atomic weapons. But Einstein was, «If you have not a world 

government, this will happen one day». That idea, he pushed it for some time. 

The bomb is really a turning point in the life of many nuclear physicists. Among them, my father. I would say 

the general opinion of nuclear physicists, more or less, thinking about the future was, «You need to avoid a 

nuclear war, absolutely. But the situation was such that very quickly the combination of the need for peace 

based off no atomic weapons and developing science as before with liberty». Because this was completely 

opposite to what was needed to have science again. You find in the statement not only from my father saying 

that in Paris, but the others were saying that in other countries: «It not only is the end of the civilization if we 

have an atomic war, but it is the end of science if we are not able to have the condition for fundamental 

research and freedom of ideas all among the world». The two questions became mixed together. And for the 

last one, a statement by Einstein about the law—to those people saying that the law was good, «Science is 

international, gentlemen, whether you like that or not». I like the statement very much. It happened that in 

July 1946, the United Nations opened a special discussion, diplomatic and scientific discussion about the way 

of applying nuclear energy for useful purposes and controlling the production of armament, of atomic arms. 

You have diplomats and you have scientific experts. My father, as High Commissioner of Atomic Energy in 

France, was one of the experts starting this discussion in the States in July and in September. All that, after 

that, continued for two years without a real result. In July, it started with a report from America, from the 

States, a report has been prepared by the scientists knowing the situation, five American scientists. They have 

prepared the Lilienthal Report, and taking the Lilienthal Report, the diplomats and governmental people taken 

what they want, and introduced a number of things. The secret about the bomb: «The bomb must remain at 

one only place, which is the States». In spite of the fact that physicists state to everybody who will hear that 

there was no secret of the bomb, that a big country will be able to make an atomic bomb. Some say one year, 
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some say two years, but ten years it will XXX. Most say three or four years, which was exactly what 

happened. The diplomats, they were in between two choices: «The security of the States rely on the fact that 

we are the first. We have to remain the first, and we build more bombs, or the security of the States will make 

us rely on other countries, on an agreement. And you cannot prepare an agreement when you take steps to 

war». When the discussion occurred in this commission, diplomats and scientists, I heard my father 

commenting to my mother, «If scientists were alone, we will find a solution». If I look at the position of the 

Soviet Union and other states, of the United States, you can pick some of the proposals and you can find some 

proposals which are more reasonable than others. The situation after this period, all the politics, strictly 

political problems, and history and all that, results in the fact that this main problem. You had to be one side 

or the other. You could not be on the middle side thinking, «Really, the fact that the States could think the 

Soviet Union has the army in Europe or very near. And Russia» —as many physicists pointed out— «they 

have more reason to fear the United States, than the United States has to fear Russia». 

 

Scanned at the American Institute of Physics, Emilio Segre Visual Archives. 
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So, it’s another story after. But the way scientists were able to decide what to do, my father was engaged 

rather quickly in the World Federation of Scientific Workers. Not only to fight against the possible use of a 

bomb, but to try to develop not only atomic energy, but all kinds of science, science as a social function. That 

idea did not come especially from my father. It came in particular from a book written by Bernal, a very well-

known English scientist, Desmond Bernal. His book, The Social Function of Science, my father read it, and 

many others also. So it was that. We cannot speak of all the story of what happened until the death of my 

parents. My father first focused on what the scientists can do. But after one or two years, he convinced 

himself that scientists alone were not enough to push on this problem. Really, you must involve the public, 

other cities. So, that is the reason they tried to find ways to motivate people for that. He was in this Greek 

World Congress for Peace in 1949. We were a number. The year after, there was this Stockholm Appeal, 

given in Stockholm to adopt a clear position to forbid any use of the bomb and to say, «We must find a way to 

control». This was signed by many, many, many people. But the political situation was such that people read 

what is stated here and here, adding many other considerations. I think this is true —this is really not their 

position, because of reasons which have nothing to do with it. And it was the same thing, one side, and the 

same thing, the other one. It takes time. It’s a pity, because in the States or even in England, people don’t 

understand at all the position of my father as a scientist. And my father didn’t understand the position of 

others. Unfortunately, it happened that hydrogen atomic bombs began to be produced. This time, there is only 

one year between the States and the Soviet Union. And the bomb from the Soviet Union was somewhat better, 

it seems. You produce that, and you have this use in the atmosphere, and you have radioactive products 

everywhere on the earth and accidents and so on. The discussion among physicists starts again here and here 

and here. In 1955, what is known as the Einstein-Russell Declaration, which for the first time starts with 

eleven signatures. One only in France, my father, agreed, especially with Russell, Bertrand Russell saying, «I 

am anti-communist completely. And you are communist. We have two sides together». It was the last 

declaration of Einstein, as it is known. This was a special year, because at the time the declaration was made 

public, there was at the same time the conference in Geneva with a number of physicists invited. Not my 

parents. There was a story—and the French were the worst in that—because there was an exhibition to remind 

the progress of science before the war. There was nothing on the work of the Joliot-Curies, nothing, not a 

photograph, nothing. Many people were upset at that. Otto Hahn visiting that exhibition, told them because 

there was a photo of him, «If you don’t have something [about the Joliot-Curies], I wish that you take my 

photograph out». 

After, the situation became better for my parents. Because the world hoped to find agreement. My mother was 

in good condition in 1954, she was in good condition. She decided, «It’s impossible at the Radium Institute to 

build the accelerators. We need a new place to do that». She started all the necessary things to have a new 

institute in the south of Paris. She found the place at Orsay, which is now the place of University Paris-South. 

When she died in 1956, my father took the job there after, and finished. When he died, the institute was 

finished. We had a cyclotron working. The last thing my father did was to be the President of the International 

Congress of Nuclear Physics, which was in France that year, 1958. 

Kelly: Marvelous. We have some time to talk a little bit about yourself. 

Langevin-Joliot: There was a problem with women, the lower level of the position of French women 

compared to men when I started research. But hopefully, at that time—nobody spoke out, nobody spoke so 

much about Pierre and Marie Curie. My parents a little more, because it was nearer, because they were alive. I 

started research after having made the physics and chemistry school and began to be a researcher at the 

National Center for Research. Hopefully, I say, nobody spoke so much about  the Curies. I was a researcher 

like the others. This was not completely like the other, ten years after. Because, for example, the institute 

started to have exchange with Harwell [Laboratory]. One physicist from Harwell had spent three months in 
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our lab, and it was decided that I will spend three months in Harwell, the place where they have the same 

cyclotron as we have, so it was very useful for me. They had all the papers; the physicists of this lab had taken 

all decisions necessary for me to have this position for three months there. 

Hèlene y su hermano Pierre 

It happened [we received a] letter that says, «We’re obliged in a letter to explain» that I could not [go to 

Harwell] because my mother was not allowed to visit Harwell in 1948. As I was the daughter of the Joliot-

Curies, I was not allowed to work at Harwell for three months. The discrimination against women, I don’t 

think about that at all. But I met political discrimination, which is amazing. I remember, it was in the ‘80s—

maybe before, I was in the States. Each time I go to the States, I have to explain that I will not kill the 

President of the States, everything. It makes plain which places I will visit in the States. It was like that way. 

There was a conference and the physicists had arranged to have a new important lab with a very beautiful, 

new accelerator at Los Alamos. At the conference, I have not asked to visit Los Alamos, but the director of 

that new lab, I met him at the conference I was attending in San Francisco. Told me, «I will be very happy 

that you give a talk at our lab, at Los Alamos». I explained to him, «I have not written that, and I am not sure 

that I am the best person to go to Los Alamos». He says, «Yes, you are especially the best person, because I 

wish to give a demonstration that this lab in Los Alamos is as free as anywhere in the university, anywhere, 

and that it doesn’t have conditions». He really wished that I come there, because people were afraid to go. «I 

will have to give, explanation and all that». So, I gave my talk there. Everything was very well prepared; it 

was true this time. We were in normal time, even at Los Alamos. 
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Kelly: Wonderful. You have such a rich history. You have such a rich story to tell, and you did a great job. 

Langevin-Joliot: The number of women, I was saying previously—the students in science were very small at 

the beginning of the century, but it was increasing. When after the Second [World] War, the number of 

women in science was not very large, depending on the place. But it happened that in physics, and especially 

in fundamental nuclear physics, it was not so bad. I never counted exactly, but maybe 20%, 25%, which is not 

so bad if you think of the situation now in several places. I entered in a field where you find women in France, 

in the Scandinavian countries, a few in Spain and in Italy, especially in physics, astrophysics. Very few in the 

States, very few in Great Britain. When I come to an international conference on nuclear physics, we are 

looking for the women. We don’t meet colleagues from some of the countries, many of them, in those fields. I 

would say in Great Britain, in the labs, even in nuclear physics, maybe the number of women is not more than 

in the time of Rutherford, who had women at different levels coming in his lab. Women in the best front of 

science. 

Extraordinaire. Why Spanish women or Italian women are not, German women nearly never, it’s the worst. In 

France, in comparison, the situation was not so bad. We were thirty, fifty, we have money in the institute. I 

was not a professor, but I became a director of research, which is the same level. In the team we work, our 

team, we have two women in this team and maybe three in this other one. When the question came on the 

table in the ‘80s, because it’s the ‘80s, so we are as other women. We are older women, we start to look 

around, and looking around, we were forced to say, «There is discrimination against women, yes». I 

remember when the discussion came from above to down, and [inaudible] said, «It’s better if women—would 

it be good to put a quota on the number of women in this position and this position?» This is the kind of thing 

most humans of my age, we don’t like quotas. But at the end, the government started also to give some 

women very important official positions in research institutions. Things improved, more or less, in 

intermediate levels. But when you look at scientific researchers is one thing, but when you look at other 

workers, I understand that the situation was much worse. This was a turning point for me. It was in the 1980s, 

and there was a Polish delegation of scientists invited in France, a very important Polish delegation. The 

Minister of Research invited very important scientists of France to meet for an official dinner—not dinner, but 

lunch at the ministry. I was invited. We were maybe twenty, twenty-five. It was the kind of thing starting to 

be discussed, but probably, we were not thinking of the situation. Somebody started about the women in size. 

One spoke, and everybody seemed to agree that more women [should be present]. I say, «I have something to 

say». When I say something, it was, «Look around the table. I am the only woman. And the delegation, I 

know very well for what reason I am here. I am here because I am the granddaughter of Marie Curie». It was 

obvious. But for me, it was an experiment, because I had never seen that at that point. Scientists representing 

France, Poland, and the others, and not one woman. After that, each time I come to a meeting, I estimate the 

number of women. 

In 1998, the International Conference for Nuclear Physics was in France. I was retired at that time. It was a 

celebration of 100 years after the discovery of polonium and radium. I was asked—no, it was my idea—I was 

asked to give the after-dinner talk of the conference. It was to speak about Pierre and Marie Curie, quite 

normal. But my ending point was the following. I showed there a number of PowerPoints and photographs, 

and I finished with the Solvay Conference in 1933. In this conference, you have probably about twenty Nobel 

Prize, or physicists who will have a Nobel Prize after. You have three women: Marie Curie, Irène Joliot-

Curie, and Lise Meitner. 1933. I told, «If you take a picture of the president and invited speakers of this 

conference on nuclear physics in 1998, you will not have more women compared to men than in 1933». It was 

the end of my talk about Pierre and Marie Curie. I think that even for that, it was worth it, to speak at this 

after-dinner talk. I say, «There is something to change in the state of nuclear physics». This was my 

conclusion. 
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Kelly: Well it just makes it even more remarkable that both your grandmother and your mother were the 

Nobel Prize winners, two of the three women. 

Langevin-Joliot: Yes. 

Kelly: It’s remarkable. 

Langevin-Joliot: Yes, in 1933, it’s not bad. In 1911, Marie was alone. In 1933, there were three. If you 

extrapolate, you will have to solve the problem. The levels are not changed. I feel that presently it is what 

happened. I see things improving since 1890, it’s improved. But for the last five years, my feeling is, it is 

stopping. In fact, I am convinced, for example, that the way science is developing now is a reason for that. 

Competing, having it necessary to take three postdoc positions to get a chance to have a stable position. That 

is worse and worse. This is more difficult for women than for men, even if things are slightly improving in the 

way you share the work at home, which is true. Things are improving, but really, I think that things are 

leveling. Doesn’t change. I discuss with others, and they said to me the same thing. 
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Acerca de Laura Morrón Ruiz de Gordejuela 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 505  november  2019 
 

 

89 

Licenciada en Física por la Universidad de Barcelona y máster en Ingeniería y Gestión de las energías 

renovables por IL3. Tras años dedicada a la protección radiológica, he encontrado un empleo como directora 

y editora de Next Door Publishers, que aúna mi pasión por la divulgación científica y los libros. Aparte de 

esta labor, también ejerzo de divulgadora científica en mi blog «Los Mundos de Brana» —premiado en la VI 

edición del Concurso de Divulgación Científica del CPAN—, en el podcast para niñas y niños «Crecer 

soñando ciencia» y en las plataformas «Naukas» y «Hablando de Ciencia». He colaborado en el blog 

«Desayuno con fotones» y en los podcasts de ciencia «La Buhardilla 2.0» y «Pa ciència, la nostra». Soy 

miembro y community manager del Grupo Especializado de Mujeres en la Física de la Real Sociedad 

Española de Física y socia de ADCMurcia, Cienciaterapia y ARP-SAPC. En 2015 tuve el honor de ser 

galardonada con el premio Tesla de divulgación científica de «Naukas». 

Ver todas las entradas por Laura Morrón Ruiz de Gordejuela → 

https://losmundosdebrana.com/2019/10/11/they-are-not-mythical-persons-entrevista-a-helene-langevin-joliot-

para-la-atomic-heritage-foundation/ 

  

https://losmundosdebrana.com/author/lauramorron/
https://losmundosdebrana.com/2019/10/11/they-are-not-mythical-persons-entrevista-a-helene-langevin-joliot-para-la-atomic-heritage-foundation/
https://losmundosdebrana.com/2019/10/11/they-are-not-mythical-persons-entrevista-a-helene-langevin-joliot-para-la-atomic-heritage-foundation/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 505  november  2019 
 

 

90 

CRISPR gene therapy against AIDS 

Rosa García-Verdugo October 9, 2019 

HIV-infected H9 T-cell. Credit: NIAID 

After the big scandal of the CRISPR babies at the end of 2018, some might have thought that would be the 

end of CRISPR in the clinic, but luckily that has not been the case and despite the public outrage of last year, 

today we can report 1 on its successful use as gene therapy against AIDS. 

Let’s see how it was done. In 2008 we learned about the first person in history to be cured from AIDS, the so-

called Berlin patient stopped taking his antiretroviral drugs and instead received a bone marrow transplant 

from a donor with a natural mutation in the CCR5 gene. As a result the patient was not only cured of AIDS 

but also of leukaemia. 

In this case, and similarly to the CRISPR babies, the edited gene was also the CCR5 gene which, when 

mutated in both copies, inhibits the entrance of the VIH virus into lymphocytes. The 27-year-old patient had 

not only HIV but also acute lymphoblastic leukemia. Using CRISPR, they edited the DNA of stem cells from 

his own bone marrow to incapacitate the CCR5 gene. Later, after removing the patient’s own bone marrow 

they replaced it with the aforementioned edited stem cells intravenously. 

https://mappingignorance.org/author/rosa-garcia-verdugo/
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/10/09/crispr-gene-therapy-against-aids/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#note-6294-1
http://starvingneuron.com/blog/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/6813384933_1fb31d73fb_z.jpg
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Credit: J LEVIN W 

More than a year and a half after the treatment the patient’s leukemia is in remission and there are no apparent 

side effects from the treatment: the gene-edited cells are still around (even if only 5% of all white cells carried 

the edited gene variant), there were no unwanted DNA changes and the whole procedure seems to be safe. So 

far so good. 

However, they were unable to reduce levels of HIV and therefore the patient still needs his antiretroviral 

medication), which is not surprising looking at the small numbers of edited cells and the fact that only in 

homozygosis does the inactivation of CCR5 result in HIV-resistant lymphocytes. 

Let’s just consider this case a proof of principle, that shows that a gene therapy with CRISPR will be possible 

in the future. Moreover, it is likely that improving the efficiency would help terminate with the virus. 

Hurray for CRISPR and for the future of personalised genetics! But let’s not forget that we are still far from it 

being a reality on our doorstep or it being a one-for-all pill. Obviously, CRISPR would preferably work for 

gene related diseases associated with a SINGLE gene, and of those there are but a few. 

References 

https://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/commons/7/78/CRISPR-Cas9-biologist.jpg
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1. Xu et al (2019) CRISPR-Edited Stem Cells in a Patient with HIV and Acute Lymphocytic 

Leukemia. N Engl J Med. 2019 Sep 11. doi: 10.1056/NEJMoa1817426 ↩ 

written by 

Rosa García-Verdugo 

 

Rosa studied Biochemistry at University of Oviedo and, after working for a while in immunology at the 

Center for Biological Research (CIB) and another brief period of systems biology at the Center for Genomic 

Regulation (CRG), she eventually got her PhD in systems neurobiology at the Max-Planck-Institute of 

Neurobiology in Munich. Her research deals with neuronal plasticity in mouse visual cortex and big 2-photon 

microscopes. 

 Website:http://starvingneuron.com 

 Twitter:@starvingneuron 

 

https://mappingignorance.org/2019/10/09/crispr-gene-therapy-against-

aids/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Ma

pping+Ignorance%29 

  

https://www.nejm.org/doi/10.1056/NEJMoa1817426
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/10/09/crispr-gene-therapy-against-aids/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#origin-note-6294-1
https://mappingignorance.org/author/rosa-garcia-verdugo/
http://starvingneuron.com/
https://twitter.com/intent/user?screen_name=starvingneuron&lang=en-US
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/10/09/crispr-gene-therapy-against-aids/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/10/09/crispr-gene-therapy-against-aids/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/10/09/crispr-gene-therapy-against-aids/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29
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When Breath Becomes Air: A Young Neurosurgeon Examines the Meaning of Life as He Faces His 

Death 

“When you come to one of the many moments in life where you must give an account of yourself, provide a 

ledger of what you have been, and done, and meant to the world…” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

All life is lived in the shadow of its own finitude, of which we are always aware — an awareness we 

systematically blunt through the daily distraction of living. But when this finitude is made acutely imminent, 

one suddenly collides with awareness so acute that it leaves no choice but to fill the shadow with as much 

light as a human being can generate — the sort of inner illumination we call meaning: the meaning of life. 

That tumultuous turning point is what neurosurgeon Paul Kalanithi chronicles in When Breath Becomes 

Air (public library) — his piercing memoir of being diagnosed with terminal cancer at the peak of a career 

bursting with potential and a life exploding with aliveness. Partway between Montaigne and Oliver Sacks, 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/081298840X/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/081298840X/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/when-breath-becomes-air/oclc/909925278&referer=brief_results
https://www.brainpickings.org/2012/12/12/montaigne-on-death-and-the-art-of-living/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/11/24/oliver-sacks-gratitude-book/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/081298840X/braipick-20
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Kalanithi weaves together philosophical reflections on his personal journey with stories of his patients to 

illuminate the only thing we have in common — our mortality — and how it spurs all of us, in ways both 

minute and monumental, to pursue a life of meaning. 

What emerges is an uncommonly insightful, sincere, and sobering revelation of how much our sense of self is 

tied up with our sense of potential and possibility — the selves we would like to become, those we work 

tirelessly toward becoming. Who are we, then, and what remains of “us” when that possibility is suddenly 

snipped? 

 

Paul Kalanithi in 2014 (Photograph: Norbert von der Groeben/Stanford Hospital and Clinics) 

A generation after surgeon Sherwin Nuland’s foundational text on confronting the meaning of life while 

dying, Kalanithi sets out to answer these questions and their myriad fractal implications. He writes: 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/09/17/sherwin-nuland-how-we-die/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/09/17/sherwin-nuland-how-we-die/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/081298840X/braipick-20
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At age thirty-six, I had reached the mountaintop; I could see the Promised Land, from Gilead to Jericho to the 

Mediterranean Sea. I could see a nice catamaran on that sea that Lucy, our hypothetical children, and I would 

take out on weekends. I could see the tension in my back unwinding as my work schedule eased and life 

became more manageable. I could see myself finally becoming the husband I’d promised to be. 

Illustration by Quentin Blake for Michael Rosen’s Sad Book, a poignant parable of loss 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/08/25/michael-rosens-sad-book-quentin-blake/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/08/25/michael-rosens-sad-book-quentin-blake/
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And then the unthinkable happens. He recounts one of the first incidents in which his former identity and his 

future fate collided with jarring violence: 

My back stiffened terribly during the flight, and by the time I made it to Grand Central to catch a train to my 

friends’ place upstate, my body was rippling with pain. Over the past few months, I’d had back spasms of 

varying ferocity, from simple ignorable pain, to pain that made me forsake speech to grind my teeth, to pain 

so severe I curled up on the floor, screaming. This pain was toward the more severe end of the spectrum. I lay 

down on a hard bench in the waiting area, feeling my back muscles contort, breathing to control the pain — 

the ibuprofen wasn’t touching this — and naming each muscle as it spasmed to stave off tears: erector spinae, 

rhomboid, latissimus, piriformis… 

A security guard approached. “Sir, you can’t lie down here.” 

“I’m sorry,” I said, gasping out the words. “Bad … back … spasms.” 

“You still can’t lie down here.” 

[…] 

I pulled myself up and hobbled to the platform. 

Like the book itself, the anecdote speaks to something larger and far more powerful than the particular story 

— in this case, our cultural attitude toward what we consider the failings of our bodies: pain and, in the 

ultimate extreme, death. We try to dictate the terms on which these perceived failings may occur; to make 

them conform to wished-for realities; to subvert them by will and witless denial. All this we do because, at 

bottom, we deem them impermissible — in ourselves and in each other. 

Punctuating Kalanithi’s story are vignettes of those small yet enormous moments in which destinies pivot and 

the elaborate universe of priorities we’ve spent a lifetime constructing combusts into stardust. In those 

moments, there is a violent slamming shut of chapters we had naïvely thought would go on and on, leading to 

Happily Ever After and yet somehow not really ending there, for the endings we imagine for ourselves aren’t 

really endings. An ending is devastating and unsatisfying in its finitude, and the endings we imagine for 

ourselves are permanent states of ongoing, infinite satisfaction. 

Kalanithi recounts one such moment of enormous smallness as he finds himself a patient at the very hospital 

where he works as a neurosurgeon, awaiting the news of his dismal prognosis: 

A young nurse, one I hadn’t met, poked her head in. 

“The doctor will be in soon.” 

And with that, the future I had imagined, the one just about to be realized, the culmination of decades of 

striving, evaporated. 
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Art by Shaun Tan for a special edition of the Brothers Grimm fairy tales 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/07/20/best-brothers-grimm-illustrations/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/07/20/best-brothers-grimm-illustrations/
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As a young man, Kalanithi bridged the lifelong love of reading instilled in him by his mother’s passion for 

literature with a sudden fascination with neuroscience — all thanks to a mediocre 500-page novel that, despite 

its questionable literary quality, posited an idea that turned his worldview upside down. He recounts how he 

found himself at the mesmerizing intersection of the life of the mind and the life of the brain: 

The throwaway assumption that the mind was simply the operation of the brain [was] an idea that struck me 

with force; it startled my naïve understanding of the world. Of course, it must be true — what were our brains 

doing, otherwise? Though we had free will, we were also biological organisms — the brain was an organ, 

subject to all the laws of physics, too! Literature provided a rich account of human meaning; the brain, then, 

was the machinery that somehow enabled it. It seemed like magic. That night, in my room, I opened up my 

red Stanford course catalog, which I had read through dozens of times, and grabbed a highlighter. In addition 

to all the literature classes I had marked, I began looking in biology and neuroscience as well. 

A few years later, I hadn’t thought much more about a career but had nearly completed degrees in English 

literature and human biology. I was driven less by achievement than by trying to understand, in earnest: What 

makes human life meaningful? I still felt literature provided the best account of the life of the mind, while 

neuroscience laid down the most elegant rules of the brain. Meaning, while a slippery concept, seemed 

inextricable from human relationships and moral values… Literature not only illuminated another’s 

experience, it provided, I believed, the richest material for moral reflection. My brief forays into the formal 

ethics of analytic philosophy felt dry as a bone, missing the messiness and weight of real human life. 

Kalanithi reflects on his decision to continue his education with a master’s degree in English literature: 

I had come to see language as an almost supernatural force, existing between people, bringing our brains, 

shielded in centimeter-thick skulls, into communion. A word meant something only between people, and 

life’s meaning, its virtue, had something to do with the depth of the relationships we form. It was the 

relational aspect of humans — i.e., “human relationality” — that undergirded meaning. Yet somehow, this 

process existed in brains and bodies, subject to their own physiologic imperatives, prone to breaking and 

failing. There must be a way, I thought, that the language of life as experienced — of passion, of hunger, of 

love — bore some relationship, however convoluted, to the language of neurons, digestive tracts, and 

heartbeats. 

[…] 

For my thesis, I studied the work of Walt Whitman, a poet who, a century before, was possessed by the same 

questions that haunted me, who wanted to find a way to understand and describe what he termed “the 

Physiological-Spiritual Man.” 
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Art by Allen Crawford from Whitman Illuminated 

As his friends pursued careers in the arts, Kalanithi remained animated by the seemingly quixotic quest to 

locate the intersection of literature, biology, philosophy, and morality, and to mine it for the raw material of 

meaning in human life. Eventually, several of his professors suggested that a degree in the history and 

philosophy of science might come closest to his inquiry, so he applied to the program in Cambridge and set 

off for the English countryside. He recounts: 

I found myself increasingly often arguing that direct experience of life-and-death questions was essential to 

generating substantial moral opinions about them. Words began to feel as weightless as the breath that carried 

them. Stepping back, I realized that I was merely confirming what I already knew: I wanted that direct 

experience. It was only in practicing medicine that I could pursue a serious biological philosophy. Moral 

speculation was puny compared to moral action. I finished my degree and headed back to the States. I was 

going to Yale for medical school. 

It was on the wings of this incisive idealism that Kalanithi soared through his life as a neurosurgeon, and it 

was on them that he rose to his death. He writes: 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/05/13/whitman-illuminated-song-of-myself-allen-crawford/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/05/13/whitman-illuminated-song-of-myself-allen-crawford/
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I had spent so much time studying literature at Stanford and the history of medicine at Cambridge, in an 

attempt to better understand the particularities of death, only to come away feeling like they were still 

unknowable to me… Such things could be known only face-to-face. I was pursuing medicine to bear witness 

to the twinned mysteries of death, its experiential and biological manifestations: at once deeply personal and 

utterly impersonal. 

But facing these twinned mysteries as a participant rather than an observer upended his most basic beliefs. He 

reflects on his conflicted mental state midway through his treatment as the tumors shrink and the cancer is 

momentarily under control: 

No one asked about my plans, which was a relief, since I had none. While I could now walk without a cane, a 

paralytic uncertainty loomed: Who would I be, going forward, and for how long? Invalid, scientist, teacher? 

Bioethicist? Neurosurgeon once again…? Stay-at-home dad? Writer? Who could, or should, I be? As a 

doctor, I had had some sense of what patients with life-changing illnesses faced — and it was exactly these 

moments I had wanted to explore with them. Shouldn’t terminal illness, then, be the perfect gift to that young 

man who had wanted to understand death? What better way to understand it than to live it? But I’d had no 

idea how hard it would be, how much terrain I would have to explore, map, settle. I’d always imagined the 

doctor’s work as something like connecting two pieces of railroad track, allowing a smooth journey for the 

patient. I hadn’t expected the prospect of facing my own mortality to be so disorienting, so dislocating. I 

thought back to my younger self, who might’ve wanted to “forge in the smithy of my soul the uncreated 

conscience of my race”; looking into my own soul, I found the tools too brittle, the fire too weak, to forge 

even my own conscience. 

Unable to find solace in science, he turned once again to literature, that supreme booster of the human 

heart that had once saved Oliver Sacks’s life in a very different way. Kalanithi writes: 

It was literature that brought me back to life during this time. The monolithic uncertainty of my future was 

deadening; everywhere I turned, the shadow of death obscured the meaning of any action. I remember the 

moment when my overwhelming unease yielded, when that seemingly impassable sea of uncertainty parted. I 

woke up in pain, facing another day — no project beyond breakfast seemed tenable. I can’t go on, I thought, 

and immediately, its antiphon responded, completing Samuel Beckett’s seven words, words I had learned long 

ago as an undergraduate: I’ll go on. I got out of bed and took a step forward, repeating the phrase over and 

over: “I can’t go on. I’ll go on.” 

That morning, I made a decision: I would push myself to return to the OR. Why? Because I could. Because 

that’s who I was. Because I would have to learn to live in a different way, seeing death as an imposing 

itinerant visitor but knowing that even if I’m dying, until I actually die, I am still living. 

As he nears the end, Kalanithi comes closer and closer to the vital substance of living, stripped of the 

conceits, delusions, and false refuges with which we hedge ourselves against our own impermanence. He 

reflects: 

Everyone succumbs to finitude. I suspect I am not the only one who reaches this pluperfect state. Most 

ambitions are either achieved or abandoned; either way, they belong to the past. The future, instead of the 

ladder toward the goals of life, flattens out into a perpetual present. Money, status, all the vanities the 

preacher of Ecclesiastes described hold so little interest: a chasing after wind, indeed. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/01/10/william-faulkner-nobel-prize-acceptance-speech/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/01/10/william-faulkner-nobel-prize-acceptance-speech/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/07/09/oliver-sacks-a-leg-to-stand-on/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/05/22/alan-lightman-accidental-universe-impermanence/
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With an eye to his baby daughter — parenthood was a deliberate choice he and his wife, Lucy, made in the 

wake of the diagnosis — he considers what message he would give to this brand new being, blessed and 

burdened with her own infinite potential for an inherently finite life: 

There is perhaps only one thing to say to this infant, who is all future, overlapping briefly with me, whose life, 

barring the improbable, is all but past. 

That message is simple: 

When you come to one of the many moments in life where you must give an account of yourself, provide a 

ledger of what you have been, and done, and meant to the world, do not, I pray, discount that you filled a 

dying man’s days with a sated joy, a joy unknown to me in all my prior years, a joy that does not hunger for 

more and more but rests, satisfied. In this time, right now, that is an enormous thing. 

Kalanithi died in March of 2015, leaving behind When Breath Becomes Air — a ledger of precisely such 

enormity and a rare masterwork of duality in which the tragedy of death isn’t subverted or diluted but 

coexists, every bit as real, with the triumph of aliveness as the highest human potentiality. Complement it 

with Anne Lamott on grief and grace, Oliver Sacks on the dignity of dying alive, and these unusual children’s 

books about making sense of mortality. 

 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/01/13/when-breath-becomes-paul-

kalanithi/?mc_cid=cfd5e4367c&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/081298840X/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/11/24/anne-lamott-small-victories-grief/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/11/24/oliver-sacks-gratitude-book/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/03/23/best-childrens-books-death-grief-mourning/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/03/23/best-childrens-books-death-grief-mourning/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/01/13/when-breath-becomes-paul-kalanithi/?mc_cid=cfd5e4367c&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/01/13/when-breath-becomes-paul-kalanithi/?mc_cid=cfd5e4367c&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Homage to Phillis Wheatley 

by Kevin Young 
Issue no. 148 (Fall 1998) 

               Poet & Servant to Mr. Wheatley of Boston, 

                on her Maiden Voyage to Britain 

There are days I can understand 

why you would want to board 

broad back of some ship 

and sail: venture, not homeward 

but toward Civilization’s 

Cold seat,—having from wild 

been stolen, and sent into more wild 

of Columbia, our exiles 

and Christians clamoring upon 

the cobblestones of Bostontown— 

Sail cross an Atlantic (this time) mild, 

the ship’s polite and consumptive 

passengers proud. Your sickness 

quit soon as you disembarked in mist 

of England—free, finally, of our Republic’s 

Rough clime, its late converts who thought 

they would not die, or die simply 

in struggle, martyr to some God,— 

you know of gods there 

are many, who is really only 

One—and that sleep, restless fever 

would take most you loved. Why 

fate fight? Death, dark mistress, 

would come a-heralding silent 

the streets,—no door to her closed. 

No stair (servant or front) too steep. 

Gen. Washington, whom you praise, 

victorious, knows this—will even admit 

you to his parlor. Who could resist a Negress 

who can recite Latin and speak the Queen's? 

Docked among the fog and slight sun 

of London, you know who you are not 

but that is little new. Native 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=bb4cfead09&e=d538c8f2e0
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of nowhere,—you’ll stay a spell, return, 

write, grow still. I wake with you 

In my mind, leaning, learning 

to write—your slight profile 

that long pull of lower lip, its pout 

proving you rescued by 

some sadness too large to name. 

My Most Excellence, my quill 

and ink lady, you spill such script 

no translation it needs— 

your need is what’s missing, unwritten 

wish to cross back but not back 

Into that land (for you) of the dead 

you want to see from above 

deck the sea, to pluck from wind 

a sense no Land can 

give: drifting, looking not 

For Leviathan’s breath, nor waves 

made of tea, nor for mermen half- 

out of water (as you)—down 

in the deep is not the narwhal enough real? 

Beneath our wind-whipt banner you smile 

At Sea which owns no country. 

 

https://theparisreview.us17.list-

manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=bb4cfead09&e=d538c8f2e0 

  

https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=bb4cfead09&e=d538c8f2e0
https://theparisreview.us17.list-manage.com/track/click?u=b6c161007733f0d4c084f3fde&id=bb4cfead09&e=d538c8f2e0
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India pulls in the sharpest Moon surface images ever taken from orbit 

By Nick Lavars 

 

The surface of the Moon, as seen by the Chandrayaan-2 from a distance of 100 km 

ISRO 

VIEW 6 IMAGES 

Things haven’t quite gone to plan for India's Chandrayaan-2 mission, with the team losing the spacecraft’s 

Vikram lander following a touchdown attempt last month. But there is still plenty of science to come as the 

probe continues to circle the Moon, with the latest imagery relayed by the orbiting spacecraft revealing the 

lunar surface in unparalleled detail. 

Chandrayaan-2 is the Indian Space Research Organisation’s (ISRO) second ever mission to the Moon and is 

built to help us understand its makeup by studying its topography, chemical composition and distribution of 

minerals. The spacecraft will do so through eight different scientific instruments, including a pair of imaging 

devices in the form of the Terrain Mapping Camera 2 and the Orbiter High Resolution Camera (ORHC). 

https://newatlas.com/author/nick-lavars/
https://newatlas.com/space/indias-first-lunar-landing-attempt-silence/
https://newatlas.com/space/indias-first-lunar-landing-attempt-silence/
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The ORHC is in the process of snapping ultra-high-resolution images of the lunar surface over the course of 

two orbits. The latest transmission reveals the terrain in the "sharpest images ever from a lunar orbiter 

platform," according to ISRO. 

 

Image of the lunar surface taken from the ISRO's Chandrayaan-2 spacecraft 

ISRO 

Taken on September 5, the image depicts a region of the Moon within an impact crater called Boguslawsky, 

which measures 14 km (8.7 mi) across. Zeroing in on different areas of the image reveal boulders, small 

craters and other surface details with a pixel resolution of 30 cm (12 in), taken from a distance of 100 km (62 

mi). 

https://newatlas.com/space/india-chandrayaan2-sharpest-lunar-surface-images-from-orbit/#gallery:1
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Images from the ISRO's Chandrayaan-2 spacecraft show the surface in detail that is unparalleled for a lunar 

orbiter 

ISRO 

These follow earlier images relayed from the Terrain Mapping Camera in August depicting craters in the 

Moon’s north polar region. The Vikram lander, however, remains incommunicado. The team was able 

to pinpoint the site of its crash-landing last month, and continues its efforts to re-establish contact. 

Source: ISRO 

https://newatlas.com/space/india-spots-its-lost-lander-on-the-lunar-surface/
https://www.isro.gov.in/chandrayaan2-latest-updates
https://newatlas.com/space/india-chandrayaan2-sharpest-lunar-surface-images-from-orbit/#gallery:2
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Nick Lavars 

Nick has been writing and editing at New Atlas for over five years, where he has covered everything from 

distant space probes to self-driving cars to oddball animal science, and everything in between. He previously 

spent time at The Conversation, Mashable and The Santiago Times, earning a Masters degree in 

communications from Melbourne’s RMIT University along the way. When not tapping away at his desk, you 

might find him traveling the world in search of the weird and wonderful. Failing that, he’ll probably be 

watching sport. 

 

https://newatlas.com/space/india-chandrayaan2-sharpest-lunar-surface-images-from-orbit/ 

  

https://newatlas.com/author/nick-lavars/
https://newatlas.com/space/india-chandrayaan2-sharpest-lunar-surface-images-from-orbit/
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Crystal Hana Kim and Laura van den Berg on What It Means to ‘Learn to Write’ 

Research As a Creative Act, The Limits of First-Person Point of View, and More 

By Laura van den Berg 

 

After reading and loving Crystal Hana Kim’s debut novel, If You Leave Me, it was a great joy to team up 

with her for a joint paperback celebration. This conversation took place at the lovely Books Are Magic in 

early September. We talked about what it feels like to be a year out from publication, vulnerability, voice, 

research, and writing the next book. 

–Laura van den Berg 

* 

Crystal Hana Kim: I’m really excited to be here with you, and I’m excited that we can celebrate together. I 

also want to say that I’m selfishly thrilled about this event because I want to learn from you. You’re so 

prolific, and we’re at different stages in our writing careers. What would you like to talk about first? 

Laura van den Berg: Since this is a paperback celebration, this event is coming at a different moment in the 

life of these books. What has the last year been like for you? What have you learned? What has surprised 

you? What challenged you? 

CHK: Before If You Leave Me, I had not published much—I went to grad school at Columbia, but I moved to 

Chicago for four years right afterwards, and I was outside of my literary community. That distance allowed 

me to sink into the world of Haemi and Kyunghwan and Jisoo. But at the same time, since I hadn’t published 

anything except for one short story that actually was just an earlier iteration of a chapter in my book, I wasn’t 

used to the publishing world. I didn’t realize how vulnerable I would feel. Even though my book is set in 

https://lithub.com/author/laura-van-den-berg/
https://bookmarks.reviews/reviews/if-you-leave-me/
https://bookmarks.reviews/reviews/the-third-hotel/


Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 505  november  2019 
 

 

109 

1950s to late 1960s Korea, and it’s not autobiographical, I felt so vulnerable this past year. This strange 

writerly anxiety came over me. Do you ever feel like that, before a book comes out? 

LVDB: All the time! 

CHK: I was really nervous, as if everyone would be able to pinpoint all of my secret obsessions and fears. But 

after you get over the initial fear, it’s an incredible experience. It’s been particularly amazing hearing from 

different readers—from Korean Americans, mothers who told me that the way that I depicted postpartum 

depression stayed with them, or war veterans. 

LVDB: I think it is also a particular thing for novels. I think publishing any book can be anxiety-inducing. But 

with short stories, people very often publish them in magazines along the way and so other people have seen 

them and found them legible. With novels, a part of my worries is: will this make sense to anyone who’s not 

me? Did I just have a weird dream and write it down continually for three years? And a novel is a very private 

thing for a long time, so I think also that when it finally goes out into the world it can feel like a bit of a loss. 

CHK: I think that’s true, and for me, at some point my characters became their own beings. I had to follow 

them through the narrative, and I started to care for them as if they were my own children. So for me to let 

that go and let them have their own life and interact with readers made me feel defenseless on behalf of my 

characters, as if they were actually real people. Right? Do you feel like that? 

With novels, a part of my worries is: will this make sense to anyone who’s not me? Did I just have a weird 

dream and write it down continually for three years? 

LVDB: Yes, absolutely. I was just thinking that, with your novel, you have this wide cast of characters, all 

written in the first-person, which I feel like is the literary equivalent of the high dive. Super hard, but you do it 

so beautifully. 

CHK: First-person just comes easier to me. 

LVDB: But the way you channel all of these different voices—and they are distinct from one another and 

there is a very powerful sense of voice with each of these characters—is brilliant. For me, there is a deeper 

intimacy with the characters that I write in the first person. Do you feel that way too? 

CHK: Yes, definitely, because I’m in the head of each of my characters. I love polyphonic novels because as 

a writer, I can create a multiplicity of ideas and layers that can develop over time. I mean, I’ve only written 

one novel, but that’s how it’s been for this one. In many ways, I think third person is harder. . . .Writing from 

multiple first-person perspectives is an easy way to show the reader how people are imprinted by their 

backgrounds. So in the case of my character Jisoo, I can answer the question of “How is his world view 

impacted by the fact that he has not necessarily known hunger before the Korean War, and how is that so very 

different from Haemi, who is a woman from a lower-class background who has not had access to education or 

stability? How does that affect her desire for survival? With different narrators, you can widen the world for 

the reader. 

I think third-person is harder because you have to create that well of empathy but you don’t get to use the “I.” 

So how do you do that? I will also say that I’ve been obsessed with Laura’s writing for years. We have the 

same literary agent because I queried Katherine after reading Laura’s books. I’m fascinated by the way you 
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create these distinctive, unsettling voices, like in The Third Hotel. There is humor but also this sense of 

unease, and with Clare we don’t exactly know what she knows, what is actually real from her perspective, and 

what is real in this world. How do you do that with voice? 

LVDB: My first novel was in the first person, and that felt like working from the center to the exterior in that 

I feel like I had such a deep understanding of that character from the start. And it was more about how to 

write this character in such a way where what I understand about her is accessible to a reader who is not me. 

With The Third Hotel it was sort of the opposite in the sense that there was a lot that I actually didn’t know 

about Clare and didn’t understand about Clare and so hard to work from the outside in. One bit of latitude that 

you get in the third person is that you can see into a character and you can also see around them. That 

roundness of perspective felt important for The Third Hotel, given how much instability there is in both 

Clare’s POV and the world at large. 

CHK: When I was reading The Third Hotel, I was also getting a little education on horror film theory. I was 

curious about the research that you had to do. Even though there is a sense of instability in what Clare knows, 

or thinks she knows, one way you ground the reader is in the facts of film theory and how you describe 

Havana. What form did the research take for you? Did you go to Cuba? Did you start with research or did you 

imbed that in as you write? 

LVDB: Yes! I want to hear about your research too. For me, it was a multilayered process, first a lot of 

reading and watching films. 

CHK: Do you like horror films? 

LVDB: I love horror films! 

CHK: I can tell. (laughs) 

LVDB: I needed to read in a lot of different directions, from histories of Havana to film theory to books about 

elevators and airport design. I’m really interested in travel literature as a form. There are a lot of travel novels 

that have been very important to me and very influential for me. It is also a form that comes with a lot of 

problems and flaws and baggage and so I was really interested in seeing if it was possible to write a new kind 

of travel literature. 

My reading, then, also included travel novels and critical theory about travel and tourism and I took three 

research trips to Havana, in part to attend the film festival that Clare goes to in the book. But there wasn’t 

really like a start and stop point in the research; it was a continually unfolding process. I had never done so 

much research for a book before and it was really challenging in some ways to figure out what was important 

for me to know and what actually belonged in the world of the book. I read this interview with you, and I 

really loved what you had to say about research. You talked about how you did a lot of historical research, but 

even more critical was the research focused on capturing the details of daily life. 

CHK: Yes! I like novels where the author has taken the time to reimagine what they’ve learned and have put 

it into a character-driven narrative. I dislike it when you read a text that just has chunks of information that the 

author wants you to know. Our earlier drafts are probably like this, but it’s not as compelling. When I was 

doing my research, I first read historical texts. I got obsessed with specific military details like: what army 

vehicles each nation used in the Korean War, details that would never get into my novel anyway. 
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Then I realized I needed to shift my research focus. I needed to understand: what does it feel like to be a 

Korean woman in this Busan refugee camp, what does it feel like emotionally when you are witnessing and 

experiencing trauma and yet when the men return, they discount your suffering because you haven’t seen a 

battlefield. 

So I read memoirs, I interviewed family members who were alive during the Korean War. I watched films 

and documentaries. I also found there was a lack of information on the experiences of women during the 

Korean War. The women at that time were not valued, and so their voices weren’t recorded. That forced me 

to get creative with my research. In the end, I had a wealth of information but then the question was: how do I 

distill all this and turn it into a narrative? 

LVDB: The most exciting research is really exploratory in nature, right? Like, it’s not so much about: okay, 

here is a list of questions that I need to answer. Sure, sometimes research is really functional in that way—

here I have ten things that I need to resolve or fact-check— but I think research can become a creative act as 

well. Sometimes we’re researching and we don’t know what we need to find, we don’t know what we need to 

know, we don’t yet know the questions we need to be asking. 

I think research can become a creative act as well. Sometimes we’re researching and we don’t know what we 

need to find, we don’t know what we need to know, we don’t yet know the questions we need to be asking. 

CHK: I have this theory that there are two types of writers. One being writers who write without knowing 

what’s happening, and the other being writers who have a whole plan for their novel before they sit down. I 

feel like writers who don’t know what’s going on while they are writing are the ones who enjoy exploratory 

research. What do you think? 

LVDB: Well I have no idea what’s going on while I’m writing, so I think we just proved your theory to be 

true. 

CHK: Right? I was talking to a writer who told me that she plans every single step of the book; she wants to 

always anticipate what the reader will think is happening. I was impressed and yet, I’m a completely different 

type of writer. I’m drawn to topics that I want to understand, I’m curious about the questions of: what does it 

mean to be a woman during this time? Or how does power corrupt people? I always have a larger question 

that I want to understand myself, and that drives me to the page, which means that I don’t know what’s 

happening in my novel until I am writing, and the story keeps changing every day. I think I have a plan for the 

next scene and then it changes. Does that happen to you? 

LVDB: Oh absolutely. One of my many peculiarities or idiosyncrasies is that I don’t tend to save drafts. I 

actually write over them even for novels. 

CHK: No. . . . 

LVDB: Yeah. 

CHK: That’s very brave. 
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LVDB: There have been times where I’ve regretted this choice (laugh) so again this is not something I 

recommend to other people but I do usually write over drafts instead of saving them: draft A, draft B, draft C, 

and so on. So I don’t have like a first first draft that I can go back and look at. But at the same time the 

important things carry over. The permutations that this book went through were so radical and that is the sort 

of challenge and the joy of being that kind of writer, you are kind of writing into the abyss and the invention 

is happening during the physical act of writing. 

CHK: I would love to talk about writing the next book because I’m working on my second novel now. I 

actually had about 60,000 words, and I recently realized that one of my narrators had to go, so I cut 30,000 

words from her perspective. Perhaps the consequence of writing without a plan, writing from curiosity to 

curiosity, is that I had to go into this rabbit hole before I realized this character wasn’t working. I had to 

reimagine the structure of the novel and that was sad. But it’s okay, the book is better for it. 

I’m curious, how do you reclaim the writing headspace, how do you get back to writing after you have 

published a book? Because it’s strange, right? You have one set of characters in your head for so long and 

then you need to jump into a whole new narrative. How do you do that? 

LVDB: The publication process nudges us out of our writer caves and out into the world to make contact with 

other humans, but at a certain point we have to find a way to move back to into that private creative space. I 

think it can be. . .a challenging transition for sure. For me, there are two things that I find helpful. The first is 

that by the time a book comes out—and this is not workable for everyone, but it has been my rhythm—I am 

usually working on something else. 

And as someone that moves between short and long form it is very often that stories follow a novel. There is 

something very appealing about the discipline and the compression of the short form after being in novelandia 

for a while. 

The publication process nudges us out of our writer caves and out into the world to make contact with other 

humans, but at a certain point we have to find a way to move back to into that private creative space. 

I have a story collection coming next year, and I was working on those stories while I was also working 

on The Third Hotel, but to write another novel requires a more profound gathering of energy. 

The other thing that I think is more transferrable or more practical is that my morning routine is super 

important: coffee, read a little bit, write something, it could be a page in a notebook, it could be a few 

paragraphs that I never look at again, it doesn’t really matter at a certain point, it’s just the act of it, the 

practice. On book tour, my mornings get fucked, so coming back to those touchstones of practice and routine, 

at a certain point, becomes really important. 

CHK: I tell my writing students to keep a journal where they have to write down a couple of thoughts 

regarding writing every day, even if it’s just writing down: I did not think about writing today. I think it is so 

important to cultivate that creative muscle so you don’t walk around the world thinking that inspiration has to 

hit you first. 

You have to be writing every day; it’s a muscle that will grow stronger with practice. I wish that I liked to 

write short stories because I love reading short stories, but—I don’t know if this is a water sign thing—I am 

obsessive, and if I come up with one idea, I will have to sink into it, so I get deeply deeply embedded into 
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these novel ideas until I can’t see anything else, I don’t want to think about anything else, I don’t want to 

write about anything else. 

 

Laura van den Berg 

Laura van den Berg is the author of the novel Find Me, a TimeOut New York and NPR "Best Book of 2015," 

and two story collections, What the World Will Look Like When All the Water Leaves Us and The Isle of 

Youth, both finalists for the Frank O'Connor International Short Story Award. Her next novel, The Third 

Hotel, is forthcoming in 2018. Her honors include the Bard Fiction Prize, the Rosenthal Family Foundation 

Award from the American Academy of Arts and Letters, a Pushcart Prize, an O. Henry Award, and 

fellowships from the MacDowell Colony and the Civitella Ranieri Foundation. Born and raised in Florida, 

Laura currently lives in Cambridge, MA, where she is a Briggs-Copeland Lecturer in Fiction at Harvard 

University. She also teaches in the MFA Program for Writers at Warren Wilson College. 

 

https://lithub.com/crystal-hana-kim-and-laura-van-der-berg-on-what-it-means-to-learn-to-write/ 

  

https://lithub.com/author/laura-van-den-berg/
https://lithub.com/crystal-hana-kim-and-laura-van-der-berg-on-what-it-means-to-learn-to-write/
https://lithub.com/author/laura-van-den-berg/
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The Great Czech Playwright Turned Dissident Turned President Václav Havel on Hope 

“Hope… is not the same as joy that things are going well, or willingness to invest in enterprises that are 

obviously headed for early success, but, rather, an ability to work for something because it is good, not just 

because it stands a chance to succeed.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

“Mankind is challenged, as it has never been challenged before, to prove 

its maturity and its mastery — not of nature, but of itself,” Rachel Carson exhorted the young in her final 

farewell to the world. “Therein lies our hope and our destiny,” she told the next generation, two generations 

before Rebecca Solnit insisted in her magnificent manifesto for resilience that “hope is a gift you don’t have 

to surrender, a power you don’t have to throw away.” 

I too have long contemplated the question of hope — how it serves as a life-affirming antidote to the 

cowardice of cynicism, how its active and actionable nature differs from the laziness of passive optimism. 

Born into a communist dictatorship, one of my earliest memories is sitting atop my father’s shoulders, holding 

a candle into the night air alongside thousands of others gathered at the plaza before the Bulgarian Parliament 

in the protests that eventually brought down the dictatorship. 

Months after I was born, a handful of longitude degrees north, the great Czech playwright turned dissident 

(turned, some years later, president) Václav Havel (October 5, 1936–December 18, 2011) addressed the vital 

role of hope in steering destiny in a series of interviews conducted shortly after his release from prison, where 

he had spent four years for composing an anti-communist manifesto in response to the imprisonment of the 

Czech psychedelic rock band The Plastic People of the Universe. Eventually published as Disturbing the 

Peace in 1990, his timeless insights into the inner life and civic purpose of hope were excerpted a quarter 

century later in Paul Loeb’s lucid and life-buoying posy of hope-strands, The Impossible Will Take a Little 

While: A Citizen’s Guide to Hope in a Time of Fear (public library). 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/04/12/rachel-carson-scripps-college-commencement/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/04/12/rachel-carson-scripps-college-commencement/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/03/16/rebecca-solnit-hope-in-the-dark-2/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/02/09/hope-cynicism/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/02/09/hope-cynicism/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/04/04/erich-fromm-anatomy-of-human-destructiveness/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0679734023/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0679734023/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0465031730/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0465031730/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/impossible-will-take-a-little-while-perseverance-and-hope-in-troubled-times/oclc/778420743&referer=brief_results
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0465031730/braipick-20
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Václav Havel 

Imprisoned multiple times for upholding his ideals of justice and humanism, for his insistence on anti-

consumerism and environmental responsibility, Havel, like Viktor Frankl, knew the value of hope with 

visceral intimacy, not as an intellectual pretension or a spiritual delusion but as a lifeline of sanity and 

survival, for the individual as well as for the constellation of individuals we call society. He writes: 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/03/26/viktor-frankl-presence-mans-search-for-meaning/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0465031730/braipick-20
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The kind of hope I often think about (especially in situations that are particularly hopeless, such as prison) I 

understand above all as a state of mind, not a state of the world. Either we have hope within us or we don’t; it 

is a dimension of the soul; it’s not essentially dependent on some particular observation of the world or 

estimate of the situation. Hope is not prognostication. It is an orientation of the spirit, an orientation of the 

heart; it transcends the world that is immediately experienced, and is anchored somewhere beyond its 

horizons. 

A century after Walt Whitman, having lived and served and continued writing hope-giving, life-salving verses 

through a gruesome war, held up optimism as a mighty force of resistance, Havel adds: 

Hope, in this deep and powerful sense, is not the same as joy that things are going well, or willingness to 

invest in enterprises that are obviously headed for early success, but, rather, an ability to work for something 

because it is good, not just because it stands a chance to succeed. The more unpropitious the situation in 

which we demonstrate hope, the deeper that hope is. Hope is definitely not the same thing as optimism. It is 

not the conviction that something will turn out well, but the certainty that something makes sense, regardless 

of how it turns out. In short, I think that the deepest and most important form of hope, the only one that can 

keep us above water and urge us to good works, and the only true source of the breathtaking dimension of the 

human spirit and its efforts, is something we get, as it were, from “elsewhere.” It is also this hope, above all, 

which gives us the strength to live and continually to try new things, even in conditions that seem as hopeless 

as ours do, here and now. 

 

Art from Trees at Night by the dissident political cartoonist Art Young, 1926. (Available as a print.) 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/07/26/walt-whitman-specimen-days-democracy/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/08/06/trees-at-night-art-young/
https://society6.com/product/hope-from-trees-at-night-by-art-young_print?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/hope-from-trees-at-night-by-art-young_print?curator=brainpicker
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Illustration by Isabelle Arsenault from Mr. Gauguin’s Heart by Marie-Danielle Croteau. 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/07/08/mr-gauguins-heart/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2015/07/08/mr-gauguins-heart/
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But what is this “elsewhere” and where does it reside? In the hearts of citizens, Havel argues — the individual 

hearts that harmonize into the symphonic pulse-beat of culture. Writing from the other side of unspeakable 

atrocities and terrors and oppressions, as the communist regime was beginning to topple after a decades-long 

rein, he examines the nature of power as a bidirectional valve, flowing not only top-down but bottom-up: 

All power is power over someone, and it always somehow responds, usually unwittingly rather than 

deliberately, to the state of mind and the behavior of those it rules over… No one can govern in a vacuum. 

The exercise of power is determined by thousands of interactions between the world of the powerful and that 

of the powerless, all the more so because these worlds are never divided by a sharp line: Everyone has a small 

part of himself in both. 

With an eye to the groundswells of hope and resistance he had begun witnessing — the very groundswells 

that would, before the decade’s end, topple the dictatorship — he writes in a passage of astounding prescience 

for his own time and vibrant resonance to ours: 

New islands of self-awareness and self-liberation are appearing, and the connections between them, which 

were once so brutally disrupted, are multiplying… Something is happening in the social awareness, though it 

is still an undercurrent as yet, rather than something visible… And all of this brings subtle pressure to bear on 

the powers that govern society. I’m not thinking now of the obvious pressure of public criticism coming from 

dissidents, but of the invisible kinds of pressure brought on by this general state of mind and its various forms 

of expression, to which power unintentionally adapts, even in the act of opposing it. 

Pointing to “the unstoppable development of independent culture” and the moral awakening of youth as the 

two greatest motive forces for the coming change, he writes: 

[Young people are beginning] to seek, among the diffuse and fragmented world of frenzied consumerism…, 

for a point that will hold firm — all this awakens in them a longing for a genuine moral “vanishing point,” for 

something purer and more authentic. These people simply long to step outside the general automatic 

operations of society and rediscover their natural world and discover hope for this world. 

I thought of Havel as I cycled across the Manhattan Bridge to join the breathtaking gathering of young 

people at the 2019 Climate Strike, the largest environmental protest in history — a magnificent mass of 

resistance to greed, to consumerism, to the capitalist exploitation of our irreplaceable planet’s oceans and 

rivers and rainforests and wildlife, whose preservation and administration, as Rachel Carson admonished in 

1953 to unheeding ears, “is not properly, and cannot be, a matter of politics.” 

https://www.instagram.com/p/B2pb24bj_JO/
https://www.instagram.com/p/B2pb24bj_JO/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/02/08/rachel-carson-washington-post-letter-1953/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/02/08/rachel-carson-washington-post-letter-1953/
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Art by Margaret C. Cook from a rare 1913 edition of Whitman’s poems. (Available as a print.) 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/04/11/leaves-of-grass-margaret-cook/
https://society6.com/product/the-merriment-of-the-two-babes-that-crawl-over-the-grass-in-the-sun_framed-print?sku=s6-8967862p21a12v52a13v54?curator=brainpicker
https://society6.com/product/the-merriment-of-the-two-babes-that-crawl-over-the-grass-in-the-sun_framed-print?sku=s6-8967862p21a12v52a13v54?curator=brainpicker
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The future, Havel reminds us, is a mosaic built of these seemingly small yet combinatorially enormous acts of 

courage and resistance: 

Isn’t the reward of all those small but hopeful signs of movement this deep, inner hope that is not dependent 

on prognoses, and which was the primordial point of departure in this unequal struggle? Would so many of 

those small hopes have “come out” if there had not been this great hope “within,” this hope without which it 

is impossible to live in dignity and meaning, much less find the will for the “hopeless enterprise” which 

stands at the beginning of most good things? 

[…] 

People who are used to seeing society only “from above” tend to be impatient. They want to see immediate 

results. Anything that does not produce immediate results seems foolish. They don’t have a lot of sympathy 

for acts which can only be evaluated years after they take place, which are motivated by moral factors, and 

which therefore run the risk of never accomplishing anything. 

Unfortunately, we live in conditions where improvement is often achieved by actions that risk remaining 

forever in the memory of humanity… History is not something that takes place “elsewhere”; it takes place 

here; we all contribute to making it. 

Complement the thoroughly inspiriting The Impossible Will Take a Little While — which also gave us Diane 

Ackerman on what working at a suicide prevention hotline taught her about loneliness and resilience — with 

Zadie Smith on optimism and despair and Iris Murdoch on art as a force of resistance to tyranny, then revisit 

Havel’s stirring 1995 Harvard commencement address. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/09/22/vaclav-havel-hope/?mc_cid=370478fbe0&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/0465031730/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2014/11/14/diane-ackerman-a-slender-thread/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/02/08/zadie-smith-feel-free-optimism-and-despair/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/02/12/iris-murdoch-salvation-by-words/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/09/18/vaclav-havel-harvard-commencement/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/09/22/vaclav-havel-hope/?mc_cid=370478fbe0&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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Powerful methane fountains seen bubbling to surface of Siberian sea 

By Nick Lavars 

 

Permafrost in the Arctic is melting at alarming rates, resulting in methane making its way into the atmosphere 

Kavring/Depositphotos 

VIEW 1 IMAGES 

Methane is a highly potent and insidious greenhouse gas that is continuing to surprise scientists with not just 

where it can come from, but the quantities with which it is leaking into the atmosphere. The latest, and 

certainly most dramatic, example comes via a Russian expedition through the East Siberian Sea, where 

scientists encountered fountains of methane bubbles in concentrations never seen before. 

While there isn’t as much methane in the atmosphere as there is carbon dioxide, it is around 28 times better at 

trapping heat in the Earth’s atmosphere, making it a very effective greenhouse gas. 

https://newatlas.com/author/nick-lavars/
https://depositphotos.com/3131934/stock-photo-melting-icebergs.html
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Human activity can generate excess methane in a number of ways. It can come from the livestock we raise 

who burp it into the air, from manmade reservoirs and from leaky industrial sites like fertilizer plants, which 

were found to emit 100 times more methane than we thought, according to a study published back in June. 

Another source of methane emissions that can be tied to human activity is the organic material normally 

locked away in permafrost, slabs of soil frozen solid beneath the surface at the polar regions thousands of 

years ago. As the Arctic heats up at unprecedented rates and areas of permafrost begin to melt, it causes the 

decomposition of this organic matter and allows methane gas to escape into the atmosphere. 

Scientists from Russia’s Tomsk Polytechnic University (TPU) were well aware of this phenomenon when 

they set out to study permafrost melt in the East Siberian Sea. The team collected samples of seawater and of 

sediment from the bottom, water column and stratum, including at a location known through previous 

research to feature fountains of methane gas arising through permafrost degradation. 

Its analysis included hydrological and geochemical studies, along with the use of seismic acoustic instruments 

to reveal the presence of these methane fountains. But what surprised the scientists was the ability to not just 

detect the methane bubbles in action, but look over the edge of the vessel and observe them with their own 

eyes. 

In spotting dots of emerald coloring amid the dark Siberian waters, the team saw methane gas making its way 

from the bottom to the surface in the form of thousands of bubbles, something they liken to finding a needle 

in a haystack. 

This particular patch of methane fountains measured around four meters by four meters across (13 x 13 ft). 

Rather than special scientific instruments that would be typically used to collect the methane, the team was 

simply able to scoop up the bubbles with buckets. 

“This is the most powerful gas fountain I’ve ever seen," said TPU professor, Igor Semiletov on his 46th 

expedition to the Arctic. “It is manifested by an increase in methane concentration in the air of up to 16 ppm 

(parts per million) which is nine times more than the average planetary values. No one has ever registered this 

before!” 

These kinds of developments are often referred to as climate change feedback loops, or tipping points, where 

human activity triggers events that accelerate the warming effect all on their own, with little we can do to 

apply the brakes. Loss of ice at the surface is another example, diminishing our planet’s ability to bounce the 

Sun’s energy back into space, leading to warmer environments which, in turn, lead to more ice melt. 

But the melting of millennia-old permafrost and the release of methane into the atmosphere is a big one. 

Around a quarter of the Northern Hemisphere is covered in permafrost and it is melting at a frightening rate. 

Scientists visiting outposts in the Canadian Arctic earlier in the year were shocked to find permafrost thawing 

out 70 years earlier than predicted. As reported by The Guardian at the time, they described it as a sign the 

climate is currently warmer than any time in the last “5,000 or more years,” and a “canary in the coalmine.” 

Source: Tomsk Polytechnic University 

https://newatlas.com/puffy-pink-seaweed-cows-methane/61136/
https://newatlas.com/reservoirs-greenhouse-gas-canada/45774/
https://newatlas.com/fertilizer-methane-emissions-100-times-higher/60029/
https://newatlas.com/six-month-arctic-ice/44442/
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/jun/18/arctic-permafrost-canada-science-climate-crisis
https://news.tpu.ru/news/2019/10/07/35335/
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We recommend 

1. Check these insights from VARGADO, a prospective study in patients with lung adenocarcinoma 

Future Oncology 

2. Nintedanib plus docetaxel after progression on immune checkpoint inhibitor therapy: insights from 

VARGADO, a prospective study in patients with lung adenocarcinoma 

Christian Grohé, Future Oncology, 2019 

3. Check the findings from VARGADO: Nintedanib plus docetaxel after progression on immune 

checkpoint inhibitor therapy 

Future Oncology 

1. A new study on Nintedanib plus docetaxel after progression on immune checkpoint inhibitor therapy 

Future Oncology 

2. Study on lung adenocarcinoma - insights from VARGADO: nintedanib plus docetaxel after 

progression on immune checkpoint inhibitor therapy 

Future Oncology 

3. Prospective study on lung adenocarcinoma - nintedanib plus docetaxel after progression on immune 

checkpoint inhibitor therapy 

Future Oncology 

Nick Lavars 

Nick has been writing and editing at New Atlas for over five years, where he has covered everything from 

distant space probes to self-driving cars to oddball animal science, and everything in between. He previously 

spent time at The Conversation, Mashable and The Santiago Times, earning a Masters degree in 

communications from Melbourne’s RMIT University along the way. When not tapping away at his desk, you 

might find him traveling the world in search of the weird and wonderful. Failing that, he’ll probably be 

watching sport. 

 

https://newatlas.com/environment/powerful-methane-fountains-siberian-sea/ 

  

https://www.futuremedicine.com/doi/10.2217/fon-2019-0262?utm_campaign=fm_vargado_BI&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=TrendMD
https://www.futuremedicine.com/doi/10.2217/fon-2019-0262?utm_campaign=fm_vargado_BI&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=TrendMD
https://www.futuremedicine.com/doi/10.2217/fon-2019-0262?utm_campaign=fm_vargado_BI&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=TrendMD
https://www.futuremedicine.com/doi/10.2217/fon-2019-0262?utm_campaign=fm_vargado_BI&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=TrendMD
https://www.futuremedicine.com/doi/10.2217/fon-2019-0262?utm_campaign=fm_vargado_BI&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=TrendMD
https://www.futuremedicine.com/doi/10.2217/fon-2019-0262?utm_campaign=fm_vargado_BI&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=TrendMD
https://www.futuremedicine.com/doi/10.2217/fon-2019-0262?utm_campaign=fm_vargado_BI&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=TrendMD
https://www.futuremedicine.com/doi/10.2217/fon-2019-0262?utm_campaign=fm_vargado_BI&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=TrendMD
https://www.futuremedicine.com/doi/10.2217/fon-2019-0262?utm_campaign=fm_vargado_BI&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=TrendMD
https://www.futuremedicine.com/doi/10.2217/fon-2019-0262?utm_campaign=fm_vargado_BI&utm_medium=cpc&utm_source=TrendMD
https://newatlas.com/author/nick-lavars/
https://newatlas.com/environment/powerful-methane-fountains-siberian-sea/
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On the Endless Parade of Literary Dead Girls 

"The dead girls are speaking everywhere" 

By Zefyr Lisowski 

 

October 7, 2019 

There’s a poem that troubles me. It’s by a celebrated contemporary white male poet, and it’s called “Above 

Sunset,” and it’s about a girl who is beautiful, who is or seems dead, dating the speaker of the poem. That’s it. 

Here’s how the poet introduces the girl: “she’s the loveliest dead girl in sight her skin powdered blank.” And 

here is how the poem ends: “she’s still the dead-/ loveliest dead girl in sight.” In between the first and last 

line, the poem—which barely takes up half a page, which I can’t even find anywhere online—calls her a 

lovely dead girl two more times. 

I realize that in this poem, deadness is a metaphor for, maybe, the girl being goth. That was what the 

celebrated poet told me when I asked him about the poem, and he quickly changed the subject. “Dead,” he 

said, was repeated because poems repeat things; that is one of the ways they slide onto new subjects or catch 

upon the tongue. 

But the poem itself caught on more than my tongue—I felt snagged by it, scraped by its fingers on my skin. I 

felt tricked by the poem into a little box. 

https://lithub.com/author/zefyrlisowski/
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ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

I have been told I am too sensitive, but throughout my life, I’ve seen dead girls, and dead girl poems, 

everywhere. 

* 

Perhaps some family background is necessary. When my mother was very, very young, she had a child. She 

married the man. She left the man. She married my father. Her daughter grew up, depending on the photos 

you’re looking at, looking either just like her, just like me, or like neither of us at all. Then the daughter died 

in a car crash, and my mother and father left the island they were living on to bury her, in Virginia. When they 

returned two years later, I was born. I was never told I was a replacement child, but my mother would talk 

about my sister often, and my sister’s art was still hanging everywhere in our small house. 

Maybe other background is necessary: when I was young we moved off the island again, settled into 

swampland in northeast North Carolina. One of our new town’s claims to fame was that many white women 

had died there. There was a book that a university press put out on the most famous dead white woman in our 

town. She was famous because she was rich and her death was never solved; we studied the book for a whole 

half of the year in eighth grade. The biggest event in this town, for several years, was a ghost walk where all 

of the white women who lived in crumbling mansions across the waterfront would dress up as their house’s 

dead former owners, and sometimes they would reenact the deaths of their ancestors. 

“The death of a beautiful woman is unquestionably the most poetical topic in the world.” 

Or perhaps I should talk about my identity instead: trans suicide rates are, of course, incredibly high. One of 

my closest friends in high school, femme and disabled and probably on the verge of coming out, killed 

themself. Entire industries have been built on sharing trans deaths, garnishing sympathy for trans death, 

gaining social capital from trans death. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

Which is to say that whenever a girl dies, I feel a whole rotten society is to blame. I am writing about my dead 

girls with the understanding that it may disqualify what I’m trying to say—that I run the risk of being too 

personal, too close to the subject, too hot when I should be cool. I’ve been told again and again by men to 

pretend to be more objective, but I’m not interested in living unshadowed by my experiences, the biases 

incumbent in them. These are the reasons why I was bothered by the poem. 

I have, pardon the expression, skin in the game. 

* 

In her 2018 essay collection Dead Girls, Alice Bolin defines dead girl as a genre—monied  and white and 

overwhelmingly cis, though perhaps with an undercurrent of queerness or transgression. By crafting her own 

canon out of dead girls, Bolin argues she’s reclaiming narratives from all these male auteurs, making a 

resistance out of her citations: in her words, crafting a thing “about women from stories that were always and 

only about men.” 

https://bookmarks.reviews/reviews/dead-girls-essays-on-surviving-an-american-obsession/
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She focuses on poetry some, but throughout the book mainly talks about the enormous weight of dead girls 

accumulating in popular culture. Dead Girls on television (Twin Peaks, True Dectective, if you’re 

lucky Veronica Mars). Dead Girls in song. Dead Girls in books (Gone Girl, The Girl With The Dragon 

Tattoo, any other sort of girl in the sort of book that has GIRL in large letters on its front). Hovering over it all 

are the men who keep killing these girls—real men, but also creative types: the showrunner, the author, the 

Swedish songwriter. 

It’s not in the book, but I can’t read any of these men’s words without thinking of Edgar Allen Poe’s 

(in)famous quote from “The Philosophy of Composition,” which I read back in high school initially: “The 

death of a beautiful woman,” he wrote, “is unquestionably the most poetical topic in the world.” 

At the time, I tried to dismiss this, but now it fills me with a queasy familiarity. How many men have said this 

to me. How it keeps going, even in the communities I’ve found. “Dead”/ “lovely” / “Dead.” 

Oh, all us girls. Beautiful, beautiful, gone. 

* 

The most haunting thing about dead girls is that they were alive at some point. To be dead is to have that 

absence inside of you, or perhaps around you. Bolin talks about this generically—how dead girl stories are 

predicated by something not being in a space where it should— but this absence is one of poetry’s most 

enticing features, as well. How you can say something in a poem, but also take it away. If absence becomes 

conspicuous enough, it turns into its own presence. 

In Alice Notley’s feminist epic, The Descent of Alette, absence itself talks—a woman with her head cut off, 

trapped underground, speaks again and again. Words come from her mouth, but also, sometimes, from others’ 

mouths as well. In one of the book’s most striking moments, the titular character enters a cave and hears her 

own voice, saying, ominously, “‘Any woman” “may already” “be dead.’” 

When you stop remembering your own past or power, Notley is saying, you die, again and again and again. If 

these deaths keep happening generationally—as they do, in the book and in life— any woman becomes 

“‘born dead.’” 

Alette is stuffed with women and men who are born dead—“simple ghouls” who do not show decay, awful 

deaths on the subway where Alette is trapped, an entire mythic narrative of descent into death and more death. 

Yet I keep returning to this framing of female death specifically. How it surprises, even though it shouldn’t. 

How Notley turns deadness from something that women become to something that they are born with, death 

within them like a seed. 

How the dead women talk all throughout. 

This happens most literally in Danielle Pafunda’s The Dead Girls Speak in Unison, where dead girls speak in 

unison for 80 pages as a meditation on violence, assault, and the joy of abjection  (“It’s happy death day,” 

Pafunda’s girls crow at one point, “It’s the day on which / every dead thing / becomes a girl”). It happens all 

throughout Chase Berggrun’s R E D, a text made by erasing down to the bones Bram Stoker’s Dracula, a 

book filled with dead girls’ bodies drowning in dead girls’ bodies. (“I am thin,” Berggrun rewrites, “An errant 
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swarm of bees.”) It’s there in every Ai poem that ever meant something to me—including the luminous, 

complex “Cuba, 1962.” (“what I take from the earth, I give back”). 

There are so many other books of poetry that come to mind that reinterpret or complicate depictions of 

women’s death. Claudia Cortese’s Wasp Queen. Muriel Leung’s Bone Confetti. Vievee Francis’ Forest 

Primeval. A lot of Joyelle McSweeney’s work. Sylvia Plath, of course. 

It doesn’t change the circumstances of their deaths, but if you look close enough, the dead girls are speaking 

everywhere. 

* 

In the last sentence, I meant to say look, but I first typed love. 

Perhaps that’s what bothers me so much about “Above Sunset.” For a poem that keeps emphasizing the 

narrator’s possession of the dead girl—“fuck it,” he says, “she’s mine”— there is no love in his portrayal. It’s 

just a man lusting over a woman he thinks is hot, who he wants to keep his hold on. 

I know that I’m risking being too sensitive again about this poem. But as many dead girls have been in or 

around my life, I can’t see any of them in a light that’s not loving. This is what I find the most bothersome. In 

“Above Sunset,” the famous poet is next to a dead girl, deadening her further with his words, and doing so 

just because he wants to fuck. 

A dead girl, it bears saying, is also a way of neutralizing women, reducing their femaleness and turning them 

into an empty body. 

Which isn’t to say that death isn’t, or can’t ever be, erotic. When I was eighteen, I dated a girl who wanted to 

fuck in a cemetery. We found each other, in part, because we were both young with squiggly genders; the 

relationship, especially its end, was a complete mess. But I’m interested in messes. When I was younger I 

wanted to get closest to the (other) people who seemed like they weren’t living, either. 

Back when I was dating my cemetery girlfriend, my mantra was “kill the self that wants to kill yourself,” and 

I’d scrawl it under my clothes in thick Sharpie. When I was on the phone with her once, I started crying so 

hard I dropped the phone and the battery pack shattered across the room. I’d disassociate over gravestones. 

We had fights all the time and survived—not because we were trying to survive, but because white girls 

become dead less often than the narratives would suggest. 

A dead girl, it bears saying, is also a way of neutralizing women, reducing their femaleness and turning them 

into an empty body. It’s a questioning of subjecthood that becomes an imposition. 

I am deeply familiar with having one’s womanhood questioned, neutralized. I see it happen every day around 

me, even in death. Even in the shadowy recesses of a swamp, walking into a rich neighbor’s house as they 

descend the staircase in an old, old, dress. 

To write about dead girls is, of course, to pick a side—to either write for or against the death of girls. The 

cemetery stones, glistening in the moonlight. The whiteness of it all. 
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* 

There’s so much more I’ve left out here, all the girls and death and my life. I’m a poet, which is why I’m 

interested in poetry, but I also hunger for a representation that realizes words matter, even if they aren’t 

inherently good. 

Dead girls in our media, Bolin argues, are a pattern that’s not seen as a pattern, an anomaly without any 

factors that make them anomalous. I realize some of the poets I’ve brought up may have been responsible for 

horrible things that I’m not fully aware of. I realize, even if we’re marginalized in one way, that doesn’t 

prevent violence from finding its way into our hearts at the same time. I realize that this whole miserable 

canon, both claiming and reclaiming dead women, is, like most things, most visible when its white. 

When I noticed other people around me starting to call me a woman, it was exciting, but also led to a 

mounting dread, the sense that their assimilation of me wasn’t it, either. Feeling seen but mis-seen was what 

drew me to my cemetery girlfriend. It’s what I found in poetry. It’s how I came to understand being a white 

Southerner. It’s what I wonder if my dead sister, tawny-haired, butch and sad-looking in photos, had some 

experience with as well. 

When the famous poet sat down or went out to write, how easily did the dead girl come? Did the girl ever find 

herself in the poem? Stumble across a book in the airport and recognize her dead body? Who else fucks me 

and thinks of a corpse at the same time? 

In death, my mother told me once, you become responsible for everything you’ve ever loved. In life, though, I 

mainly feel tired. I’m tired of seeing the same bodies, again and again and again. I’m tired of every man 

who’s ever undressed me with his eyes, every white woman and white man who’ve thrown another fictional 

girl into a pile against the wall. 

I want to say to all of these bodies: are you even listening to anything we’re doing here? I feel too sensitive all 

the time. We owe the dead everything. 

Alice BolinDead GirlspoetryThe Descent of AlettewomenZefyr Lisowski 

 

Zefyr Lisowski 

Zefyr Lisowski is the author of Blood Box (Black Lawrence Press, 2019) and a Pisces. She's a poetry co-

editor at Apogee Journal and has recieved support from Tin House Writers Workshop, Sundress Academy for 

the Arts, The CUNY Graduate Center, and elsewhere. Find out more, including other publications, at 

zeflisowski.com. 

https://lithub.com/on-the-endless-parade-of-literary-dead-girls/ 

https://lithub.com/tag/alice-bolin/
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https://lithub.com/tag/women/
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Newly discovered "mold pigs" don't fit into any known animal group 

By Michael Irving 

 

A mold pig, trapped in amber 

Oregon State University 

VIEW 1 IMAGES 

Researchers at Oregon State University have discovered a brand new creature preserved in 30-million-year-

old amber. The tiny invertebrate, casually dubbed the “mold pig,” is not only a new species but is so different 

from anything else that it’s been placed in a new genus and family all of its own. 

Officially the new critters are called Sialomorpha dominicana, which translates from Greek (rather harshly) 

into “fat hog shape.” It’s not hard to see why – they’re kind of dumpy, with a small, flexible head and eight 

stubby legs protruding out of a blob of a body that measures just 100 microns long. 

If that’s where the “pig” part of their nickname comes from, the “mold” part was inspired by their diet. Fungal 

mold was found inside the same Dominican amber as hundreds of specimens of the new creature, suggesting 

https://newatlas.com/author/michael-irving/
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that was their favored food source. The team also discovered other lifeforms in the amber, such as 

pseudoscorpions, nematodes, fungi and protozoa, which helps to fill out the ancient ecosystem they existed in. 

“Every now and then we’ll find small, fragile, previously unknown fossil invertebrates in specialized 

habitats,” says George Poinar Jr, co-author of the study. “And occasionally, as in the present case, a fragment 

of the original habitat from millions of years ago is preserved too. The large number of fossils provided 

additional evidence of their biology, including reproductive behavior, developmental stages and food.” 

The mold pigs look an awful lot like the famously indestructible tardigrades, and they share more than a 

passing similarity to mites. But the team says they aren’t as closely related as they may appear – for instance, 

they don’t have any claws on the end of their legs, like tardigrades and mites do. In fact, the new creatures 

don’t fit neatly into any existing group of animals on the tree of life. 

“The mold pigs can’t be placed in any group of currently existing invertebrates – they share characteristics 

with both tardigrades and mites but clearly belong to neither group,” says Poinar. “Based on what we know 

about extant and extinct microinvertebrates, S. dominicana appears to represent a new phylum. But we don’t 

know when the Sialomorpha lineage originated, how long it lasted, or whether there are descendants living 

today.” 

The research was published in the journal Invertebrate Biology. 

Source: Oregon State University 

We recommend 

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. 
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Did we settle down for beer? 

Pablo Ortiz October 7, 2019 

 

You have probably heard before about the origin of the word salary. Indeed, it comes from the allowance that 

Roman soldiers received to purchase salt. The trace left on the language tells about the importance it had. 

There is no doubt about the key role salt had for the preservation of food. Analogously, words derived from 

bread tell us about the central role it played on the diet in the past. Expressions such as “bread-winner” to 

name the member responsible for financially supporting the family and “dough” as a synonym of money 

show that the primordial use of the income was to provide bread for the family. The importance of bread lies 

not only in having been the staple food for centuries, but it is generally believed that the domestication of 

cereals to make it was the main driving force behind the agricultural (Neolithic) revolution. At least this is 

how has traditionally been understood. But the same ingredients that are used for making bread can lead to 

another product, beer. Since the 1950s some researchers have claimed that we humans settled and 

domesticated wild grains to produce not bread, but beer.1,2,3 

Wild barley and wheat were domesticated around 8000 B.C. and the onset of the civilization in Mesopotamia 

is intimately linked to beer brewing; a Sumerian poem written in the 3rd millennium B.C. has the oldest 

recipe known, and it is for beer. Before the Roman times where the salary was linked to salt, the workers in 

Uruk (Sumerian city, today’s Irak) were paid in beer. Centuries later, this was the case too for those who built 

https://mappingignorance.org/author/pablo-ortiz/
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/10/07/did-we-settle-down-for-beer/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#sdfootnote1sym
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/10/07/did-we-settle-down-for-beer/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#sdfootnote2sym
https://mappingignorance.org/2019/10/07/did-we-settle-down-for-beer/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#sdfootnote3sym
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the pyramids. At that stage, beer was so important that there were already “professional” breweries. The 

history from that point on is better known thanks to the remaining written documents. The question remains to 

what happened before 8000 B.C. 

The Natufian culture were hunter-gatherers that populated the Levant (today’s Syria, Jordan, and Israel) 

between 13000 and 9000 B.C. Contrary to other hunter-gatherers the Natufians were (semi) sedentary. 

Therefore, they are believed to be the transition from a nomadic to a sedentary way of living, and 

consequently, are linked to the beginning of agriculture. The Natufians, apart from hunting, harvested wild 

cereals. Furthermore, recent archeological findings suggest that they were brewing proto-beer.3,4 

Before they arrived to that point, they had probably started collecting wild grains. Most likely, the first use of 

grains as an edible source was as popped of parched, due to its easiness: it just requires applying a source of 

heat. Just think of popcorn. In fact, it seems that this was the first use of corn. By adding water to the first two 

elements -grains and heat- the result is gruel, a thinner version of porridge. There is a consensus that gruel 

preceded both bread and beer, again, due to its ease of preparation. The equation gets significantly more 

complex when a fourth element, the yeast, is added to the mixture. DNA analysis of modern strains shows 

that the domestication of S. cerevisiae took place approximately 11,000 years ago, even before the time when 

barley and wheat were domesticated (8000 B.C.) Interestingly, S. cerevisiae is used in making bread as well 

as beer. In both cases, the yeast turns sugars into carbon dioxide and ethanol, but the process is different, and 

so is the outcome. 

The making of a loaf starts where gruel stopped, in a mixture of grain (ground, in the form of flour) and 

water. The yeast transforms the fermentable sugars in the dough into alcohol and carbon dioxide, and their 

release makes the dough rise. Then the dough is heated in an oven to yield the loaf. The process and 

components for making beer are similar, but here the order of the factors alters the product. The main 

difference is the conversion of the cereal starches into sugar, which in turn can be converted into alcohol by 

the yeast. Brewing begins with malting, which consists in letting the grains germinate by soaking them. 

Certain grains produce some enzymes that can transform the starch into sugars. The germinated grains are 

then dried (originally by the sun) and at this point, it is easier to grind the cereal. If this ground malt is added 

to a mixture of cereal and water the enzymes will convert the starch from the cereals into sugar. And here 

there is a link with the previous stage because if the ground malt is added to a gruel/porridge, the conversion 

to alcohol is higher because the heat helps to hydrolyze the starches in the grains. The yeast can now start 

fermenting the sugars (maltose) into alcohol, as long as anaerobic (no oxygen) as well as acidic conditions are 

met. The first can be obtained by closing the vessel, and the second by the latic-acid bacteria naturally 

occurring in the air. And here there is one more link with bread. Originally, the bread was made from 

sourdough, whose name precisely derives from the taste given by the lactic acid bacteria. Based only on the 

processes of making beer and bread, due to their overlaps, it is difficult to assess which technique could have 

preceded the other. But several facts suggest that beer might have been the drive behind the domestication of 

wild grains. 

Beer would have been a safer way of drinking water in a time when disinfection and water treatment were 

unknown concepts. The growth of yeast and lactic acid bacteria would prevent other potentially harmful 

microorganisms from growing. 

From a nutritional point of view, grains are not the best source of nutrients that would justify a change from 

hunting-gathering to cultivation. Both wheat and barley are low in the amino acid lysine, an essential amino 

acid that humans cannot synthesize and therefore needs to come from the diet. Further, these cereals do not 

contain enough B vitamins. Moreover, cereals (especially wheat) also contain antinutrients (phytates) that 

https://mappingignorance.org/2019/10/07/did-we-settle-down-for-beer/?utm_source=feedburner&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=Feed%3A+MappingIgnorance+%28Mapping+Ignorance%29#sdfootnote4sym
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prevent the absorption of some essential minerals. Interestingly, through the process of sprouting and 

fermenting (part of the brewing process) the grains, the mentioned problems are mitigated. Having said so, the 

life expectancy during the Paleolithic, the hunter-gatherer’s time, was higher than in the subsequent 10000 

years. What did then move people to settle and start farming? There is further evidence that even after the 

domestication of wild cereals only a little part of the diet came from grains. Compiled together, these pieces 

of evidence suggest that the domestication of grains was not pursued for nutritional reasons. 

Moreover, brewing beer (as well as baking bread) is a time and resource-consuming process which requires a 

good reason. Traditionally, brewing beer was almost exclusively associated with special occasions: mortuary 

rituals, ceremonies, communal events, and feast. The most remarkable aspect of a fermented beverage is the 

presence of variable levels of alcohol. Despite the rudimentary techniques, such processes would yield proto-

beers with a low but still noticeable amount of alcohol. The psychoactive effect of it would have been highly 

appreciated in those situations to enhance the connection within the community and with the afterlife. 

According to some researchers, the fermented beverages in these feasts would have been highly valued and 

the increasing demand to support them would have been the drive to domesticate and to cultivate grains. 

As with events that happened before written records we will probably never know how the events unfolded. 

However, latest research shows that beer played a key role in the dawn of the civilization. And as for the 

question if that was the reason why we as humans became sedentary, Katz´s and Voigt´s concluding 

sentence2 seems a good concluding reflection. “Finally, we leave each reader with one last test of any 

hypothesis, its plausibility. Given a choice of gruel, bread, or brew, which would you rather have with your 

next meal? 
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Kevin Kelly’s Letter to Children About the Glory of Books and the Superpower of Reading in an 

Image-Based Digital Culture 

“More and more of our society is centered on pictures and images, which is a beautiful thing. But some of the 

most important parts of life are not visible in pictures.” 

BY MARIA POPOVA 

 

In his epoch-making 1632 book Dialogue Concerning the Two Chief World Systems: Ptolemaic and 

Copernican, Galileo made a subtle case for how reading gives us super-human powers. Printed books were a 

young medium then, still in many ways a luxury for the privileged. But as the cogs of culture continued to 

turn, revolutionizing ideologies and technologies, making books common as daylight, the written word never 

lost this power. 350 years later, Carl Sagan — another patron saint of cosmic truth — echoed Galileo in his 

insistence that “a book is proof that humans are capable of working magic.” Hermann Hesse, too, knew this 

when he considered why we read and always will, no matter how technology may change, in his prescient 

1930 essay “The Magic of the Book.” 

Generations after Hesse and epochs after Galileo, amid a new wilderness of communication technologies and 

visual media, futurist, digital optimist, and Wired magazine founder Kevin Kelly takes up the case in his 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/01/14/galileo-reading/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2017/11/08/carl-sagan-books-reading/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2016/06/07/the-magic-of-the-book-hermann-hesse-my-belief/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702287/braipick-20
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contribution to A Velocity of Being: Letters to a Young Reader (public library) — my labor of love eight 

years in the making, collecting 121 original illustrated letters to children about why we read and how books 

transform us by some of the most inspiring humans in our world: entrepreneurs, poets, physicists, songwriters, 

artists, philosophers, deep-sea divers. 

 

Art by Andrea Tsurumi for Kevin Kelly’s letter from A Velocity of Being: Letters to a Young Reader. 

Dear Young Hero, 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702287/braipick-20
http://www.worldcat.org/title/velocity-of-being-letters-to-a-young-reader/oclc/1061863690&referer=brief_results
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/11/20/a-velocity-of-being-letters-to-a-young-reader/
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702287/braipick-20
http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702287/braipick-20
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Imagine you can choose your own superpower from one of these three: flying, invisibility, or being able to 

read. You’d be the only person in the world with that superpower. Which one do you choose? Flying is not so 

useful without other superpowers. Invisibility is okay for being naughty or for a little fun but not good for 

much else. But if you were the only person who could read… you’d be the most powerful person on Earth. 

You would be able to tap into all the wisdom of the smartest people who ever lived. Their knowledge would 

go from their heads through squiggles on paper right into your head. You would learn things from them that 

no ordinary mortal would ever have enough time to learn. You would be as smart as everybody in total. Not 

that you have to remember it all. With reading you just look it up. 

Reading is a superpower that also gives you a type of teleportation; it moves you a million miles instantly. 

That feeling of being immersed in a different place, or even a different time period, can be so strong you may 

not want to leave. 

When you have this superpower you can see the world from the viewpoint of someone else. This helps protect 

you from the mistakes and untruths of others as well as your own ignorance. 

More and more of our society is centered on pictures and images, which is a beautiful thing. But some of the 

most important parts of life are not visible in pictures: ideas, insights, logic, reason, mathematics, intelligence. 

These can’t be drawn, photographed, or pictured. They have to be conveyed in words, arranged in an orderly 

string, and can only be understood by those who have acquired the superpower of reading. 

This superpower will always be with you; it will never leave you. But like all superpowers, it increases the 

more you use it. It works on paper and screens. As we invent new ways to read, its value and power will 

expand and deepen. At any time, reading beats any other superpower you can name. 

Yours, 

Kevin Kelly 

For more letters from A Velocity of Being, all proceeds from which benefit the New York public library 

system, savor Jane Goodall on how reading shaped her life, Rebecca Solnit on how books solace, empower, 

and transform us, 100-year-old Holocaust survivor Helen Fagin on how one book saved actual lives, poet and 

farmer Laura Brown-Lavoie on the power of storytelling, and Alain de Botton on literature as a vehicle of 

understanding. 

A selection of artwork from the book — a visual celebration of the written word — is available as prints, also 

benefiting the public library. 

 

https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/03/kevin-kelly-reading/?mc_cid=370478fbe0&mc_eid=d1c16ac662 

  

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/ASIN/1592702287/braipick-20
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/01/31/jane-goodalls-reading-a-velocity-of-being/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/01/03/a-velocity-of-being-rebecca-solnit/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/01/03/a-velocity-of-being-rebecca-solnit/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/12/18/a-velocity-of-being-helen-fagin/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/07/26/a-velocity-of-being-laura-brown-lavoie/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/03/28/alain-de-botton-velocity-of-being-why-we-read/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/03/28/alain-de-botton-velocity-of-being-why-we-read/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2018/12/07/a-velocity-of-being-prints/
https://www.brainpickings.org/2019/10/03/kevin-kelly-reading/?mc_cid=370478fbe0&mc_eid=d1c16ac662
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In Nazism, Joseph Roth Saw the End of Europe’s Cosmopolitan Dream 

Morten Høi Jensen on the Devastation of an Idea 

By Morten Høi Jensen 

 

Of all witnesses to the rise of the Third Reich, the Austrian writer Joseph Roth was among the least 

ambivalent and most despairing. In his famous response to the Nazi book burnings of 1933, “The Auto-da-Fé 

of the Mind,” he encouraged German writers of Jewish descent to accept the capitulation of European culture 

and embrace defeat: “Let us, who were fighting on the front line, under the banner of the European mind, let 

us fulfill the noblest duty of the defeated warrior: Let us concede our defeat.” 

He did not mean that Jewish writers should march willingly into the furnace of German fascism; he meant 

that defeat absolved them of having to offer vague assurances of hope. They did not have to join the 

courageous yet doomed chorus of humanitarian protest. 

Writing to the editors of Das Neue Tage-Buch in October 1934, Roth admitted that while he admired other 

writers for their public appeals to “the remains of a European conscience,” he himself could not share in their 

idealism. “What use are my words,” he asked, “against the guns, the loudspeakers, the murderers, the 

deranged ministers, the stupid interviewers and journalists who interpret the voice of this world of Babel, 

muddied anyhow, via the drums of Nuremberg?” 

And yet, having conceded the futility of his profession, he continued writing. “One must write, even when one 

realizes the printed word can no longer improve anything,” Roth explained. From a place beyond hope, the 

author was permitted to follow the internal logic of the writing itself, rather than some external logic imposed 

on it. Will Stone’s translation of Roth’s writings of the 1930s, On the End of the World, recently reissued by 

Pushkin Press, is a radiant book of futile missives from that beyond. 

https://lithub.com/author/mortenhoijensen/
https://www.pushkinpress.com/product/on-the-end-of-the-world/
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Worlds ending or lost, suns setting and things breaking apart, are recurring motifs in Roth’s life and writing. 

In The Emperor’s Tomb (1938), the narrator considers “World War” an accurate description of the Great 

War, not because the whole world fought in it, but because “we lost a whole world, our world.” In The 

Radetzky March (1932), the omnipresent Emperor, Franz Joseph I, sees “the great golden sun of the 

Habsburgs sinking, smashing on the bottom of the universe, crumbling into various littler suns…” Roth 

himself was described by his sometime lover, the novelist Irmgard Keun, as a man “splintered into a thousand 

fragments.” 

Fragmentation, displacement, dissolution—these were conditions Roth was born into, the ruins he inherited. 

His great biographer David Bronsen writes that the term fatherland was for Roth “imbued from youth on with 

the bitter-sweet taste of decay.” Roth never knew his father, and throughout his life every paternalistic figure 

or institution—the Emperor, the Empire, marriage, the Austrian Republic, and finally Europe itself—vanished 

or was destroyed. 

“You lose one homeland, and then another,” he wrote in 1938, when the Nazis invaded Austria. Probably he 

felt like Lieutenant Trotta in The Radetzky March, likened to “a man who had lost not only his home, but also 

his homesickness, his nostalgia for that home.” 

* 

Roth was born in 1894 in Brody, a remote Galician border town of peasants, smugglers, traders, merchants, 

and Jews, many of them refugees fleeing the pogroms in Russia. Located in the northeast corner of the 

Austro-Hungarian Empire, roughly 400 miles from Vienna, Brody saw some of the worst fighting between 

the Central Powers and Russian forces during the First World War. Roth was a student at the University of 

Vienna when the fighting broke out and in 1916 volunteered to join the Imperial Habsburg Army, serving 

briefly on the Eastern front—“6 miles behind enemy lines,” as he put it in a letter at the time. 

After the war Roth returned to Vienna, where he launched his journalistic career at mostly left-wing papers 

(he was known as Rote Roth; “Red Roth”) before leaving for Berlin. There he became a noted feuilletonist 

with the bourgeois newspaper Frankfurter Zeitung, reporting from France, Italy, Poland, Albania, and the 

Soviet Union, among other places. 

Roth had no money, no steady job, no bank account, and almost no clothes. He had no books, least of all his 

own. 

Unusually observant and skeptical, Roth drew admiration for his wit and metaphorical dash, in particular his 

ability to sketch a full human portrait with just a few strokes of his pen. “He seems to have refused the 

respectable silver of old age,” Roth writes of an old, bald waiter at a hotel. “Either that, or he is so old that he 

has passed through the epoch of white hair and is well on the way to putrefaction, a species of human mineral, 

perhaps regressing to the world’s original condition, the inertness of the so-called organic.” 

A similar tone animates his best fiction, as in this celebrated description from The Emperor’s Tomb: “As he 

spoke, he kept running his hands through his greying blond whiskers, as though to caress both halves of the 

Dual Monarchy.” In both examples, as is so often the case with Roth, what may at first appear to be satire or 

caricature is revealed, on closer inspection, to be a kind of buried empathy, all the more affecting for being so 

reticent. 
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Roth’s personal life, meanwhile, was as porous as an Eastern European border. Michael Hofmann, his finest 

English translator, has called him “the most impractical man who ever lived,” and with good reason. Roth had 

no money, no steady job, no bank account, and almost no clothes. He had no books, least of all his own. 

Eventually, he lost his teeth, too. And since Brody, like the rest of Eastern Galicia, had been absorbed into the 

First Polish Republic after the disintegration of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, Roth had no home either. “I’m 

always back and forth, without a fixed address,” he told Stefan Zweig. 

Not even marriage offered Roth stability or lasting companionship. He was unsettled and travelled too often, 

and in 1929 his wife, Friedl Reichler, succumbed to schizophrenia. For most of that year she was bedridden, 

psychotic, and suicidal—“barely alive,” as Roth put it in a desperate letter to his friend René Schickele. When 

a brief stint in the care of her parents failed to improve her condition, Friedl was admitted to a psychiatric 

hospital outside of Vienna. 

The sensitive, patient letters Roth exchanged with his in-laws in the years to come often make for difficult 

reading. (“Dear parents”; “Don’t worry if Friedl blames you for all kinds of things…”; “Chin up, Friedl will 

one day speak clearly again.”) The ordeal aged him prematurely. His hair turned grey and he was frequently 

ill. Already a habitual drinker, his relationship with the bottle turned lethal. Friedl never recovered, and Roth 

never stopped blaming himself. If he hadn’t died the year before her, news of her euthanization by the Nazis 

in July 1940 surely would have killed him. 

* 

Though primarily known to his contemporaries as a journalist, Roth wrote at least half a dozen novels during 

the 1920s, including Hotel Savoy, Flight Without End, and Right or Left, before finally achieving his 

breakthrough with Job and The Radetzky March, published in 1930 and 1932, respectively. But in the usual 

manner of Roth’s life, even this success was snuffed out by the impersonal forces of history: during the Nazi 

book burnings in the spring of 1933, Roth’s novels were at the top of the pyre, thus denying him access to his 

newfound German readership. For the rest of his life he was dependent on precarious and harassed émigré 

publishers in the Netherlands with scant resources. 

Roth saw first-hand the fault lines of the bitterly defeated and politically divided new German republic. 

By then, Roth had already turned his back on Germany. On the same day that Hitler was appointed chancellor 

in January 1933, he got on a train from Berlin to Paris and never set foot there again. As Michael Hofmann 

has noted, no one was more intellectually prepared for the calamitous events of that year than Roth. 

The earliest article included in On the End of the World is an account of Hitler’s trial for high treason after the 

attempted Nazi coup in Munich in November 1923 known as the Beer Hall Putsch. Roth denied the reality of 

the trial and likened it to a carnival show. He saw clearly the desire of Hitler and his storm troopers to spark a 

national-conservative revolution and revive the delusions of German grandeur that had been thwarted (as they 

saw it) by enemies at home and abroad in 1918. 

“The tombs of world history are yawning open in Munich and all the corpses one thought interred are 

stepping out,” he wrote. “A grotesque dream is forming—and all Germany accepts this miracle with 

indifference, as if it was self-evident.” 
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Roth spent much of the 1920s reporting from places like Hamburg, Berlin, Munich, and the Ruhr, and saw 

first-hand the fault lines of the bitterly defeated and politically divided new German republic. He encountered 

swastikas and nationalist propaganda in the tourist resorts of the Baltic coast; saw hordes of Jewish refugees 

in Berlin with “millennial sorrow” in their eyes; and visited the former home of Walther Rathenau, the 

Foreign Minister who was assassinated in 1922 by members of a rightwing terror group. 

When Hitler ascended to the Reich Chancellorship, Roth was under no illusion about what has happening to 

Germany. “The barbarians have taken over,” he wrote to Zweig in February 1933. “Do not deceive yourself. 

Hell reigns.” 

The same clarity of conviction sparkles on every page of On the End of the World. Roth endeavors to be as 

clear and explicit as he can about the realities of the Nazi dictatorship, even as the horrors perpetrated on the 

world become more and more inexpressible. He is determined to be outraged, and this determination prevents 

his pessimistic articles from being merely pessimistic; it gives his voice urgency and power. “For seventeen 

months now we have got used to the fact that in Germany, more blood has been spilled than the printer’s ink 

required to write about it,” he commented in the Pariser Tageblatt on July 6th, 1934. 

Roth vented a whole life’s worth of disappointment, bitterness, and anger on the fascist conquest of Europe. 

“My grief leaks out of private things into the public realm,” he wrote to his friend Pierre Bertaux in 1929. 

Perhaps for this reason the best piece in this volume is Roth’s wounded response in Das Neue Tage-Buch to 

the Anschluss, the Nazi invasion of Austria on March 12th, 1938: 

[Austria] catered for a maximum of differences and a minimum of antagonisms. But then, its contradictions 

only seemed like antagonisms and the world, which has no real understanding of the baroque—where 

pleasure and contradiction are vital, and all is caprice not dissension—this world which has become so 

simplistic, no longer a globe, but a trapezium in two dimensions and transparent as a glass of water, saw a 

tragic hatred, where there was only cause for discussion. 

This Central European world of multitudes and contrasts, of difference, discussion, variation, marginality—a 

world of opposition but not separateness—was the world destroyed by the two World Wars. For Roth, one of 

the chief culprits was the nationalist zeal that had gripped Europe after 1918: “You could say that patriotism 

has killed Europe,” he wrote in December 1934. “This idiotic love for the ‘soil’ kills off a love for the earth. 

The pride of being born in a particular country, within a particular nation, annihilates the feeling of European 

universality.” 

Growing up in Galicia, with its mixture of Jews, Poles, Ruthenians, and Germans, Roth was inoculated from 

an early age against the delusions of nationalism. The more European countries began embracing those 

delusions, the more Roth came to view the cosmopolitan Austro-Hungarian Empire with an elegiac fondness. 

There, at least, people of different languages, religions, ethnicities, and cultures were able to co-exist, 

however tenuously. 

Roth wasn’t naïve about the complacency and folly of the old Empire, but it had instilled in him a distinct 

antipathy to the “nationality question,” as he put it in his 1935 story, “The Bust of the Emperor”: 

Everyone aligned themselves—whether they wanted to, or merely pretended to want to—with one or other of 

the many peoples there used to be in the old monarchy. For it had been discovered in the course of the 
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nineteenth century that every individual has to belong to a particular race or nation, if he wanted to be a fully 

rounded bourgeois individual. 

By contrast, in Roth’s last published novel, The Emperor’s Tomb, Count Chojniki says that a country is too 

abstract to love, but that “one field, one swamp, one individual, well à la bonheur! That’s something I can see 

and understand, that speaks to me in a language I am familiar with, that—because of its singularity—can be 

dear to me.” 

Roth lived in an age when the individual was absorbed into the abstract masses of political ideology. The 

most salient commonality between Fascism and Communism was their disregard for human life in all its 

particulars and private eccentricities. For Roth, nothing mattered more, which is why his sketches of waiters, 

chefs, old ladies, and cooks in hotels across Europe are so poignant. His greatness lies in his avoidance of 

grandiosity. 

“Confronted with the truly microscopic, all loftiness is hopeless, completely meaningless,” he wrote in 1921. 

“It’s only the minutiae of life that are important.” 

This was the line of sanity he stuck to throughout his life; in contrast to so many other writers on both the left 

and the right, he refused to kneel down before the counterfeit gods of history. “History is made by human 

beings who have only the merest glimpse of the significance of their words and their actions due to an 

insufficient capacity for instinct, experience and common sense,” he wrote a few months before his death. For 

all the pernod and cognac he consumed, he was the most sober-minded writer of his generation. 

 

Morten Høi Jensen 

Morten Høi Jensen is a writer and critic from Copenhagen, Denmark. He is the author of A Difficult Death: 

The Life and Work of Jens Peter Jacobsen. He lives in Brooklyn. 

 

https://lithub.com/in-nazism-joseph-roth-saw-the-end-of-europes-cosmopolitan-dream/ 

  

https://lithub.com/author/mortenhoijensen/
https://lithub.com/in-nazism-joseph-roth-saw-the-end-of-europes-cosmopolitan-dream/
https://lithub.com/author/mortenhoijensen/
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PLA composite may be an eco-friendlier alternative to carbon fiber 

By Ben Coxworth 

 

 

Sheets of the PLA composite material 

Fraunhofer 

VIEW 4 IMAGES 

While bio-based polylactic acid (PLA) thermoplastic is relatively eco-friendly and easily recyclable, 

composites such as carbon fiber are much stronger. German scientists are now claiming to have combined the 

best features of both, with a new all-PLA composite. 

Unlike traditional petroleum-based plastics, PLA is made from renewable sources such as corn starch, tapioca 

and sugarcane. Not only is it fully recyclable (where facilities exist), but it also biodegrades within a few 

years under the right conditions, and is industrially compostable. 

https://newatlas.com/author/ben-coxworth/
https://newatlas.com/bioplastic-pla-cheaper-production-process/38498/
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Like other plastics that are used on their own, it doesn't have the mechanical strength or rigidity exhibited by 

composite materials. Because those composites are made of at least two intermixed substances, though, 

recycling them is a complex process – often deemed to not be worth the effort or expense. 

With that in mind, researchers from the Fraunhofer Institute for Chemical Technology have helped to create a 

composite made of woven PLA fibers that are set within a PLA matrix. 

 

 

A seat shell made of the PLA composite 

Fraunhofer 

The fibers and the matrix are actually made of two different types of the bioplastic, the former having a higher 

melting point than the latter. This means that in the production process, the solid fibers are embedded within 
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the liquid matrix (composed of melted PLA granules), after which the matrix sets to also become a solid. The 

recycling process consists of simply melting down the fibers and the matrix, at different temperatures. 

Fraunhofer claims that the PLA composite is much stronger and more rigid than the "pure" form of the 

plastic, reportedly able to "compete with commercially-available self-reinforced polypropylene composites." 

What's more, the manufacturing process is said to require about half as much energy as that of petroleum-

based composites, and to produce about half the amount of carbon dioxide per kilogram of material. 

Once the technology is developed further, it is hoped that the PLA composite could find use in sporting, 

automotive and medical applications. The material was developed as part of the European 

Union Bio4self project, which also includes the Technical University of Denmark, Belgian textile research 

group CENTEXBEL, and Danish firm Comfil. 

Source: Fraunhofer 

 

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/materials/polylactic-acid-composite/  

https://www.bio4self.eu/
https://www.fraunhofer.de/en/press/research-news/2019/october/milestone-in-the-development-of-new-material-systems.html
https://newatlas.com/author/ben-coxworth/
https://newatlas.com/materials/polylactic-acid-composite/
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On the Universal Urgency of Immigrant Literature 

Christopher Castellani: "Every child of immigrants is born into a sense of loss." 

By Christopher Castellani 

 

 “There are only two possible stories,” goes the old adage, frequently attributed to John Gardner: “a man goes 

on a journey, or a stranger comes to town.” It’s the sort of thing I’ve said casually to my students over the 

years as a way to help us organize our ideas, but it strikes me now that every immigrant story I know of falls 

into one or—in most cases, both—of those archetypes: a character leaves behind a place—a life, really: a 

home, a language, a personhood—to embark on a personal quest; or a character enters an unfamiliar country, 

where they are a stranger to most, and finds they must navigate its codes and culture in order to survive. The 

leaving behind is as much a theme in these stories as is the navigation, and the adventure is as much a loss as 

it is a journey of discoveries. 

Embedded in the tropes of all immigrant literature, then, are these classic elements of storytelling, elements 

that get at the heart of identity. For this reason alone, it should surprise no one that immigrant literature is so 

rich and varied and compelling and satisfying even to readers who have never left their hometown. 

In The New York Times, Parul Seghal wrote, “Aren’t the themes of immigrant literature—estrangement, 

homelessness, fractured identities—the stuff of all modern literature, if not life?” 

For most, Return is something in between terror and peace, something vexed at best. 

Seen through this lens, we might even consider The Wizard of Oz—Dorothy’s journey from black-and-white 

to color and then back again—as an immigrant tale. Maybe even Alice in Wonderland, or Gulliver’s 

Travels.  Dorothy, Alice, and Gulliver are all on journeys, and they all find themselves strangers who come to 

town. They’re all stories of dislocation, of a kind of restlessness hand-in-hand with loneliness, all stories in 

https://lithub.com/author/christophercastellani/
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which a character must grapple with that most essential question: “how do I live?” Or, to be more precise, 

“how do I live here?” I’m not implying here that all stories are immigrant stories, of course, but that all 

immigrant stories, all these tales of departure and arrival, wrestle with universal—and therefore relatable—

questions. 

Just as there is no arrival without departure in these stories, there is no departure without the specter of 

Return. This could mean return to the homeland, to the origin, to the place where identity is coherent or at 

least stable; it could also mean returning to the barely-known place where one began and seeing it as if for the 

first time. For some immigrants, in both fiction and nonfiction, Return is filled with very real terror: threats of 

persecution, imprisonment, or unspeakable violence. For others, Return is a beautiful, lifelong, longed-for 

dream: it holds the potential for the closing of the circle of life, for happy reunions, for a reclamation of a 

simpler past, or for a reckoning with a place and people that could not be understood without having left them 

behind. For most, Return is something in between terror and peace, something vexed at best, and it’s this in-

betweenness, this vexedness, that has always interested me most in immigrant literature, and which seems 

best-suited to the literary writer: the ambivalence of home, its over-determination and contradictions, the guilt 

and tension and mystery of it. 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

Though I am not an immigrant myself, I am the son of Italian immigrants and have tried to contend with this 

vexedness in my first three novels, which were inspired by my parents’ experiences growing up in Italy in the 

1930s, migrating to the US after WWII, and raising first-generation children. These novels have been shelved 

in bookstores as immigrant literature, a category that has itself, especially recently, become contentious. To 

some critics, the category both presupposes and reinforces the myth that a person travels from one culturally 

monolithic place—a homeland, say Italy—to another culturally monolithic place—a New World, say the 

United States—with their culturally monolithic identity—say, their “Italiannness”—strapped to their backs. 

It tends to forget or minimize the fact that the Italian comes from many bloodlines and classes and regions, 

that New York is a very different place from Kansas, that “Italianness” is a construct, and a murky one at that; 

and that people’s reasons for choosing one home over another are as varied and contradictory as the people 

themselves. One of the many challenges of the category of immigrant literature is that the books that fit this 

descriptor are too often viewed as historical documents of, say, the “Italian-American experience” writ large, 

rather than as nuanced individual histories as unique and unrepeatable as the people who wrote them. 

We have an unfortunate, if forgivable, tendency to group these books by nationality or ethnicity or itinerary, 

and to zoom in on commonalities and cultural truisms across them, and then to make broad generalizations 

about those commonalities and truisms. Regrettably, I have done this myself as a reader, this flattening of 

books and stories into almost utilitarian or self-edifying documents. I am as guilty as anyone of the type of 

mindset that turns to Zadie Smith to understand the world of contemporary London or that, seeing that China 

is in the news, considers picking up The Woman Warrior by Maxine Hong Kingston. 

At my core, though, I don’t believe such utilitarian or self-edifying reasons are why we consume literature. I 

believe we go to books—all types of books—to slow down our lives, not escape from them or “learn 

something.” And, as a writer, I believe we make art not to figure out the human condition, or to solve the 

questions of why we make the choices we make, but to complicate those choices and journeys, to make them 

more nuanced, less “flat.” 
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I can’t think of a single country that isn’t currently facing a crisis of immigration. 

For us writers of immigrant fiction, this necessarily begs the question of audience, a question for which there 

is, again, no right or clear answer. “For whom is my story written?” we ask ourselves, plagued by the 

demands of both the Muse (by which I mean our own artistic vision) and the Marketplace (by which I mean 

the commercial demands of publishing). I’m more interested in the Muse, which asks: am I writing for the 

person outside my culture, the one who is reading my book to “learn something?” Or am I writing for the 

person within my culture, who is reading for insight into our shared experience, to be seen?” 

ARTICLE CONTINUES AFTER ADVERTISEMENT 

Identifying and then settling on this hypothetical audience, helps to answer further major and seemingly 

minor questions, though it never fully resolves them—questions like, “How much history must I explain or 

contextualize? In what language should I tell it? Do I italicize the ‘foreign’ words?” For example, if I’m an 

Iranian-American telling the story of an Iranian who flees that country in the 1970s and emigrates to Boston, 

don’t I limit myself if my audience is Westerners with limited knowledge of anything but their own country’s 

histories? Don’t I want to write for my people back in Iran, in our own language, to illuminate for them the 

strangeness of Boston—to treat Boston as the culture and history that must be contextualized and explained? 

But what if that language, or that history, is as foreign to me as it is to the average Westerner? Do I still have 

the right to tell it, just because I have Iranian blood?” 

Mostly, what we writers end up doing when it comes to these questions of audience is choosing the “All of 

the Above” option, trying, with varying degrees of success, to have it both ways, to appeal to every possible 

reader even when we aren’t consciously trying to do so. This blurs our focus and dilutes the impact of the 

story in the process. In this sense, our books belong fully to neither culture; they occupy that middle ground, 

that new space our unique identity and our unique perspective and our divided loyalties, and our limited 

knowledge and experience, has created, the one that belongs to us and us alone. I call this “riding the 

hyphen,” the straddling of that little black line between Italian-American, or Russian-German or, well, pick 

your hybridity. 

To me, the most exciting demand of immigrant literature is to see the hyphen not as a bridge between two 

easily recognizable and digestible identities, but as the rope in a of tug-of-war. In my own work, I have tried 

to dramatize that tug-of-war, all that pulling and falling and sliding into the mud, by locating it in the most 

charged and personal context of all: the family. 

* 

My parents’ true point of departure from their homeland was not a port town, but a home. They did not leave 

Italy on a ship from the Bay of Naples; they left Italy the moment they untangled themselves from the arms of 

their mothers in the thresholds of the stone houses of Sant’Elpidio, the tiny village in which they were both 

born and where they expected to spend the entirety of their lives. My parents did not flee hardship; they fled 

predictability, tradition, and security. In doing so, they fled their families, the primary source of their 

identities, which meant abandoning themselves and all of the future selves they’d been imagining for as long 

as they’d been alive. 

This abandonment caused immeasurable heartache and fear, and it’s important to emphasize that not even this 

fear, or the lack of certainty of survival, was enough to stop them from leaving. Such is the inexorable and 
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fierce pull and drive of the immigrant, that, when leaving behind stability and security for the promise of a 

better place, she will also leave behind reason. 

I can’t help thinking that every child of immigrants is born into this sort of loss, that loss itself is encoded in 

our genes. 

“A character must want and want intensely,” goes another old adage of the writing workshop, this one 

attributed to Janet Burroway. There is no story without desire, and without an obstacle to that desire. Here, 

again, a classic element of storytelling is embedded in the trope of immigrant literature—that unstoppable, 

improbable desire, the one that launches the character into an adventure without the benefit of reason or 

security. This desire is particularly potent, of course, when the immigrant is leaving behind not security or 

stability, but persecution or poverty; then it becomes less a desire than a demand of a life force, an innate 

instinct to survive. And from this instinct, great stories are born. 

We all grew up on a steady diet of these stories—about our parents and families, about the childhoods we’ve 

forgotten, about our neighborhoods and countries—and it’s the stories themselves, as much if not more than 

what we actually experienced and remembered, that have shaped our identity, our worldview, and our values. 

I would argue that we base our decisions—including, importantly, our votes—more on the stories we’ve 

internalized than the facts we read in the newspaper. Perhaps this is why facts have become less compelling 

lately: the stories we consume on the news, news that is often skewed to reinforce a single narrative, are 

infinitely more convincing to us than statistics, reason, theory, and even the precedents of history. 

We can stare a fact in the fact and say, “no, that is not consistent with my experience, therefore I do not 

believe it,” forgetting, for a crucial moment, that it wasn’t our own experience at all; it was a story we read or 

saw or that was told to us by someone we trusted. I can’t think of a single country that isn’t currently facing a 

crisis of immigration; everywhere we look, people are asking themselves, “who are these people who want to 

come live with me, and why should I care about them?” The more immigrant stories there are in the world, 

the more stories of cultural negotiation and adaptation and preservation, of resistance and assimilation, and 

the more authentically they reflect and illuminate the complex intersectionality of race and gender and class 

and sexual identity, the more we will all feel like immigrants, complete with our own desires to leave, to 

explore, and perhaps even to return. And then, I hope, the better informed—emotionally, psychically—we 

will be about our decisions, our votes, and the stories we pass on to others. 

When I was in elementary school, both my parents worked full-time working-class jobs—my father in the 

shipping department of a commercial bakery, my mother as a seamstress—and in the afternoons I was put 

into the care of a neglectful teenager down the street. She’d talk on the phone or entertain boyfriends while, in 

an empty room upstairs, I watched anxiously from the window for our family car, increasingly panicked that 

it would never arrive, that something terrible had happened to my mother and father, something that would 

keep them from me forever. The panic would crescendo as six o’clock neared and I imagined the inevitability 

of my life without them. 

I’m convinced now that my life as an immigrant writer began there, in the upstairs window of that babysitter’s 

house. Not the physical act of putting words to paper, of course, but the loneliness and longing necessary to 

do so, to preserve time in narrative, to record voices and stories in order to keep them close and to protect 

them. Somehow, even then, I sensed that the only way to conquer time—to have some mastery over it, at 

least, however illusory that mastery would turn out to be—was through storytelling. Looking back in this 

way, I can’t help but see a parallel between my mother listening at the kitchen table to the Italian radio station 



Sistema de Infotecas Centrales                                                                                                                Universidad Autónoma de Coahuila              

 
                                                                                                     

                                                                                                       

 

 

 

    

  
   

Infoteca’s E-Journal                                                                                                                        No. 505  november  2019 
 

 

150 

for some connection to her lost world, and me with my face pressed to the babysitter’s window, praying that 

the only world I knew wouldn’t be lost the way hers was. 

My parents were riding their own hyphen, a part of them in a far-off place and another part of them in mine. 

Though they benefited from the privilege of whiteness, as I have done, they struggled with discrimination 

from the outside world and an internal sense of difference and exile. They were mine, but they never fully 

belonged to me; the part of them in that far-off place was and will forever be unknowable to me, speaking a 

language I can’t understand. I can’t help thinking that every child of immigrants is born into this sort of loss, 

that loss itself is encoded in our genes, that every immigrant story is an elegy. Because the child of 

immigrants knows loss as a condition of life, we come to expect it, and because we sense that loss is 

imminent, we tend to cling as fiercely as possible to the stories we grow up with. “All Americans have 

something lonely about them,” writes Ryu Murakami in his novel, In the Miso Soup. “I don’t know what the 

reason might be, except maybe that they’re all descended from immigrants.”   

According to Haitian-American author Edwidge Danticat, “The idea of this great anguish of living between 

two worlds has diminished somewhat for many immigrant people, artists and non-artists alike. Not that there 

is not some uneasiness, but it is no longer the single most urgent anxiety of every immigrant’s life. I would 

like us to move beyond these tropes of speaking to or for, and of being only between two worlds. We are at 

the same time speaking to no one and everyone.” 

Danticat is right, of course, that the hyphen is not necessarily the source of the single most urgent anxiety of 

every immigrant’s life; for all of us, our relationship to the hyphen is one of degree, and is often superseded 

by very real threats to our very existence in the places we live. But when there is an urgent anxiety in our 

work, when there is a question of audience, or of authentic voice, or of writing for social change, or of the 

political ramifications of a particular piece of art, then it is on the hyphen that every reader and critic 

inevitably focuses. As artists, we are judged by how successfully we’ve negotiated and interpreted the 

hyphen: the freshness and depth we’ve brought to it, the stereotypes we’ve reinforced or challenged. 

__________________________ 

The essay began as a talk for the Writing About Immigration edition of the Sozopol Fiction Seminars of the 

Elizabeth Kostova Foundation in June 2019.  
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